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A long time ago, in the spring before the five days of the unspeakable, Finnikin of the Rock dreamed that he was to sacrifice a pound of flesh to save the royal house of Lumatere.

The dream came to him from the gods on the eve of the Harvest Moon Festival, when the whole of the kingdom slept under the stars in the Field of Celebration. It was Finnikin’s favorite night of the year, watching his fellow Lumaterans dance and give thanks for a life of peace and plenty. When the dawn broke and the priest-king sang the Song of Lumatere, the joy in people’s souls lit up their world. And what a world it was — made up of those hailing from the Flatlands, the Forest, the Rock, the Mountains, and the River. All protected by a beloved king and queen and their five children, said to be descended from the gods themselves.

Finnikin told his friends Prince Balthazar and Lucian of the Monts about the dream the next morning as they spat olive pits into the river. The three boys loved their mornings on the waterfront, watching Finnikin’s father, the captain of the King’s Guard, as he and his men checked the merchandise on the barges. No one was more formidable than Captain Trevanion when he was protecting the kingdom, and many spoke of his love for the gentle Lady Beatriss of the Flatlands, who would give birth to their child that year, and how she adored Finnikin as if he were her own.

Upon hearing Finnikin’s dream that day, Balthazar convinced them that no harm would ever come to Lumatere as long as his father was king. Lucian claimed that if the gods were serious, they would have asked him to protect his royal cousins, for no other reason than that he had turned nine that spring and was a head taller than the others. And so, for a time, the dream was forgotten.

Each afternoon, Finnikin, Balthazar, and Lucian played in the Forest of Lumatere, practicing how they would one day catch the silver wolf. Legend had it that only a true warrior could conquer such a beast, and they were certain that Balthazar, the heir to the throne of Lumatere, would be the one. The three friends spent all summer digging the trap, and when it was finished, they dragged Balthazar’s youngest sister, Princess Isaboe, along to be the bait. But the wolf never appeared.

As summer moved into autumn and the days grew shorter, Finnikin began to worry. He would tremble in fear when he remembered his dream. At night he prayed to Lagrami, the goddess of light, to protect his unborn sibling, to keep Balthazar and his four sisters safe, and to watch over the Forest Dwellers, even though they worshipped another goddess and lived outside the kingdom walls. Until one day, finally, 
he convinced his companions to make a pledge.

And so they climbed the rock of three wonders at the crest of Finnikin’s village, and they cut flesh from their bodies and tugged a strand of hair from the weeping Isaboe’s head to make a sacrifice to their goddess. Balthazar pledged to die defending his royal house of Lumatere. Finnikin swore to be their protector and guide for as long as he lived. Lucian vowed he would be the light whom they traveled toward in times of need.

That evening, Finnikin and Balthazar sat perched high on the flat roof of a cottage in the village. As always, they spoke of the silver wolf and the might of a warrior king, and they imagined the years to come when one would rule and one would guard. Finnikin looked down at Princess Isaboe, who slept between them, and although his thigh ached from the pledge wound, he felt peace in his heart that he had done the right thing. They were indeed blessed as no other kingdom in the land.

Until the five days of the unspeakable.

When the king and queen and their three oldest daughters were slaughtered in the palace and Princess Isaboe was slain in the Forest of Lumatere.

When Balthazar’s bloody handprints were found splattered on the kingdom walls and the people of Lumatere, seeking someone to blame, turned on one another.

When the despised cousin of the dead king entered the kingdom with six hundred of his men and began to burn the Forest Dwellers in their homes.

When Captain Trevanion was arrested for treason and sent to a foreign prison and his beloved Lady Beatriss died delivering a stillborn baby in the palace dungeon.

When Seranonna, the matriarch of the Forest Dwellers, cried a blood curse as she burned at the stake, a curse that caused the land to shudder and split the earth, that swallowed those who failed to run from the fury of its jaws, that crumbled village homes and shook the palace to its foundations.

Those who could escaped to the Valley of Tranquillity, outside the kingdom walls, trampling their neighbors who were left behind. And then the dark forces of the curse entombed the kingdom, dividing the people in two.

This is the story, as told to those not born to see such days, recorded in the Book of Lumatereso they will never forget.

The story of those trapped inside the kingdom, never to be heard from again, and those who escaped but were forced to walk the land in a diaspora of misery.

Until ten years later, when Finnikin of Lumatere climbed another rock. . . .
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When it finally appeared in the distance, Finnikin wondered if it was some phantom half-imagined in this soulless kingdom at the end of the world.

There had always been talk that this land had been forsaken by the gods. Yet perched at the top of a rocky outcrop, cloaked in blue-gray mist, was proof to the contrary: the cloister of the goddess Lagrami.

From where they stood, the flat expanse that led to its fortified entrance resembled the softness of sand over a desert. Finnikin could see a trail of pilgrims with their heads bent low, sacks across their shoulders and staffs in their hands. They made a line across the low-lying country like tiny insignificant ants at the mercy of the nothingness surrounding them.

“We must hurry,” the king’s First Man urged, speaking the Sarnak language. Sir Topher had decided that once they reached this wasteland of Sendecane, they would use the language of the neighboring kingdom to the north. At the inn two nights before, he had made it known that they were pilgrims themselves: holy men who had come to the end of the earth to pay homage at the greatest temple of the blessed goddess Lagrami. To be anything else in this part of the land would raise suspicion and fear, and Finnikin had come to realize that those full of fear were the most dangerous of people.

As they drew closer to the rock, the terrain beneath their feet began to change. What Finnikin had thought was sand turned out to be a thick claylike substance that tested his balance. They were walking on a seabed, and by nightfall the waters would return and there would be no hope of leaving this place until the next low tide.

At the entrance of the rock of Lagrami, they followed the wide stone steps that circled up to the summit, passing the pilgrims kneeling at the shrine of welcome. The leather of Finnikin’s boots gave little protection from the cold hard surface, and he found himself looking back to where the pilgrims knelt, knowing that some would make their way up on their knees as a display of devotion to their goddess. He had witnessed the ignorance that came from blind faith time and time again over the years, and he wondered how many of these pilgrims were Lumateran exiles searching for some kind of salvation.

Higher, the steps became stones to climb. Finnikin suspected that sooner or later they would be forced to crawl their way to the top, where the messenger of the High Priestess was surely waiting. Yet not even halfway up, the stones gave way to a smooth cliff face, leaving them nothing to grip except tiny metal bars embedded in the rock. Finnikin stared, confused. He looked down at his oversize feet and wondered how it would be possible to balance them on so narrow a ledge.

“Not for our feet, my boy,” Sir Topher said with a sigh. He wiggled his fingers in front of Finnikin’s face.

Mercy.

“Do not look down,” he warned.

Sir Topher began to climb, and Finnikin felt a shower of grains from the rocks above as they crumbled under his mentor’s weight. One caught him in the eye, and he resisted the urge to wipe it free, preferring to be blinded rather than lose his grip.

“I said, do not look down,” Sir Topher grunted, as if reading his thoughts.

“If I look up, I’ll lose my dinner,” Finnikin gasped.

“And what a pity that would be. All those lovely goose gizzards. All that rabbit pie you insisted on wolfing down despite my warning. All gone to waste.”

Finnikin paused, his head spinning and his mouth beginning to taste of a sickly substance. The dull stench of pigeon filled his nostrils and turned the contents of his belly. His hands ached from gripping the metal bars, and he longed to be able to place his feet flat against the rock. Yet this journey up the cliff face had to be worth it. Somehow the High Priestess had located him and Sir Topher in the kingdom of Belegonia. Not an easy feat when most of the time they chose not to be found.

For the past ten years, Sir Topher and Finnikin had worked to improve the conditions of Lumaterans living in overcrowded camps rife with fever, fear, and despair. Former dukes of Lumatere, now employed in foreign courts, had often requested their presence, eager to fund their efforts to bring a reprieve to their people. Less welcome were the approaches from foreign kings and queens, who always seemed to have a price for their goodwill. Often it was information about what was taking place in a neighboring kingdom in exchange for palace protection for the exiles camped along their riverbanks and valleys. While protocol ensured that the king’s First Man and his apprentice were granted access to any court in the land, Sir Topher had learned to be cautious when it came to accepting invitations.

But this one had been different. It began with a name whispered to Finnikin deep in the night as he lay sleeping among the exiles in Belegonia.

Balthazar.

Finnikin had dragged Sir Topher from his sleep in an instant. He could hardly describe the messenger to his mentor. He could only remember the voice in his ear and the disappearing robes of one who spoke of the isolated cloister of Sendecane. The moment Finnikin had finished speaking, Sir Topher rose from his bedroll and packed it without a word.

Finnikin reached the summit of the cliff first and stayed draped over the stone, trying to regain his breath before leaning across to help Sir Topher, who was wheezing and hungering for air. Hearing a sound behind them, they turned to where a wizened old novice stood before an opening in the wall. When she shuffled around and disappeared into the confines of the cloister, they understood that they were to follow.

Finnikin’s lanky frame meant he was forced to crouch through the damp tunnel, which led to a set of narrow spiral stairs. When they reached the top, they followed the old woman along a hallway, past rooms where other novices knelt in prayer. They crossed the cloister and entered a large chamber with high windows that let in the light. This room interested Finnikin greatly. There were rows and rows of tables where novices sat, absorbed in their work. Some were poring over bound manuscripts, copying their contents, while others read. Finnikin had seen a room like this before, at the palace of Osteria. The manuscripts there held records of each kingdom of the land: their gods and goddesses, their wars, their origins, their landscape, their language, their art, their food, their lives.

As a child in exile, Finnikin had worried that his kingdom would have no further record of existence, so he began his own work on the Book of Lumatere. He wondered if these scholars felt the same way he did about the scent of parchment and the feel of a quill in their hands. But their faces revealed little, and the old novice’s pace began to quicken, leading them into a dimly lit room full of columns. And there, in the middle of the room, stood the High Priestess.

“Blessed Kiria.” Sir Topher bowed and kissed her hand.

“You have come a long way, Sir Topher.”

Finnikin heard the note of surprise in her voice, almost wonder. Like all priestesses of Lagrami, her hair was worn long, almost to her knees, marking her years of devotion to her goddess. Upon her death, the braid would be cut and offered as a sacrifice, while somewhere else in the land a novice would enter the cloister, her hair shorn and her journey begun.

“The Lumateran pilgrims who have made their way to us over the years have taken courage in the existence of the king’s First Man and his young apprentice,” she said, looking at them both.

“It is good of you to acknowledge our cursed people, blessed Kiria,” Sir Topher said.

She smiled warmly. “We are neighbors, despite the distance. I feel anguish for your beloved priest-king, to have lost his people in such a way, and I am here as a servant to your people as much as to mine. It is the wish of our goddess.”

“Do you have the good fortune to know of our priest-king’s whereabouts?” Sir Topher asked.

The High Priestess shook her head sadly. Then her expression changed and she walked farther into the room, beckoning them to follow. “You have come for the girl?” she asked.

Girl. Finnikin’s heart dropped. He had hoped; stupidly he had hoped. The fury he felt for harboring such a dream made him sway on his feet.

“We have little time before the tide rises, so I will speak quickly,” she said in a low voice. “Two springs past, a girl came to us. Her name, Evanjalin. Unlike many of our Lumateran novices, she was not orphaned during the five days of the unspeakable but belonged to the exiles in Sarnak.”

Finnikin flinched and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he saw that Sir Topher had paled. The High Priestess nodded. “I see that you are well aware of the ill-fated exiles in Sarnak.”

“We have petitioned the king of Sarnak to have those responsible for the massacre brought to justice,” Sir Topher said.

Finnikin wondered why they had wasted their time. The slaughter of a group of Lumateran exiles, two years past, was of little concern to an apathetic king.

The High Priestess leaned forward to whisper. “The novice Evanjalin has a gift, and I promise you this: in my time I have come across many who claim to have extraordinary gifts, but I know this girl speaks the truth. She professes to have walked through the sleep, not only of your beloved heir, but of your people trapped inside Lumatere.”

It was one of the most fanciful stories they had heard to date, and Finnikin bit his tongue to hold back a contemptuous retort.

“It is not that we are surprised by the notion of Prince Balthazar being alive,” Sir Topher said carefully, clearing his voice as a warning to Finnikin. “It has always been our hope that there was truth in the tales that the heir survived. But these past ten years, there have been many claims to the Lumateran throne across the land. Each one has proved to be false. You are aware that as a consequence, the ruler of each kingdom of Skuldenore has decreed it treason to make such claims.”

“Yet I hear that no Lumateran acknowledges the reign of the king trapped behind those walls,” the High Priestess said. “Is he not referred to as the impostor king?”

“Despite our belief that the one ruling inside Lumatere played a role in the deaths of our beloveds, as far as the leaders of Skuldenore are concerned, he was legitimately crowned the king.”

A hasty decision made by those controlled by fear, who dared to meddle in the affairs of another kingdom, Finnikin thought bitterly.

“If you are to believe anything, believe this,” she said firmly. “The rightful heir to the throne of Lumatere and survivor of that wretched night has spoken to the novice Evanjalin.”

“Does the novice have a message from him?” Sir Topher asked.

“Just a name,” the High Priestess said, “of a childhood companion of your prince. A trusted friend.”

Suddenly every pulse in Finnikin’s body pounded. He felt the eyes of both the High Priestess and Sir Topher on him. Then the High Priestess came closer, taking his face between her callused hands.

“Is that what you were to him, Finnikin of the Rock?” she said softly. “For I do believe your king is calling. It has been ten years too long and Balthazar has chosen you, through this girl, to take your people home.”

“Who is she to be worthy of the association with our heir?” Finnikin asked stiffly, moving away. “Does she claim to have made his acquaintance?”

“She is a simpleton. She has taken the vow of silence, broken only to tell me of the sleep and that you, Finnikin, would one day come to collect her. I believe she is somehow promised to your heir.”

“What makes you believe such a thing, blessed Kiria?” Sir Topher asked.

“At night she whispers his name in her sleep with intimacy and reverence. As if their bond is ordained by the gods.”

This time Finnikin failed to hold back the sound of his disbelief.

The High Priestess smiled sadly. “You have lost faith in the gods.”

He held her gaze and knew she could read the confirmation in his eyes.

“Do you believe in magic?” she persisted.

“My kingdom has been impenetrable for the past ten years with no logical explanation, so I have no choice but to say I do believe,” he admitted ruefully.

“It was indeed a very dark magic used by the matriarch of the Forest Dwellers. Made up mostly of hatred and grief for what Lumaterans had allowed to happen to her people in the days following the deaths of the king and his family. But somehow some kind of good survived, and the novice Evanjalin is the key. You would know by now the meaning of the archaic words spoken by Seranonna that day.”

Finnikin had not heard the name Seranonna since his childhood. He did not want her to be known as anything other than the witch who had cursed Lumatere.

“We were in the square that day,” Sir Topher said, “and have spent these past ten summers deciphering the curse, but there are words we are still unsure of. Seranonna used more than one of the ancient languages.”

“And those words you do understand?” the High Priestess asked. She stared at Finnikin, waiting for him to speak.

“‘Dark will lead the light, and our resurdus will rise.’ It’s the ancient word for king, is it not? Resurdus?”

The High Priestess nodded. “The curse was to condemn Lumaterans for allowing the slaughter of her people, but it was also to protect the one she claimed to have seen fleeing from the forest that night. The resurdus. The heir. The dark and light will lead you to him.”

“But where are we supposed to take this . . . child? Evanjalin?” Finnikin asked.

The High Priestess gave a small humorless laugh. “Do you consider yourself a child, Finnikin?”

“Of course not.”

“The novice Evanjalin is nearly your age and left her childhood behind far too early.”

“Where are we to take her, blessed Kiria?” Sir Topher prompted gently.

The High Priestess hesitated. “She claims that the answers lie in the kingdom of Sorel.”

Mercy. Finnikin would have preferred to have heard Sarnak or Yutlind. Even Charyn with its barbaric ways. He would have preferred to take her to hell. It would certainly be less dangerous than Sorel.

“And you believe Balthazar will contact us there?” Sir Topher said.

“I do not know what to believe. The goddess has not bestowed the gift of foresight on me. All I can pass on is this girl and the name of the one she claimed would come for her.” Once again her eyes were on Finnikin. “Perhaps both chosen by a missing king to be his guide.”

There was a sound by the door, and the High Priestess held out her hand as a figure appeared from the shadows.

The girl had the coloring of the Lumateran Mont people, a golden skin tone, much darker than Finnikin’s own fair skin. Her hair was shaved, but he imagined that if it were allowed to grow, it would match the darkness of her eyes. Dressed in a gray shift made of coarse fabric, she would easily be passed by without a second glance.

“Sir Topher, Finnikin, I present to you the novice Evanjalin.”

She cast her eyes down, and Finnikin watched as her hands shook and then clenched.

“What is it you fear?” he asked in Lumateran.

“Most of her time was spent in Sarnak,” the High Priestess explained. “It is the language we have used during the break of silence.”

Finnikin could no longer hold back his frustration. He pulled Sir Topher aside. “We know nothing of her,” he said in Belegonian to ensure the novice and the High Priestess would not understand. “This is all too strange.”

“Enough, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said firmly. He turned back to the High Priestess. “Has she spoken since?”

She shook her head. “She has taken the vow of silence. She has suffered much, Sir Topher, and her faith is strong. It’s the least we can leave her with.”

Sir Topher nodded. “If we are to make the tide, we must leave soon.”

Finnikin was stunned at how swiftly Sir Topher had made his decision, but the look in the older man’s eyes warned him not to protest. Biting his tongue, Finnikin watched as the High Priestess took the girl’s head in her hands and pressed her lips tenderly to her forehead. He saw the girl’s eyes close and her mouth tremble, but then her face became impassive again and she walked away from the High Priestess without a backward glance.

The descent was as nauseating as the climb up, made worse for Finnikin by the burden he carried in his heart. Taking this girl halfway across the land had not been part of the plan he and Sir Topher had worked out in the early days of winter. The uncertainty of their new path did not sit well with him.

When they reached the base of the cliff, they passed the group of kneeling pilgrims. A hand snaked out to grab the cloth of the novice’s cloak.

“Your feet,” Finnikin said, noticing for the first time that she was barefoot. “We can’t afford to be slowed down because you don’t have shoes.”

But the girl did not respond and continued walking. It was only when they were a good distance from the cloister that she looked back and he saw the raw emotion of loss on her face. By then the waters reached their knees and Finnikin feared they would not make it to safety without being washed away. Here, the tide was said to return at amazing speed and pilgrims had drowned without any warning. He grabbed her arm and pulled her forward, and suddenly her look of vulnerability disappeared and in its place was a flash of triumph.

As if somehow the novice Evanjalin had gotten her way.


[image: ]

In the days that followed, cold winds gnawed at their bones and a winter that refused to end kept the days short and darkness a constant companion. Sir Topher decided that the best route to Sorel would be to cross into Sarnak and follow the road through Charyn. Although the quickest route was down through Belegonia, Sir Topher argued that they would not return to Sarnak for at least another year and there was a chance they would encounter survivors from the massacre. On this point Finnikin agreed; it was their destination he could not accept.

“We’re making a mistake,” he said on the third morning, forced now to dress behind a tree. He pulled on his buckskin trousers and then his boots, tucking a tiny dagger next to his calf.

“As you have now mentioned for the tenth time, Finnikin,” Sir Topher called out with maddening patience.

Finnikin had come to appreciate Sir Topher’s patience over the years, ever since he had been placed in his care by Perri the Savage, his father’s second-in-charge. Today, however, there was more irritation than appreciation.

“Sorel,” he muttered as he stepped out from behind the tree. “No one goes to Sorel. No exile would set up camp in Sorel. Not even the people of Sorel want to live in Sorel.”

“Let’s accept our path, Finnikin, and hold our tongue, as the novice does so beautifully,” Sir Topher replied.

The girl did little to lessen Finnikin’s frustration. At night he watched her toss in her bedroll as though possessed by demons, crying, gritting her teeth, calling out with such despair. As they trekked across the flat treeless earth, sometimes her body would slump as if what she dreamed was weighing down her spirit. Other times there was a spring in her step and a soft dreamy smile on her lips, as if she was remembering a moment so happy that it effortlessly carried her over the cold barren land.

Deep down, Finnikin knew there was something more to his unease than this strange girl traveling with them. The mention of the heir had awoken memories, and with them came a restlessness, a sense of futility about the future. In the past ten years, the pages of the dead in the Book of Lumatere had grown. There were those who had been slain in Sarnak, those who had died in a plague village in Charyn, those who had drowned when the floods in Belegonia swept over the river camps. Without their own healers, there were no cures for the ailments that others in the land seemed to easily survive.

When they crossed the border into Sarnak, there was little relief from the weather, but a hot meal was more readily available and Finnikin was glad to be able to leave behind the stale bread and moldy cheese that had been their staple diet for over a week. Trees and shrubs began to appear beside the road, and as they continued east, they found themselves in thick woodland, where they decided to camp.

That night, as Sir Topher pored over the map, Finnikin caught the girl staring at the sword that lay by his saddlebag.

“It’s my father’s,” he said gruffly. He pulled it out of its scabbard. The grip was plain, except for a stone — a ruby, rich and bright — embedded in the handle. As a child, Finnikin had imagined it had powers. He believed anything Trevanion touched did. The novice reached out and placed a finger on the stone.

“The ruby is the official stone of Lumatere. Did you know that?” Sir Topher asked, looking up from his map.

In response, the novice dug her hand deep into her pocket and withdrew a ruby ring. She gently traced its contours, then extended her hand as if offering it to Finnikin to take. When he made no attempt to touch it, Sir Topher reached over and examined it instead. Finnikin could see from the warmth in her eyes that the ring held memories much the same as his father’s sword did. At the thought of his father, he was suddenly swamped by a wave of grief. Standing abruptly, he grabbed the crossbow and disappeared into the woods.

Later, Finnikin emerged from the forest with two fair-sized hares. With little fuss, the novice took one of the hares and sat by the fire, cutting into the skin and stripping it from the body of the dead animal with ease. As Finnikin watched, she wiped her brow, leaving a streak of blood across her face. Feeling his gaze on her, she looked up, and in the flickering light of the fire, he saw a fierceness in her eyes that no humble dress or pious look could disguise.

Sir Topher was melancholy that night, and the mead they had secured in the border town had loosened his tongue. Finnikin knew that in this state, Sir Topher would drink and talk. Always about the five days of the unspeakable. Finnikin loved this man dearly and knew he would be dead if not for his mentor’s kindness, but when Sir Topher spoke of those days, Finnikin wanted to shout at him to stick to facts and plans. Facts and plans had results. The days of the unspeakable were impossible to explain or to solve. Finnikin had learned over the years not to think of anything beyond the practicalities of getting from one point to another. To focus on the achievable. Locating a piece of land for the exiles of Lumatere was achievable. But only if they could find a benevolent host, and he knew in his heart that the kingdom of Belegonia was the place. Most of the time Sir Topher agreed, except when he was drinking mead and succumbing to memory.

The girl showed interest in Sir Topher’s story. She put aside the half-skinned hare and kept his words flowing by refilling his cup each time it emptied. Sir Topher relished the opportunity to tell the tale again.

“Does she need to know?” Finnikin asked at one point, not looking up.

“The silence that meets us in every exile camp is a paralysis that has been passed on to the next generation,” Sir Topher said reprovingly.

And so Finnikin heard it again. How the enemy had come in the dead of the night. How they were never able to explain how the assassins had managed to get past the guards, for it was only five days later that the kingdom gates became impenetrable, and questions stayed unanswered. Some said the assassins were in Lumatere long before that night, hiding and plotting to sweep through the palace and take the lives of every single inhabitant: the cooks, the guards, the ladies-in-waiting, the pages, the nursemaids, the groundsmen. Sir Topher had been sent to Belegonia with the ambassador on palace business and had lived with the guilt of surviving ever since.

It was Trevanion, captain of the King’s Guard and Finnikin’s father, who made the gruesome discovery. At the second change of guard, he returned and found the first man dead at the palace entrance. A path of bodies led to the grand hall where the king, queen, and three older princesses were found slain. A desperate search for Balthazar and Isaboe followed. Balthazar alive meant the survival of Lumatere. It meant that no stranger would dare enter the kingdom and claim it as theirs. The King’s Guard searched every house in the palace village, every square inch of the Flatlands, crossed the mountains, searched the Rock Village, and scoured the caves. Finally, they left the confines of the kingdom walls and there they saw it, in the cold light of the rising sun. A small bloody handprint on the outside wall of their fortress. As if Balthazar had been hammering all night long to reenter a world that had already ceased to be.

Sir Topher stopped speaking, and Finnikin looked up. As always, there were tears on the face of the king’s First Man as he relived the horror of what they found in the Forest of Lumatere that day. Limbs and flesh, clumps of hair, and finally the blood-soaked clothing of the youngest princess, Isaboe.

The novice Evanjalin barely seemed to breathe. Her hands were clasped under her chin as if in prayer, but unlike Finnikin, who could not bear to hear more, her eyes begged Sir Topher to continue.

“In the Forest of Lumatere lived the worshippers of Sagrami, the goddess of night,” Sir Topher said, composing himself. “In centuries past they were persecuted and forced to live outside the kingdom walls. Many were healers, mystics, and empaths, with gifts that could not be explained, but over the years, they had begun to work and live among their fellow Lumaterans again.

“The matriarch of the Forest Dwellers was a powerful woman named Seranonna. She was once the wet nurse to the queen, and there was a bond between them that the king honored for the love of his wife.

“But on the morning after the slaughter, Seranonna was found with her hands and clothes soaked with blood. Grief-stricken Lumaterans said it belonged to the youngest princess, that somehow the Forest Dwellers were involved in a sacrifice using the blood of the royal children. The Forest Dwellers claimed that at least two of their people had seen Balthazar running through the forest that night, and that in her search for him, Seranonna had found the remains of Isaboe and tried to gather up the pieces. It was for this reason, they swore, that Seranonna had the blood of the child stained in the lifelines on the palms of her hands.

“But the villagers would not listen. Their king was dead. A king directly descended from the gods. His beloved queen of the Mont people dead. His beautiful daughters raped, slaughtered. His youngest daughter torn to shreds. His son, the heir, missing. His palace guards and people slain. And so the Lumateran people rounded up all those who worshipped Sagrami within the kingdom walls and burned down their homes, forcing them out into the Forest of Lumatere with the rest of their people. Neighbors fought neighbors. Cattle were slaughtered. Crops were burned. It was a world gone mad.”

Finnikin had watched it all from the Rock Village, clutched in the arms of his great-aunt Celestina. “It’s the end of the world, Finnikin,” she had chanted. “The end of the world.”

“On the second day, the king’s cousin rode into Lumatere with six hundred men, most of them Charynites,” Sir Topher continued. “He had been serving in the Charyn court for almost ten years. With the blessing of the remaining rulers of Skuldenore, who were desperate to keep peace in the region, he was appointed the new king of Lumatere.

“The impostor’s first decree? Any worshipper of the goddess Sagrami was to be put to death for treason. Those known for practicing dark magic were to be burned at the stake. The Lumateran people were horrified. There was a difference between running the worshippers of Sagrami out of their homes and killing them. But they stood and watched what they had started. One by one over the next three days, men, women, and children were slaughtered, burned in their homes in the Forest of Lumatere. Until the people of Lumatere dreamed crimson dreams and could not walk out of their own homes for the stench of death that blew over their kingdom.”

The novice closed her eyes, even covered her ears for a moment. Finnikin knew there were parts of this story she may never have heard before. No one spoke of those days in any of the exile camps he and Sir Topher visited. Their guilt and despair kept them silent.

“Lumaterans began to leave in droves,” Sir Topher went on. “The Monts, the queen’s people, had already left, gathering every one of their kin and moving them to the safety of the Valley of Tranquillity, outside the kingdom walls, to wait. The noblemen and women of the Flatlands joined them, fearing they would be next on the impostor’s list. Some convinced those in their villages to travel with them. The elders of the Rock Village forbade their people to leave. Strategically, they were the safest, perched high, overlooking the whole kingdom. Many of the River clans followed their Flatland neighbors, while others traveled up the river to Sarnak to seek refuge there until the trouble subsided. By the end of the third day, more than half of Lumatere could be found outside the kingdom walls, either in the Valley of Tranquillity or in Sarnak.

“The next day, the captain of the King’s Guard was called forward to swear allegiance to the new king. In Lumatere, tradition dictated that all should kneel in the presence of the king. Except for the King’s Guard. Since the time the gods walked the earth, the King’s Guard of Lumatere would lie prostrate at the feet of their leader when first in his presence.

“That day, Captain Trevanion refused. It was his belief that the impostor’s hands were soaked with the blood of the innocent. And in revenge for the disrespect shown by the captain, the impostor king’s men arrested Lady Beatriss, accusing her of treason aided by Trevanion. You see, on the night of the royal murders, the only palace dweller to survive was Beatriss, lady-in-waiting to the princesses. How did she survive such carnage? the impostor king asked. How did the assassins enter a guarded palace if not through the captain of the King’s Guard? Of course, deep down, the people of Lumatere did not believe that Beatriss and Trevanion had had anything to do with the murders, but by then everything was in turmoil.

“In front of Trevanion,” Sir Topher said, “they tortured her. I heard her screams. They tortured her until Trevanion confessed to treason, confessed to anything, for he knew they would come for his son next.”

Finnikin clenched his fist, his fingernails digging into his palms. He watched the novice flinch as if she felt the impact of his nails herself.

“Beatriss was sentenced to death, Trevanion exiled. Some say the king of neighboring Belegonia intervened to save Trevanion’s life. But others had a different theory. They thought the impostor king feared an uprising by Trevanion’s men. He knew that while their captain was still alive, they would not act.”

Finnikin busied himself with cleaning the crossbow. He tried not to think of what took place after his father was taken away. At times it felt like a blur, while other times he remembered it with complete clarity.

“On the fifth day, they dragged Seranonna into the town square. She was the last of the Forest Dwellers to be put to death, and there was talk that Lady Beatriss would be hanged next. Seranonna’s clothes and hands were soaked with blood. Some believed it belonged to the dead child she had delivered of Lady Beatriss in the palace dungeon. Others said it was still Isaboe’s blood.

“I was there in the crowd,” Sir Topher told the girl. “My king always believed we should not turn our backs on our people as they suffered. I don’t think anyone understood the rage Seranonna felt for what had been done to her people. Nor did they understand the extent of her grief for the queen and the royal children.”

Finnikin remembered how they dragged Seranonna into the square and she screamed with fury. Screamed the words, “Beatriss the Beloved is dead!” And the wails rose around him while Finnikin shook with fear at the sound of her voice. He had heard that voice before. She had spoken to him as he played with Isaboe in the Forest of Lumatere. Spoken words that had haunted him for most of his life.

“And then from her mouth came a curse so fierce that it split the earth,” Sir Topher said. “People were screaming, and those not even an arm’s length from me disappeared into the crack before it shuddered closed once more. Others ran for the path that led to the main gate. Cottages that were built high over the main road collapsed on top of those fleeing. I saw the blacksmith’s entire family disappear beneath the rubble of bricks and mud. Many were trampled trying to reach the gate.”

Finnikin shuddered. He remembered the Flatlander who had been holding the rope to keep the gate open, urging his terrified family through. As the gate began to shut, the rope tore at the farmer’s hands, and his wife and son were forced to let go. But the man’s daughter would not leave him, and Finnikin’s last image of Lumatere, as he slid beneath the jaws of the iron gate, was of a family separated. Then nothing. No sounds from the other side. And then a black mist appearing above the kingdom.

Finnikin felt Evanjalin’s eyes on him as Sir Topher put his head in his hands.

“Cursed land. Cursed people.”

Slowly Evanjalin picked up the hare again and resumed removing the skin, her hands shaking.

Speak, Finnikin wanted to shout at her. Lay blame. Shout. Rage. Rage!

“I think I may have frightened her,” Sir Topher murmured in Belegonian.

“You frightened me,”said Finnikin.

The fire crackled. Beyond it, the novice Evanjalin continued with her task.

“This year will be our last traveling, Finnikin. If he is alive, Balthazar will have come of age these past two years. If he hasn’t appeared by now, he never will.”

“You’ve never believed that he survived,” Finnikin said. “She’s lying.”

“For what reason?”

“A Charyn spy? A vengeful Forest Dweller? Perhaps she believes we will lead her to the heir, so she can kill him out of revenge for her people.”

Sir Topher placed a finger to his lips. Their tone was too obvious and they knew little of this girl. “She looks too much like a Mont,” he said, switching to Osterian. “The Forest Dwellers were as fair as you, Finnikin. Perhaps she just wants to get home to her people and knows that the only way to survive such a journey is under our protection.”

Finnikin felt his agitation rise. “This is a mistake, Sir Topher. We’ve never trusted anyone to travel with us. Never.”

“Yet your eyes stray to her frequently, my boy.”

“Out of fury,” Finnikin argued. “We could be doing something of worth. We were summoned to the cloister believing there was someone of worth.”

Like Balthazar, he wanted to say. Unlike Sir Topher, he had allowed himself to believe that the messenger would lead them to his beloved friend. And now here they were, burdened with this insignificant girl. Finnikin’s resentment toward her clawed at him.

“I thought you liked them fragile,” Sir Topher said, smiling. “I saw how you flirted with Lord Tascan’s daughter, Lady Zarah.”

“I prefer them sweet, not simple, and I like to hear their voices,” Finnikin corrected. “And a little refinement would be nice.”

He looked sideways at the novice. She was removing the entrails of the hare, her tongue resting between her teeth in her deep concentration. A simpleton indeed, Finnikin thought bitterly.

They ate dinner in silence. Later, the girl sat with her arms around her knees, shivering. Perhaps Sir Topher was right and the story she had been told would plague her sleep. In that way they were the same, Finnikin mused, for lately his sleep no longer seemed to belong to him. Usually his dreams were of the river, of traveling down it in a barge with his father. Other times he dreamed of Lady Beatriss and her soft lulling voice and the love he had seen between her and Trevanion. But from the moment the messenger had arrived to summon them to the cloister in Sendecane, Finnikin’s dreams had been filled with carnage. And tonight he was consumed with images of the novice Evanjalin, her hands soaked with the blood of the hare, screaming as she was burned alive. Screaming the name that had escaped her lips each night this past week.

Balthazar.
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The town of Sprie in Sarnak reeked of rotten berries and boiled cabbage. Filth was embedded between the cobblestones beneath their feet and grime seemed to invade their skin. It was the last town before the Charyn border, and Sir Topher and Finnikin agreed that it was safer to buy provisions here than to stop in any Charyn town. Nevertheless, Finnikin sensed malevolence around him. Apart from Lumatere, Sarnak had suffered the most in the past ten years, and the fury of its people toward Lumateran exiles was boundless. Once, the Skuldenore River had flowed through Lumatere into Belegonia and Yutlind, and each day, the best of Sarnak produce was sent down the busy waterway into the rest of the land. Sarnak’s climate was perfect for growing almost anything, from succulent mangoes to sweet plump grapes. Their fresh river trout had graced the tables of kings and queens.

But without a trade route, such produce meant little. After the five days of the unspeakable, the river through Lumatere had disappeared into a whirl of fog, and the only passage now from Sarnak to the rest of the land was west into Sendecane or east into Charyn: one a wasteland, the other an enemy. Outside the exile camps, the poverty in Sarnak was the worst in the land, and two years past, armed Sarnak civilians had unleashed their wrath on Lumaterans camped on their southern border, a slaughter the king of Sarnak refused to acknowledge or condemn. And why would he, Finnikin thought, when there was no one to demand it except the First Man of a slain king and his apprentice from a kingdom that no longer existed?

On their first night in Sarnak, Sir Topher chose a place to set up camp deep in the woods. They would use it merely as a resting point to collect provisions and then move on. There would be no fire to keep them warm. Nothing to draw attention to themselves. Nothing to make them prey to a desperate people who needed someone to blame for their suffering.

Sir Topher and Finnikin made careful plans. They were not like the exiles who huddled in camps, waiting for someone to return them to Lumatere or for the captain of the King’s Guard to escape and save the day. Finnikin knew that if they wanted their people to survive, they needed strategies that would push them forward. Despite their detour into Sendecane and the presence of the novice and her extraordinary claim, he and Sir Topher were on a mission to find a piece of land for the exiles. And they always had a plan. Never a dream.

Sir Topher decided that Finnikin would go to the marketplace to purchase enough food to see them through to Sorel.

“Take the girl,” Sir Topher said. “They worship Lagrami here. They’re less likely to bother a novice and her companion. But don’t let her out of your sight.”

The town was a labyrinth of stalls and alleyways. More than once the novice seemed to become disoriented and wander in the wrong direction.

“Listen,” Finnikin said firmly. “Stay close and do not lose sight of me. Do you understand? Nod if you understand.”

She nodded, but he wasn’t satisfied.

“This whistle, I want you to listen for it in case we do get lost.” He whistled a birdlike tune. Twice. Just to be sure she understood. He watched her for a reaction, but there was none.

“I don’t expect you to learn it. But listen for it.”

She nodded again.

The sun was beginning to disappear, and vendors were packing up their wares. Finnikin walked over to purchase their supplies. A few moments later, he heard a furious cry and turned to see a young boy disappear into one of the alleyways. As he turned back to the vendor, he saw the novice stumble to her feet in a daze, but before he could call out to her, she was off in pursuit of the youth.

Stupid, stupid girl. In a moment’s frustration, he hesitated. It was a perfect opportunity to leave her behind so he and Sir Topher could continue on their way as planned. His mentor had promised him they would go searching for Trevanion’s men this autumn. This was his chance to go south, where a group of exiles had once reported seeing the Guard. But Lumatere had lost enough of its people to Sarnak, and before he could stop himself, he threw down his coins and raced after her.

Within a short distance, the alleyway branched out into a cluster of five others, each already seeped in darkness, indistinguishable from one another. Using instinct, Finnikin took the middle one, a mistake he realized too late when he found himself turning into yet another, which seemed to fork out into more and then more — never-ending high stone walls that seemed to conquer the light of the moon, forcing him to turn back until he lost track of where he had begun.

“Evanjalin!”

He caught sight of a flicker of her robe as she disappeared around a bend. He had smelled her fear when they arrived, had sensed the memory of her family’s death in Sarnak in every tremble of her body.

The light was disappearing fast. He called out her name as he ran after her, but there was desperation in her movements as she disappeared again and again. Finally she was brought to a stop by a dead end. But there was someone in the shadows, and before Finnikin could reach her, she was flung to the ground. Her assailant looked no more than fourteen or fifteen. Finnikin pulled Trevanion’s sword from its scabbard in an attempt to scare the boy rather than wound him.

Suddenly he felt the cold sharp tip of steel pressed against his neck. He felt little fear. From the moment he was born, Trevanion had taught him to fight, a skill Sir Topher made sure he continued to develop as they traveled from kingdom to kingdom. But when he turned, he could see four of them. Sensing that Evanjalin was no threat, the thieves had made Finnikin their target.

“Drop it!”

Not likely, he thought. He looked to where Evanjalin lay. When she raised herself onto her hands and knees, the youth shoved her and she fell again, whimpering. The young thief hammered her across the temple while holding her to the ground. Then he straddled her and began to search through the folds of her clothing, as if looking for something else of worth. This was why Sir Topher preferred they travel alone. No one to fear for. No one to protect. The girl would be their weak point until they left her in Sorel.

“Drop it!” The order came again.

Without taking his eyes off the novice, Finnikin reluctantly placed his sword on the ground and kicked it across the cobblestones. It stopped a few meters short of the girl’s feet, and he felt impotent rage as he watched the boy continue to fumble under her shift.

“Pockets first!”

“We have nothing. . . .”

The sword at his neck moved to his cheek. He felt it pierce his skin, and a trickle of blood make its way down his face. But he tried to keep his eyes on what was taking place with Evanjalin and saw the boy leap up and disappear into the night.

Evanjalin screamed the moment she saw his bloody face. Finnikin knew the odds were against them. Four men, all armed; his sword out of reach at the feet of a hysterical girl; and three knives tucked securely away. One on his sleeve, one in his boot, the other on his back.

“Tell the girl to stop the screaming!”

Finnikin willed her to stop. He needed to think. Quickly. Sword at her feet. Three knives on his person. Four men with weapons of their own.

“Stop her screaming, boy, or it’s her throat first.”

“Evanjalin!” he called out. “Stop!”

But the novice was too far gone, and her screams turned into piercing wails.

Think, Finnikin, think. Knife to the throat of the one closest to him. Other knife hurled at the man who was now standing guard at the entrance of the alleyway. Grab the sword of the one closest to him and plunge it into the third man, but that left one more and he knew that he would be dead before the second knife left his hands.

His head rang with her screams. No words, just sounds. Earsplitting.

“Evanjalin!” he called out again. And then he saw the man on watch advancing toward her.

“No!” he yelled, trying to push past the three men surrounding him. “She’s simple. She doesn’t understand.”

He succeeded in shaking free, but he knew it would not be for long. And yet that was all it took. One moment the novice was screaming, and in the next, the moon bathed her face with light and he caught a look in her eye that spoke little of fear and more of rage. Before he knew it, Finnikin’s sword was kicked toward him as she grabbed the man’s sword at his hip and plunged it into his thigh.

Finnikin was stunned, but the sight of Evanjalin fighting one of the thieves was all he needed to act. One man down. Then two. The daggers silent and deadly accurate. The third he fought with Trevanion’s sword, a weapon too quick for a bunch of useless thieves. From the sound made by the singing swords behind him, it was clear that Evanjalin knew how to handle a weapon. Still, when Finnikin’s third man went down, he swung around to deal with her assailant, only to find himself face-to-face with her. Eyes blazing, sword held upright in both hands. Steady. Waiting to swing. At her feet the man was writhing in agony from a second wound to his ear. She dropped the sword, and they ran in the only direction open to them.

They found their way out of the maze of alleyways and back toward the main road leading out of the town, only to realize that one of the assailants, with Finnikin’s dagger still embedded in his body, had managed to pursue them. The girl shoved Finnikin toward a horse tied to a nearby post. She grabbed Trevanion’s sword out of the scabbard at his side and, without hesitating, held it by the blade and swung its ruby-encrusted handle between the legs of their pursuer. He heard a crack and knew it wasn’t the handle that had shattered. The howl of agony was enough to wake the dead.

Finnikin mounted the horse. The girl handed him Trevanion’s sword, then planted one of her feet on the assailant’s chest for balance and yanked out Finnikin’s dagger. She held out her arm to Finnikin, and he swung her up until she was seated behind him, clasping his waist, with the dagger in one hand. He looked down at her hands, strong and callused and bloody, as they clung to him. He felt her face against his back, heard her ragged breath close to his ear. A sudden desire to hear her voice flashed through him.

Sir Topher stared at them in shock. Finnikin didn’t know whether it was because of the presence of the horse or the half-wild state of the novice. He helped them both dismount, but his eyes were on the girl.

“She was robbed,” Finnikin muttered, beckoning him away. “But she knows how to use a sword.”

“I warned you to keep her away from harm, Finnikin.”

“Sir Topher,” Finnikin said, keeping his voice controlled, “she handled a sword and used her wits. I tell you, she’s no simpleton. I don’t trust her.”

“Handled a sword better than you?”

“Obviously not, but she still managed to maim two men, last count. One who, in all probability, will not be fathering anyone’s child for quite a while.”

They both looked over to where Evanjalin stood, her nose pressed against the horse. Finnikin leaned forward to whisper. “All that silence. It’s not right.”

“That would be the vow, Finnikin. The novices take it very seriously.”

“I saw the novices of Lagrami often as a child. My cousin was one of them. They sang; they weaved; they planted roses. They did not fight like a feral trainee in the King’s Guard. They did not know the amount of damage the handle of a sword swung between a man’s legs could do.”

“Times have changed, and even novices have had to learn to protect themselves,” Sir Topher said. “Why can’t you just be happy that she used initiative?”

Finnikin was silent. He remembered how she had pushed him toward the horse while she took Trevanion’s sword to fight. He realized the truth. He was not irritated that the girl had shown initiative; it was that she had taken charge.

When they woke the next morning, she was gone.

“She left the horse and her pack, which means she plans to return,” Sir Topher said, agitation in his voice. “You’ll have to fetch her, Finnikin. Now.”

“She’s gone back for the thief,” Finnikin said, shaking his head in disbelief. “He took her ring, no doubt, and she’s gone back for it.”

One of Sir Topher’s rules was to never indulge in sentimentality, never return for what was left behind. Finnikin’s eyes strayed toward the road that would lead them to Charyn. From there, with the girl, they would have traveled south to Sorel. On their own, Finnikin knew they would spend time in Osteria, where peace reigned. It was where the Lumateran ambassador now lived, working as the minister for Osterian trade.

Regardless of how annoying Finnikin found their former ambassador, he pictured the extensive palace library with its well-stocked fireplace and never-ending supply of hot tea and sweet breads.

“No, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said quietly, as if he had read Finnikin’s thoughts. “We will not leave her behind.”

So Finnikin returned to Sprie, praying that he would not be the target of four maimed men and a peasant searching for his horse. He knew it would be difficult to go unnoticed. His hair was the ridiculous color of berries and gold, and he was lankier than the Sarnaks, slighter in build. He stood out easily in the daylight. As would the novice with her bare head and ugly gray shift.

He found her almost straight away, sitting huddled on a stone bench beside a stall, watching the activity around her with those strange dark eyes. Next to her, a desperate seller and a choosy buyer haggled over a small decorative dagger. At the far end of the square, Finnikin recognized the slave traders from Sorel. These were men who preyed on the plight of a people forced to sell one child to feed another. He had heard stories about how these children and women were used, and it sickened him to think that men were capable of such evil.

When he approached Evanjalin, she stared up at him, as if questioning the time it had taken him to join her. He squatted beside her, refusing to give in to his anger. Living with Sir Topher had taught him how to harness his feelings.

“Who is in charge here?” he asked quietly.

Without speech, she had only her eyes to communicate, but she used them well.

“This hand,” he said, pointing to his left, “if I am. Or this hand,” he said, pointing to his right, “if you are.” He held them out to her, and she tapped his left hand gently.

He pulled her to her feet. “Good,” he said, pleased with her choice.

Suddenly her body tensed. She looked over his shoulder, and then she was pushing past him. He had no choice but to follow. He could see the young thief disappearing into the maze of alleyways beyond the square.

She was fast; that he knew from the night before. Although she was hindered by her shift, Finnikin struggled to keep up with her. The chase was short, for the boy made the same mistake he had the previous night and led them into an alleyway that seemed to go nowhere.

He’s not from here, Finnikin thought.

Evanjalin backed the boy into a corner and held out her hand. She received a backhand to her face for her effort; and she staggered from the impact. Finnikin gripped the thief by the coarse cloth of his jerkin and threw him against the stone wall, pinning him there with a hand to his throat. He went through the thief’s pockets and found four pieces of silver. When he showed the girl the coins, she grabbed them, flinging them with the same rage he had glimpsed the night before.

“What did you do with the ring?” Finnikin asked the thief, shaking him.

The boy spat in Finnikin’s face.

“Not the response I’m after,” Finnikin said, hurling the thief away from the wall. “Now we play it this way. Back there by the spring are slave traders from Sorel. I’d recognize them anywhere. They stink of shit because that’s all their victims do around them, from the fear of knowing where they are going to be taken.”

The thief mocked a whimper. He spat in Finnikin’s face again, this time straight in his eye. Wiping it slowly, Finnikin stared at him furiously, then dragged him out of the alleyway, with the novice trailing behind. “Get the silver, Evanjalin,” he ordered.

The boy tried to escape by pulling out of his clothing.

“What you doing?”

Finnikin could hear a trace of alarm in the thief’s voice. He’d used Sarnak words, clumsily spoken.

“Trading you for a horse.” Finnikin took a long deliberate look at the boy. “Oh, and they do like them young.”

The thief continued to struggle, but Finnikin held on tightly, almost choking him. “Peddler from Osteria,” the boy wheezed. “Said it fake anyway.”

The novice slapped him. Her eyes were glinting with tears. Finnikin tried not to imagine what he would do if the thief had sold Trevanion’s sword.

“He’s not worth it. Let’s go.”

But the novice would not move. She stared at the youth, eyes blazing.

The thief repeated his favorite gesture by spitting in her face. He wore a black felt cap that came down to his eyes. They were a nondescript color, strawlike perhaps, and Finnikin could see his features were beginning to display a blunt cruelty, a mouth forever in a sneer. He had the build of one who would thicken with age, evident by the size of his fists. But he was young, at least five years their junior. Finnikin wondered how many more of his kind were roaming these streets.

“They come hunting,” the thief said. “Hunt you people down.”

He spoke like a foreigner, and it was in that moment Finnikin realized where the boy came from. There was a glassy look in his eyes that Finnikin had not seen since he was separated briefly from Sir Topher at the age of twelve and placed in a prison in the Osterian capital. There had been Lumateran exiles with him, children whose parents had either been killed during the five days of the unspeakable or died of the fever. Some of the children did not know their own names and couldn’t speak a word of any language. A shared origin meant nothing in that prison, and he could tell it meant nothing to this boy, who would have been no more than three or four when his family escaped from Lumatere.

Finnikin didn’t need to ask who would be hunting them. In Sarnak there was always someone. Perhaps a pack of youths. Or bitter men, no longer able to put food on the table for their families. Finnikin was certain the thief would betray them to the first person who would listen, for any price. When the novice caught his eye, he knew what they had to do.

Sir Topher stared at the three of them with his usual aplomb. “So now our little party has a horse and a thief?”

Finnikin secured the rope around the boy’s hands. “It’s either him or a pack of Sarnaks he will send in our direction.”

Sir Topher looked at the thief. “What’s your name, boy?”

The thief spat.

“It’s his favorite response,” Finnikin said dryly. “We can dump him in Charyn.”

“Not if we find exiles there, and I suspect we will. Perhaps Sorel.”

“I think he’d like Sorel,” Finnikin said. He turned to the thief. “Heard of the prison mines there?”

The boy paled, and Finnikin looked at Sir Topher, pleased. “Good. He seems familiar with them.” He glanced over to where the novice was huddled under the tree, her hands covering her head. “He sold her ring.”

Sir Topher sighed. “As soon as we’re in Sorel, we won’t have to worry anymore.”

A fortnight, Finnikin calculated as Sir Topher began loading up the horse. That was all they needed before the thief from Sarnak and the novice Evanjalin were out of their lives forever.
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It was always their eyes that gave away their Lumateran heritage, and this time was no different. As they entered the gates of Charyn, the two guards snickered and Finnikin heard one of them mutter, “Dogs.” Whether from the Rock or the River or the Flatlands, whether dark or fair, Lumaterans all had eyes that were set deep in their sockets. Finnikin had heard that the king of Charyn had once ordered his guards to measure the distance of a Lumateran prisoner’s eyes from his nose, deeming them too close and therefore not human. He hated this kingdom. The one time he and Sir Topher had visited the Charyn court in the early years of their exile, he had feared for their lives. There were strange and sinister occurrences in the palace that week, bloodcurdling screams in the night and shouts of rage. Many claimed that the royal blood was tainted and that the king and his offspring were all half-mad.

The path that led to the capital was lined with stone houses. They were bare except for their doorways, which were crowned with rosebushes that had not yet bloomed. Although it would take them at least ten days, they planned to travel along one of the three rivers in Charyn that ran into Sorel. If there were exiles to be found, the river was the place to find them. Lumaterans were nothing if not sentimental, drawn to any place that resembled the physical landscape of their lost world.

Four days later, they found a camp. From where they stood at the top of a ridge, they could see a small settlement of about fifty exiles. Finnikin led the way down, clutching onto branches as he slid toward the flat narrow bank where the tents were pitched.

Two of the exiles, a man and a woman, came forward to meet them. As usual, there was a moment’s distrust in their eyes. Despite the distance between camps, the exiles had heard stories of what had taken place in other kingdoms and were aware of their own vulnerability. In their travels, Finnikin and Sir Topher had often come across the same exiles year after year, but these people were unfamiliar. They had obviously kept themselves well hidden.

Sir Topher made his introductions, and the man stared at Finnikin. Then he nodded and extended his arm, bent at the elbow, fist clenched. The greeting of Lumateran River people.

“Son of Trevanion,” the man acknowledged.

Finnikin raised his arm in a similar way and clasped the other man’s hand.

“We lived on the river as children, when Trevanion returned to defend it,” the woman explained. “My name is Emmian, and this is my husband, Cibrian.”

It did not surprise Finnikin that the Lumateran River people had taken charge of the exiles here, as they had in many of the other camps. Along with the Monts, they had been the toughest of their people.

“Your mother’s kin were from the Rock, Finnikin,” Cibrian said.

Finnikin nodded. “I spent most of my childhood there, with my great-aunt, except when my father was on leave.”

“Have you crossed their paths on your travels? I have a sister wed to the shoemaker of the Rock.”

“I remember him well,” Finnikin said with a smile. “But we have encountered few from the Rock Village. We think that most stayed when the elders gave the order. I doubt that any of them left the kingdom unless they were in the square that day.”

“It is hard to say whether that is a blessing or a curse,” Emmian said quietly.

Cibrian led them to the rest of his people, and Finnikin exchanged nods of acknowledgment with a group of exiles his own age. Seeing them made him think of Balthazar and Lucian, imagining the lads they would have grown up to be.

A sprinkle of rain began to fall, and they followed Cibrian to his dwelling. The exiles were well equipped. Their tents were made of tough horse hide; there were plenty of provisions and even a few goats. Finnikin suspected that some of the exiles had found work in the nearest village. The children seemed healthier than most camp children, and he wondered if there was a healer among them.

“We have been lucky this spring to have received the benevolence of Lord August of the Flatlands, an acquaintance of yours, I hear,” Cibrian said to Sir Topher. “He requested that we look out for the son of Trevanion and the king’s First Man.”

Sir Topher exchanged a glance with Finnikin. “Why is it that Lord August finds himself in Charyn when he belongs to the Belegonian court?” he asked.

“Palace business. He was on his way home when he paid us a visit. He asked that you pass through the Belegonian capital if you were in these parts.”

“It is our intention to travel south into Sorel,” Sir Topher said.

“He was very definite in his request, sir.”

Emmian and Cibrian’s tent was large. Two children, no more than eight or ten, lay in the corner. They soon scampered across the space to join their parents. Finnikin watched Emmian gather them against her, her fingers lingering on their arms. These children were loved. He looked over to where the thief of Sarnak sat in a huddle of hate alongside the novice and could not help but make a comparison.

The little girl was looking at him with wide eyes. “Can you tell us the story of Lady Beatriss and Captain Trevanion?” she asked.

The adults stiffened, their expressions a mixture of alarm and guilt. Finnikin remembered how much Lumaterans enjoyed a romance. He had grown up hearing over and over again the story of the young king who went riding through the mountains and encountered a wild Mont girl who captured his heart. He had not realized that Beatriss and Trevanion’s story had ignited the same interest.

“They are tired, Jenna. They don’t have time for telling stories,” her father said abruptly.

Finnikin watched as every adult in the tent looked away or busied themselves with the nothingness of their lives. It was as if the child’s request had never been made. Even Sir Topher was focusing on the river outside, and suddenly Finnikin felt lonely for his father, a luxury he rarely allowed himself.

But Evanjalin was staring at him, refusing to look away. There was something in her expression, a question in her eyes, that made him clear his throat.

“It was a fierce love,” he said gruffly. “Very fierce.”

The little girl’s cheeks flushed with pleasure, while the shoulders of the boy slumped with disappointment. The same way Finnikin’s would whenever he had to sit through his great-aunt Celestina’s ramblings about the wedding vows spoken by the king to his Mont girl. Finnikin would have much preferred to hear about the jousting and fencing entertainment provided by the King’s Guard as a part of the celebrations.

“But I need to go back further, if you will let me,” he said to the boy. “To the time when Trevanion of the River defended his people with just one mighty sword and forty dedicated men!”

Evanjalin bit her lip as if holding back a laugh, and he found himself grinning. The young boy sat up, a look of excitement on his face. He nodded, willing Finnikin to continue.

“My father was once a lowly foot soldier. As a young man, he watched each year as the barbarians, who lived far beyond the borders of Skuldenore, came down his beloved river with dragonships that seemed to appear from out of the sky. First they would raid Sarnak to our north, and then Lumatere. They were brutal, these foreigners, plunderers of the worst kind.”

“Did they take their tents and food?” the boy asked eagerly, and for a moment Finnikin saw a glimpse of Balthazar’s face in his expression. It made him numb with sadness and he failed to find the words to continue.

He heard a small sound, like the clearing of a throat, and glanced up to see Evanjalin. She had a look in her eye as if she somehow understood, and he found his voice once more.

“They took gold, of course,” he said, swallowing the lump in his throat. “And silver. Lumatere had the best mines in the land and became the barbarian invaders’ dream. Unfortunately the king had inherited a lazy, cowardly Guard headed by his cousin, who made it easy for the foreigners to do what they liked.”

“Where was Trevanion?” the little girl asked.

“He was protecting a worthless duke on the Flatlands. But things changed in his twentieth year. The barbarians returned and decided that gold and silver were not enough. They would take the young people of the river to work as slaves in their land. The older ones who tried to stop them died in battle. That’s how Trevanion lost his parents and sisters. During the same time, my mother died in childbirth, so you can imagine his fury and sadness.

“One day when the king was visiting the worthless duke, Trevanion pushed past the Guard and stood face-to-face with the leader of the kingdom. He demanded to know what the king was going to do about protecting his people. Little did he know, the king would toss and turn each night, feeling helpless in his palace while his river was plundered and his people were taken. But what could a king with a weak Guard do? He had Trevanion arrested, of course.”

“Did they torture him?” the boy asked in a hushed tone.

“No. The king had a plan. Each night, while pretending to demand an apology, he would speak to Trevanion about the barbarian invaders and his lazy Guard. Trevanion made him a promise. If the king released him, he would choose forty of the best fighters in Lumatere and put an end to the annual plundering, and the king agreed.

“Trevanion was ruthless in training his men, but it was worth it. One year later, when the barbarians returned, they failed to conquer Trevanion’s river. By the time he was twenty-one, he was made captain of the Guard. His men were fearless warriors, and the country stayed safe. No one dared to challenge Trevanion’s Guard. Even the Monts kept quiet and out of trouble, and everyone knows how hard it is to keep the Monts under control.”

“But what happened to the other captain of the Guard? The king’s cousin?” the boy asked.

Finnikin heard an intake of breath, and he knew it was not right to mention the impostor king to these children. But the adults knew the rest of the story. The cousin of the king had been offered a place in the Charyn royal court, where he waited for the next ten years for a chance to take the throne of Lumatere.

“Don’t you want to hear about Trevanion and Lady Beatriss?”

“Oh, yes, please,” the little girl begged.

“Are you sure? Because perhaps the story about Trevanion working at the palace as the new captain will bore you.” He directed his remark to the young boy, who shook his head solemnly. “This is where Lady Beatriss comes into it. From the outside, she seemed fragile. She was a novice of Lagrami, as most of the privileged girls were. They were taught to be good wives. To be accomplished. I’ve heard some say it was a weakness for the captain to fall in love with such an indulged child of Lumatere. But Trevanion saw more in her than most.”

“She was almost as beautiful as the princesses,” Emmian murmured.

“No one was as beautiful as the princesses.” The voice came from one of the exiles standing outside. Finnikin saw that, despite the drizzle of rain, he had acquired an audience.

“Trevanion would disagree. But that wasn’t always the case. You see, Lady Beatriss was the nursemaid of Balthazar and Isaboe, as well as being a loyal friend to the three older princesses. Now, I will be the first to admit that the royal children, and me included, did not make Beatriss’s task easy. Balthazar and Isaboe were very . . . shall we say, high-spirited at times? They had little fear of anything and spent many a day hanging out of the tower of the palace, calling out, ‘You, there!’ to the children of the villagers, while poor Beatriss would hold them back, begging them to behave.

“But Balthazar loved the villagers. He used to call them ‘the neighbors,’ and as he’d make his way down to the palace village, he would call out to them one by one. ‘Your rose beds are a vision, Esmine. I will have to take one for my mother.’ Or ‘I hope you will be sharing that wine with my father once your grapes are ripened, Mr Ward.’ The queen raised her children to see no difference between themselves and the poorest villagers. Although there was many a time she boxed our ears for teaching the village boys how to shoot arrows from the roofs of their cottages.

“One day, Balthazar was hanging precariously out of the tower when the captain of the King’s Guard happened to be walking across the moat, into the palace grounds. I can remember an almighty roar and Trevanion ordering us down from the tower. ‘Including you!’ he shouted, pointing a finger at Lady Beatriss.”

The younger ones in the tent laughed, and even Sir Topher chuckled. “I remember that bellow well,” Cibrian said, nodding.

“A trembling Lady Beatriss made her way down to the moat, trailed by the rest of us, to receive the biggest blasting of our lives. Poor Beatriss was sobbing, but Trevanion shouted, ‘Stop your blubbering! They are the royal children! They need to be kept safe. Be functional, woman. Are you nothing but a doll with a pretty face and a powerful father?’”

There were gasps from both inside and outside the tent.

“Well, of course, he was ordered to apologize, but he refused. It was his job to protect the royal family, he told the king, and he should be able to do and say whatever it took to ensure their safety. Meanwhile Beatriss was sent back home to her father’s manor until the fuss died down. The three older princesses refused to speak to the king until Trevanion apologized, and Balthazar and Isaboe were full of woe because their new nursemaid was the meanest woman in the whole of Lumatere. And that’s how things stayed.”

Finnikin paused, almost hypnotized by the look of anticipation in the eyes of the children and adults around him. Some from outside the tent had squeezed their way in to sit beside Cibrian and his family. Evanjalin’s hands were wrapped around her knees, and she rested her head against them. There was a faraway look on her face, but her smile remained and it stirred something within him.

“Everything changed one day when my father was returning me to my mother’s people in the Rock Village. Balthazar and Isaboe begged to come along, and who better to look after the royal children but the captain of the King’s Guard? Even the meanest woman in the whole of Lumatere agreed.

“On the way, we stopped in the Flatlands to deliver some documents to the duke of Sennington, who was Beatriss’s father. Trevanion told us to stay with our horses while he walked down the path to the manor house. We became restless after a while and wandered into a nearby paddock, not realizing that it contained one very angry bull. A huge one, glaring straight at us. As Trevanion approached and saw the danger, his first reaction was to race down the path toward the paddock. That day was one of the only times I have seen fear in my father’s eyes. He was the captain of the King’s Guard, the best swordsmen in the land, but what did a river boy know about bulls?”

“What do you river people know about anything?” one of the Flatlanders teased.

“More than a yokel farmer,” a river exile tossed back, and there was more laughter. Finnikin could tell that teasing and laughter were new to these people.

“Then who happened to be walking by at that moment but Lady Beatriss, who was a farm girl at heart and understood animals. Before we knew it, she was waving her arms, yelling for us to run as soon as the bull turned toward her. We ran for our lives, leaping over a fence that to this day I have no idea how we got over. But we were safe. She wasn’t, of course. I swear that she went flying in the air when the bull charged her. My father had no choice but to maim the animal. Then he carried her out of the paddock and laid her under a tree. Princess Isaboe was sobbing over Beatriss’s body, begging her to open her eyes. Which she did after a moment or two. Seeing us safe, she breathed a sigh of relief and then looked at Trevanion and said, ‘Was that functional enough for you, Captain?’ Then she slapped his face, because his hand was on her thigh, and promptly fainted.”

There was applause from the women and groans from the men, but the children stared at Finnikin, awestruck.

“And from that day on, my father wooed her.”

Finnikin glanced up as he finished. The tent was overflowing with people, young girls with wistful smiles on their faces and young men who looked as if they were imagining themselves as Trevanion. But it was the expressions on the faces of the older ones that caught Finnikin’s attention most, a mixture of joy and sadness as they remembered the world they had lost.

“Ah, Trevanion,” Cibrian murmured later as they sat outside the tent where the children slept. “He should have prostrated himself at the feet of the impostor king.” Cibrian had gutted five large trout and was cooking them over the fire.

“No,” Finnikin said firmly. “The King’s Guard lies prostrate only at the feet of their rightful leader. The impostor king had a hand in the slaughter of the royal family, and my father knew it. He was not to know they would take Lady Beatriss as they did.”

“I pray to the goddess Lagrami for your father’s safe return to guide us home, Finnikin,” Cibrian said.

“If we convince Belegonia to give us a piece of land, will you join us with your people?” Finnikin asked.

Cibrian shook his head sadly. “If we accept a new homeland, it will mean that Lumatere is lost to us for eternity.”

“Maybe it always has been.”

Finnikin regretted his words instantly, but wasn’t that what he had always believed? That if they accepted their loss, they could stay long enough in a place as one people and discover who they were once again?

“I will not betray these people to anyone,” Cibrian said in a low voice, “but we have Lumaterans among us who have . . . abilities that weren’t just limited to the Forest Dwellers. There is talk of Balthazar returning.”

Beside him, Finnikin felt Evanjalin stiffen.

“Dreams and premonitions,” the man continued. “Could it be that the witch Seranonna is trying to reverse the curse from beyond the grave?”

With a look, Sir Topher warned Finnikin not to react, and instead they turned their attention to eating.

After dinner, Finnikin sat in the tent he shared with his three companions and recorded the names of Cibrian’s people in the Book of Lumatere. So far in their travels, they had located one thousand seven hundred and thirty exiles. In the census taken in Lumatere in the spring before the days of the unspeakable, the population had been six thousand and twelve.

“Can we trust Lord August?” he asked Sir Topher quietly in Belegonian, finishing his entry. “I say we go straight to Sorel.”

“He is our only link to the Belegonian court. He may be ready to make an offer on the king’s behalf, Finnikin.”

“Then why was he in Charyn? We have never trusted the Charynites.”

“And you have never trusted the Lumateran dukes who chose to work for foreign kings,” Sir Topher responded.

“You chose not to rely on the comfort of a foreign court.”

Finnikin moved closer. He could hear the murmur of voices of those in the tents surrounding them. The footsteps of one too restless to sleep.

“It’s different for a king’s First Man. But I understand the Duke’s decision and even the ambassador in Osteria. Have they not worked through us many times to better conditions of the exiles?” Sir Topher sighed, settling back onto his bedroll. “You will visit him.”

“Why me?”

“You’re Trevanion’s son. Your father worked for his.”

“My father hated his father.”

“You will go, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said firmly. “It could be our biggest step toward obtaining land for our people.” He looked over to where the novice and the thief lay. “We’ll take one each. Evanjalin can accompany you. We don’t want the thief causing a disruption in Lord August’s home. There was talk tonight that the priest-king has been seen around these parts, and it is just as important I make contact with him.”

Finnikin closed his book. “All this talk about the return of Balthazar and the need for Trevanion. It will only mean that the exiles will continue to live in the past and sit waiting for a miracle.”

“It is approaching ten years,” Sir Topher said with a sigh. “It is not surprising that people are thinking about it. Leave them to their dreams and superstitions while we make the progress.”
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They entered Belegonia through neighboring Osteria to reach the crossroads of the north. The palaces of Osteria and Lumatere and the border of Sendecane were all a day’s ride from the crossroads. As they prepared to follow the arrow south to the Belegonian capital, Finnikin stared at the arrow pointing north. The name LUMATERE had been scratched out.

For a moment he allowed his memory to take him down a road lined with vineyards and olive trees. It was one he had traveled often with his father. Each time, he would climb the ridge overlooking the Valley of Tranquillity and see the kingdom of Lumatere spread out before him. Villages of cobblestoned roads that rang with the sound of hooves, meadows lush with flowers, huts lined up along a river that snaked through the kingdom and pulsed with life. In his mind he followed the river to its port, where barges loaded with crates would depart, taking the richness of the kingdom’s produce as far south as Yutlind and to the farthest reaches of Sarnak. He could see his village in the Rock, his uncle’s smokehouse, where meat and fish hung from the ceiling, and the quarry where he would take Balthazar and Isaboe, who would thrill the villagers with their eagerness to join in with the digging and extracting. Lucian of the Monts had said it was unnatural to live in caves. Trogs, he called them, and although at times Finnikin felt the limits of the Rock Village, nothing could take away the view over the rest of the land, where he would see a farmer knock acorns out of an oak tree for his pigs, or families working together, cutting wheat with sickles and bringing in the harvest. And there in the distance, the king’s palace, perched up high, overlooking their beloved people inside the kingdom walls and those outside in the Forest of Lumatere.

The only time Finnikin and Sir Topher had returned to the Valley of Tranquillity was in their fifth year of exile. By then the dark mist that had once stopped at the walls of the kingdom had spread to consume a third of the valley, including the Forest of Lumatere. But just as Finnikin despaired that there was nothing of their homeland to see or feel, without warning, the scar on his thigh from his pledge with Balthazar and Lucian had begun to flow with blood, leaving him with a heady sense of euphoria and his body a boneless heap. He had lost all sense of the normal world that day, but in his delirium he dreamed of a moment so perfect that to put it into words seemed futile. When he woke, Sir Topher was there, his face white with worry and fear, and Finnikin had sobbed with a joy that he knew Sir Topher could not understand. He had experienced a phenomenon beyond their world, where he felt the beat not just of his own heart but of another as well, as if some great spirit had crawled into him and planted a seed of hope. As if perhaps Balthazar was alive and one day soon the curse would lift and Lumatere would be free again.

Yet when they had descended from the ridge and tried to push through the dark mist, a great force had driven them back. Still, Finnikin would not give up. He had felt something on that ridge, and despite Sir Topher’s gentle urging to walk away, he tried again and again, forcing himself against the whirlpool of malevolence spinning across the valley, needing to push through as if there was someone on the other side waiting to grasp his hand. Sometimes he swore he felt fingertips against his but always beyond his grasp, and his sobs of frustration turned into grunts of fatigue. Until day became dusk. The sun disappeared. Then darkness.

“We will not return here, Finnikin,” Sir Topher had said sadly. “There is nothing left for us. For our people.”

Overcome with fatigue, Finnikin had known that his mentor was right. It was foolish to think that Balthazar had lived. From that day, Finnikin had not dared to entertain the hope of a return to Lumatere, and he cursed anyone who allowed themselves to think otherwise.

Three days after their arrival in Charyn, Finnikin and Evanjalin set up camp on the outskirts of the Belegonian capital. As they had traveled toward the city, Finnikin felt his mood lift. There was a magic to this kingdom. Belegonia was a center for learning, and over the years, Sir Topher had made sure that Finnikin experienced everything it had to offer. He liked the way that just when he thought he knew every part of the city, he would find another snakelike alley. He liked how they argued in these alleys. What they argued about. Not just taxes and death, but the quality of a building, the theory of the latest philosopher, the histories according to Will the baker as opposed to Jark the butcher. Throughout the rest of the land, people worked and slept and existed. In Belegonia, as they once did in Lumatere, the people truly lived.

As they approached the city center, Finnikin heard music. A girl with pipes, a man with a drum, counting the beat one, two, three, four in a way that had Finnikin’s blood pumping a rhythm of mayhem to his heart. For a moment he lost sight of Evanjalin as those around them began to dance. But then she was there before him, her eyes blazing. As drum beats rang through the street, she slowly raised her arms and clapped her hands above her left shoulder. Eyes fixed on hers, Finnikin instinctively clapped his hands above his right shoulder. Then, just as slowly, Evanjalin tapped her feet and he mirrored the movement. It was the beginning of their kingdom’s Harvest Moon dance, and as the rhythm quickened and those around them stamped and twirled, every part of him belonged to this hypnotic dance with Evanjalin. But then the rhythm changed, and Finnikin came to his senses. He took her hand and gently led her away.

As they made their way toward the houses overlooking the main square, Finnikin’s frustration returned. He was still annoyed that they had responded to Lord August’s request. August of the Flatlands was the son of the duke Trevanion had been assigned to protect as a young foot soldier. When Trevanion left to fight the invaders, Lord August followed, wanting to prove that he was more than just a privileged man’s son. Finnikin knew that what had developed over the years was a fierce friendship between his father and the nobleman. Yet he could not forget that since the five days of the unspeakable, he and Sir Topher had not encountered any of Lord August’s people from the village of Sayles. He knew that most of them escaped to the Valley, but he suspected that somewhere in their journey they had been abandoned by the duke and were most likely suffering in the fever camps. Or worse.

Lord August’s residence was tall and narrow, with no doors on the ground level. Finnikin assumed the family entered through one of the buildings alongside, though he had no idea why Lord August felt the need for such protection. Nobility were protected by foreign courts, despite their Lumateran heritage.

A carriage pulled up outside the house, and Finnikin watched a woman and four children step out. He recognized Lady Abian, looking every bit the duchess in her silks and jewels. She was followed by Lady Celie and her three younger brothers. He had not seen Lady Celie since they were children, and she had changed little. Always fragile, she had been a strange, quiet child who was bullied by Lucian of the Monts but much loved by the royal children.

The family paid no attention to Finnikin and Evanjalin until Lady Celie dropped a bundle of cloth. Evanjalin bent to retrieve it, and the other girl stifled a scream that made Finnikin dislike her instantly. The two girls faced each other, one dainty and refined in her dress, the other plain and coarse. He saw an emotion flash through Evanjalin’s eyes before the family disappeared into the building next door.

When Lord August finally appeared through the same entrance, his face was impassive but he gripped Finnikin’s shoulder tightly. He was dressed in the wealthy silks of a king’s court and Finnikin dismissed him, as he did most dukes in exile, as one with a meaningless title. He led them to the courtyard of the building alongside his residence. It wasn’t until they were standing in a small room, bare except for the frescoes on the walls, that Lord August stopped to look at Finnikin closely.

“You’re not a boy anymore.”

“How does one tell, my lord?”

“By the ache in the heart of a father who understands how Trevanion would feel if he were to see how much has been taken from him.”

Finnikin looked away, then mumbled an introduction to the novice. “And Sir Topher sends his apologies. There has been talk that the priest-king is in these parts, and he is keen to see if it’s true.”

“I have heard such talk. But I doubt he is here. The priest-king has developed a death wish over the past ten years and spends much of his time in the fever camps.”

“You promised us a meeting with the king, Lord August,” Finnikin reminded him.

“No,” the man said firmly. “There was never a promise. Just an invitation to discuss Lumatere.”

“And what is it that you’d like to discuss, my lord? As we have mentioned each time we return here, the only hope for Lumatere is land for our exiles.”

“And as I have said to Sir Topher year after year, why would the king of Belegonia be interested in carving up his land?”

“You contacted us,” Finnikin said, not hiding the anger in his voice. “We came here because you invited us. Why waste our time, my lord? Our people are dying, and you make us travel all the way here to see you.”

“Give me information I don’t already have, Finnikin. Tell me that you’re attempting to return home and I will ask for the king’s assistance.”

“We don’t have a home,” Finnikin snapped. “Push for land, Lord August. That is all we want. A piece of Belegonian land by the river. We will settle there and fend for ourselves, and the Belegonians need not worry.”

“If we have our Guard, I will bet my life that Balthazar comes out of hiding,” Lord August said in a low tone.

“The Lumateran Guard no longer exists.”

“As long as Trevanion lives, it exists.”

Finnikin pushed back his hair in frustration. “Are you trying to trap me, my lord? Has my father escaped from one of the land’s prisons and are you trying to locate him?”

Lord August laughed with little humor. “Escape? Not for want of his Guard trying. I’ve told you before, I have no idea where he is. They transferred him in secrecy one night seven years ago. All I know is that they took him to Yutlind Nord, but he no longer seems to be there. I suspect the ambassador knows, but he refuses to speak of Trevanion. He says he honors the wishes of the captain.”

Finnikin dug his fingernails into his palms.

“I remember the times I would visit him in the prison here,” Lord August continued. “He would only ever ask one question: ‘Is my boy safe?’ As long as the answer was yes, he did not care what happened to him. But he could be persuaded by you, Finnikin. If Trevanion was found and freed, his Guard would come out of hiding, and then we would have the most powerful men of Lumatere to lead us home.”

“Even if we had my father and the Guard and the heir, have you forgotten that we’re actually missing a kingdom?” Finnikin said sharply.

“The truth lies with the heir, Finnikin. Balthazar will know how to get us inside. The gifted ones among us are speaking. They sense something. Someone.”

“Let me talk to the king,” Finnikin repeated.

The duke shook his head, a look of angry disappointment on his face, and suddenly Finnikin felt as if he were facing his father.

“The king will want a favor in return,” Lord August said dismissively.

“They can afford to have us here, my lord. It is why we have chosen Belegonia and not Osteria. Look at all the open space in this kingdom. We traveled five days to arrive here, through the most lush and fertile land. All empty. Wasted. While our people live in overcrowded camps.”

“They will say it is not their responsibility, Finnikin.”

“Then whose responsibility are we?”

“They will say that they have done enough! That our people need to help themselves. To integrate. They claim they have no control over the outlaws who harrass some of the camps. No control over their own people, while ours are at the mercy of the oppressed of each land who relish the opportunity to be an oppressor.”

“Is that what you believe?”

Lord August stared at him. “Do you think I don’t continually ask myself if I could have done more? Do you think I don’t visit the people in those camps and want to take every one of them into my home? But whom do I choose, Finnikin? The motherless child? The pregnant woman? The man who has lost his entire family?” He shook his head, and Finnikin knew he was being dismissed. “Tell the king something he might find useful, and he may come to your aid.”

Finnikin stood, hopelessness rendering him speechless.

“Then tell him this.”

The voice came from behind him. A strong voice, yet hoarse as if it were new to speech. She spoke in the Lumateran language, and it sent a shiver through Finnikin’s body.

“Tell him the impostor king did not work alone,” Evanjalin said, making her way across the room toward them. “Tell him that Lumatere was never the objective, just the means.” She stood by Finnikin’s side. With a voice, she looked different. Words put fire in her eyes in the same way music had.

“What better way for cunning Charyn to take control of Belegonia, its most powerful rival, than to place a puppet ruler in the kingdom between them. And when Charyn decides to plunder Belegonia, the bloodshed in Lumatere will pale in comparison.”

Lord August walked toward them until he was eye to eye with Evanjalin. Finnikin could hardly breathe. She brushed up against his arm, and he felt her tremble.

“Who are you to know such things?” the duke whispered in their mother tongue.

“When one is silent, those around speak even more, my lord.”

“And what do you hope to achieve with this information?” He looked at Finnikin. “What’s going on here, Finnikin?”

“You asked for something the king of Belegonia did not already know,” Finnikin said, as if rehearsed. “We have given it. So what can we take away with us in return? An audience with your king, perhaps?”

Lord August’s face was white with fury. He grabbed hold of Finnikin roughly. “My king,” he spat, “is dead. The king of Belegonia is my employer. Never mistake one for the other.”

The girl reached over and released Lord August’s hands from Finnikin. “So if we are to return to Lumatere, you would leave all this?” she asked. “Security. Privilege. In exchange for a kingdom that could be razed to the ground at any moment? Just say your lands are no longer there, my lord? Maybe worked by another who believes that he is entitled to them over you. Would you be so eager to return to Lumatere if you had nothing to go back to?”

He stared at the two standing before him. “Led by Balthazar and his First Man?” he asked. “Protected by the King’s Guard? Blessed by the priest-king? Say the words, and I will be on my knees with my hands in the soil, planting the first seed.”

Neither Finnikin nor Evanjalin spoke until they were outside the duke’s residence. Finnikin grabbed her arm.“Explain to me your vow of silence!” he demanded in Lumateran.

She placed a finger across his lips. “Sir Topher would be furious to know that you’re speaking our mother tongue in public,” she said quietly, surprising him even more by speaking Belegonian.

When they returned to the camp, the thief from Sarnak was tied to a tree. The boy let out a string of expletives, spittle flying, hatred in his eyes. Still filled with his own anger, Finnikin walked over and grabbed him by the hair.

“My mother, unlike yours, never exchanged sexual favors for a piece of silver,” he said, addressing the first insult by banging the boy’s head against the trunk of the tree. “And,” he said with another resounding thump, “although I’m very familiar with that part of the female body, I take offense at being labeled one.”

“I’m presuming by your mood that things did not go well with the duke,” Sir Topher called from where he sat by the fire.

Finnikin joined him. “She spoke.”

“Evanjalin?” Sir Topher was on his feet in an instant. “What did she say to you?”

“She spoke Lumateran in the presence of the Duke. And later she spoke to me in Belegonian.”

Sir Topher glanced over to where Evanjalin was preparing their supper. “Finnikin, what did she tell you?” he asked urgently.

“What you have always suspected about the impostor king and the attack on Lumatere.”

Sir Topher paled. “Puppet king to the Charynites?”

Finnikin nodded.

“And Lord August?”

“He will take it to the king of Belegonia, but only if we return to Lumatere with my father’s Guard. More talk about Balthazar as well.”

“Empaths,” Sir Topher said, his eyes still on the novice as she busied herself plucking a pheasant. “It’s the empaths who are sensing something.”

“I thought they were all put to death.”

“No, only those who belonged to the Forest Dwellers. There seem to have been others with the gift, especially among the Flatlanders and the Monts. I believe it’s why Saro of the Monts keeps his people well hidden.”

Sir Topher walked over to where the girl was sitting. Feathers were stuck to her fingers and parts of her shift.

“Pick a language,” Finnikin said stiffly. “She seems to know a few.”

The novice stood, her eyes moving from Finnikin to Sir Topher. “I only know the language of my parents and Belegonian,” she said quietly in Belegonian. “And I can speak a little Sarnak.”

Sir Topher’s breath caught. “Is there anything else you need to tell us, Evanjalin?”

She shook her head, and her bottom lip began to quiver.

“There’s no need to be afraid,” Sir Topher continued gently. “Where did you hear about Charyn’s plan for Belegonia?”

She leaned close, whispering into his ear, “Balthazar.”

Finnikin saw confusion on Sir Topher’s face.

“Please don’t be angry, Sir Topher,” she said. “Please take me to the Monts. They will know what to do, I promise you. On my life, I promise you.”

“And you believe them to be in Sorel?”

She hesitated for a moment and then nodded.

The thief was cackling with laughter. “Crying,” he mimicked. “So sad. Want someone to cut my froat open and feed it to the dogs.”

The girl did not respond, and after a moment Sir Topher walked away. “Come, Finnikin. Practice.”

But Finnikin stayed. “Why is it that you choose silence, Evanjalin?” he said. “Something to hide?”

Her eyes met his. “Why speak when I can respond to your whistle like a dog?”

He gave a humorless laugh. There was nothing simple about this one.

“And anyway, I was so enjoying the discussions about fragile Lady Zarah.”

He and Sir Topher had discussed Lord Tascan’s daughter in Osterian. Finnikin’s eyes narrowed as he tried to bite back his anger. What they didn’t know about this girl could fill the Book of Lumatere.

“Is that jealousy I hear in your voice?” he asked.

“Jealousy? Of a vacuous member of the nobility who trills like a bird, according to Sir Topher?”

“Your voice could do with a bit more of a trill,” he said.

“Really? Because yours could do with a bit more refinement. For someone who’s supposed to be the future king’s First Man, you sound like a fishmonger.”

“First,” he seethed, “I belong to the future King’s Guard and second, my father was the son of a fishmonger, so I would choose my insults more carefully if I were you.”

“Finnikin! Practice,” Sir Topher called out again.

Evanjalin returned to the task with the pheasant as if Finnikin were no longer there.

“You have a very dark heart,” he accused.

“It’s good of you to recognize, Finnikin,” she said without looking up. “There’s hope for you yet.”
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The road to Sorel from Belegonia ran through ancient caverns said to be the dwelling place of the darkest gods in the land. Travelers preferred the ocean route between the two kingdoms despite the piracy on the open seas, and Finnikin could understand why. The journey through the caverns took most of the day. He was forced to stoop for the entire time and felt hounded by the carvings of grotesque forms, half-human, half-animal, on the walls around them. Yellow painted eyes tracked him, while outstretched clawlike fingers traced an icy line along his arm whenever he brushed against the jagged rock.

There was little reprieve when they reached the capital. Sorel was a kingdom of stone and rubble, its terrain as unrelenting as Sendecane. The dryness in the air caused them to choke each time they tried to speak, and rough pieces of stone cut into Finnikin’s thin leather boots. He could not help but notice the bloodied feet of the novice, and he cursed her for whatever it was that drove her on. Lately she had taken the lead, though when he thought back, he realized that she had done so since Sendecane.

Sorel had a darkness to its core, much like Charyn. But if Charyn was a knife that could slice its victim with quick and deadly precision, justice in Sorel was a blunt blade that dug and tunneled into the flesh, leaving its victim to die a long and painful death. Sorel had been Lumatere’s only competitor in the export of ore from its mines and had reveled in the catastrophe of the unspeakable, tripling export fees and bleeding the surrounding kingdoms dry. The king used the mines as a prison, and it was rumored that some inmates had not seen light of day for as long as Finnikin had been alive. Worse still were the stories of the slave children, forced to work in the mines during the day and locked up underground at night. For once Finnikin was grateful that he and Sir Topher and the thief were fair in coloring and even more grateful that the novice’s hair was shorn.

“Keep your head down,” he warned her at the heavily guarded border town. “They distrust those with dark eyes, and this is one place we do not want attention drawn to us.”

Finnikin passed through safely; not even the quiver of arrows he wore on his back and the bow that hung from his side drew the attention of the guards. But the novice did. They grabbed her by the coarse cloth of her shift, almost choking her. Finnikin lunged toward them, but she held out her hand to stop him. He watched as one soldier forced her to her knees, checking behind her ears for any marks of the phlux, which the people of Sorel believed the exiles of Lumatere carried in their bodies and spread across the land.

The soldier showed no emotion. Unlike in Sarnak, there was no hatred caused by hunger and poverty. There was nothing but a sense of superiority taught from an early age and a strong aversion to foreigners. When the same soldier forced Evanjalin’s mouth open and shoved his fingers inside, Finnikin’s fury returned and he made a grab for Trevanion’s sword, only to be pinned back by Sir Topher.

“You will make things worse!” his mentor hissed in his ear. “You’re putting her life at risk.”

The thief of Sarnak snickered with glee.

In the village, Evanjalin was sick at his feet. Finnikin suspected it came from the memory of the soldier’s filthy fingers inside her mouth. Without thinking, he held her up and wiped her face with the hem of his shirt. Their eyes met, and he saw a bleakness there that made him choke. Suddenly he wanted the power to wipe such hopelessness away. That moment in front of the guards, he had allowed emotion to cloud his reason. Yet he felt no regret. He understood, with a clarity that confused him, that if anyone dared touch her again, his sword would not stay in its scabbard.

She pulled away and gestured to an inn at the edge of the main square. “I want to wash my face,” she mumbled, walking toward it.

He went to follow, but Sir Topher’s voice stopped him.

“Finnikin. Give her a moment.”

Later, they set up camp at the base of an escarpment. While Sir Topher dozed and the thief from Sarnak swore from his shackles, Evanjalin began to climb the rock face.

“Stay here,” Finnikin ordered, but if he had learned anything about the novice, it was that she did as she pleased, and so he found himself climbing after her. Though cursing her inwardly, he could not help marveling at her fearlessness and the ease with which she ascended the rock in her bare feet.

When he reached the top, she was standing on a narrow ledge of granite that protruded over the camp below. But it was the view to the west that took his breath away, a last glimpse of Belegonia in the evening light.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, speaking in their mother tongue.

He stood silently, struggling with the pleasure he felt as she spoke their language.

“Say something,” she said as the sun began to disappear and the air chilled. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

With Sir Topher he spoke of strategies and dividing land between exiles and the best crops to grow and the politics of the country they found themselves in. They trained with practice swords, dealt with disappointing dukes, and quarreled with an ambassador obsessed with protocol. But in ten years, no one had ever asked what he was thinking. And he knew that the novice Evanjalin was asking for more than just his thoughts. She wanted the part of him he fought to keep hidden. The part that held his foolish hopes and aching memories.

“I miss hearing our mother tongue,” he found himself saying. “Speaking it. Sir Topher has always been strict about using only the language of the country we are in, but when I dream, it’s in Lumateran. Don’t you love it? The way it comes from the throat, guttural and forced. Speaks to me of hard work. So different from the romance of the Belegonian and Osterian tongues.”

There was a soft smile on her face and for a moment he forgot they were on this cliff, staring across at the stone and rubble of Sorel. “I miss the music of the voices in the crowded marketplace in my Rock Village, or in the king’s court, where everyone talked over the top of one another. I can’t tell you how many times I heard the king bellow, ‘Quiet! Too much talking!’ And that was just at the dinner table with his wife and children.”

She laughed, and the sound soothed him.

“I swear it’s true. The queen, she was the loudest. ‘Is it my curse to have the worst behaved children in the land? Vestie, you are to apologize to Nurse, or I will have you cleaning the privy for the rest of the week! Balthazar, you are not the ruler of this kingdom yet, and even when you are, you will eat at the table like a human being.’”

Evanjalin’s laughter was infectious, and he continued with the mimicry. He had loved his life in the Rock Village, but not as much as life in the king’s court. In the palace, there were Balthazar and the beautiful spirited princesses, and most of all Trevanion. His heart would burst with pride whenever he witnessed his father’s importance. Sometimes, deep in the night when on watch, Trevanion would take him from his bed and they would sit on the keep and stare out at the world below. Often Lady Beatriss would join them, shivering in the night air, and Trevanion would gather them both in his embrace to keep them warm.

He could feel Evanjalin’s eyes on him as the sun before them disappeared at a speed beyond reckoning. “Then I will demand that you speak Lumateran when we are alone,” Evanjalin said, interrupting his thoughts.

“Will you?” he mocked. “And why is that?”

“Because without our language, we have lost ourselves. Who are we without our words?”

“Scum of the earth,” he said bitterly. “In some kingdoms, they have removed all traces of Lumatere from the exiles. We are in their land now and will speak their tongue or none at all. Our punishment for the pathetic course of our lives.”

“So men cease to speak,” she said softly.

Men who in Lumatere had voices loud and passionate, who provided for their families and were respected in their villages. Now they sat in silence and relied on their children to translate for them as if they were helpless babes. Finnikin wondered what it did to a man who once stood proud. How could he pass on his stories without a language?

“And how Lumaterans loved to speak,” Finnikin said. “Shout from hilltops, bellow in the marketplace, sing from the barges on the river. I had a favorite place, the rock of three wonders at the crest of my village. I would climb it with Balthazar and Lucian of the Monts. You would have known him, of course, being a Mont.”

She nodded. “Son of Saro.”

“We had a healthy dislike for each other. He would call me ‘trog boy.’ Repeatedly.”

“And how would you respond?” she asked with a laugh.

“By calling him ‘son of an inbred.’ Repeatedly. Balthazar would judge who could come up with the worst insult. I would win, of course. Monts are such easy targets.”

“They are my people you’re speaking of,” she said, trying to sound cross.

“How was it that your family became separated from them?” Finnikin asked. “You are the first Mont we have ever met on our travels.”

Evanjalin was silent for a moment, and he wondered if she knew where the Monts were hiding. “Saro moved the Monts just days after they killed his sister, the queen, and my mother and siblings and I were among them. But my father was in Sarnak, and my mother refused to leave the day Saro took our people away from the Valley. She insisted that we wait. She believed there was still hope, and that if we stayed in the Valley, my father would travel from Sarnak to find us.” She looked up at him. “Do you remember those days?”

“Only too well,” he said quietly. “We all waited for at least a week. After the curse, Saro sent two of his men out to access the kingdom from the other borders, but days later only one returned.” Finnikin fell silent. He remembered the Mont’s words to Saro. That at each border, an unseen force had held them back, until the Charyn border when his companion pushed his way into the tempest. The Mont had watched in horror as the tempest spat his kinsman back. Splintered bone by splintered bone.

“And then everyone began to leave,” Finnikin continued, “needing to feed their children and to survive, arguing whether it was better to go to Charyn or Belegonia or Sarnak. I stayed close to my father’s men until I was placed in the care of Sir Topher. We were the last to go.”

The wind was strong on the cliff, and it whipped his hair across his face. Suddenly her hand reached out to hold it back. When he felt her fingers, he flinched; he had not been touched with such gentleness since his childhood. He was no stranger to women and had felt their hands on all parts of his body, but her touch made him feel like he belonged someplace.

“I remember the abandoned children wailing by the side of the road,” she said. “Some as young as two or three. People were forced to put their own survival and their family’s above anything else and left other people’s children to die. It’s the only reason I can feel any sympathy for the thief from Sarnak.”

He nodded. “Part of me believes there is little hope for those like him, who have become as base as the men they associate with. But there’s another part of me that will search this land high and low once we are settled in our second homeland and bring them back to us, where they belong.”

He felt her stare but did not turn and look. Did not want those eyes reaching into him.

“So you are destined to spend the rest of your life scouring this land? Who are you, to deserve such a curse?” she asked.

One who has an evil lurking inside of me, he wanted to say. An evil that Seranonna of the Forest Dwellers recognized that day in the forest as he played alongside Isaboe.

Her blood will be shed for you to be king.

“What is it you want, Finnikin?” Evanjalin persisted.

“I want to be left alone to do what we’ve always done,” he said vehemently. I want to go searching for my father, he longed to shout.

“And what is that? Wandering the empire? Collecting names of the dead? Where would you like me to leave you, Finnikin?”

In the numb peace we lived with before you came into our lives.

He stared at her, and she held his gaze. “I took great comfort in your vow of silence,” he said at last.

After a moment her mouth twitched. “Really? I do believe you’re lying.”

“It’s true. I miss it terribly.”

“I think you’re dying to tell me what you shouted from your rock. With the inbred and the heir.”

He laughed in spite of himself. “We were convinced of the existence of the silver wolf. Legend had it that only a true warrior could kill it, and we’d build traps in the forest and play out its capture. Balthazar was the warrior, and I was his guard; Lucian the wolf, Isaboe the bait. Then we would travel to the rock and practice our sacrifice of it to the gods, shouting our intentions and faith. We’d pledge our honor to each other. We even vowed to save Lumatere.” He shook his head, thinking of the last pledge they had made together, mixed with the blood of all three.

“I would love such a rock,” she said. “It would loosen my tongue and give me the courage to say all the things I’ve never dared say.”

“And what would you say, Evanjalin? Would you damn the impostor, curse those who placed him on the throne?”

She shook her head. “I would speak my name out loud. Evanjalin of the Monts!” Her voice echoed and its volume took him by surprise. He walked to the rock’s edge, wanting to listen to it until the last echo disappeared, wanting to capture it in his hands.

“Finnikin of the Rock!” he roared, and then turned back to where she stood, her eyes blazing with excitement. “Son of Trevanion of the Lumateran River people and Bartolina of the Rock!” He beat his chest dramatically.

She laughed and stepped closer to him. “Mortal enemy of the bastard impostor!” she yelled.

He thought for a moment, then gave a nod of approval. “Trusted servant of the king’s First Man, Sir Topher of the royal court of Lumatere!”

“Follower of our beloved Balthazar!”

“Son of a man who once loved Lady Beatriss of the Lumateran Flatlands!”

“Daughter of those slaughtered in innocence!”

“Brother of one taken away before she drew her first breath!”

“Sister to those who loved her with all their heart!”

She had moved too close to the edge of the rock, and with a sharp intake of breath, he grabbed her around the waist, the strong band of his arm pressing her back into his chest. “Foolish girl,” he said almost gently, his lips close to her ear. “You could have gone over the side.”

A shudder passed through her, and then she pulled away. “We should go,” she murmured.

“Trust me, Evanjalin,” he said, holding out his hand. Trembling, she took it, and they made their way down the rock face in silence. But already he missed her voice, and when he helped her over the last of the stones, he found his finger tracing the bruise around her mouth.

“Finnikin!”

Within the hollow rock he could see the anxious figure of Sir Topher.

“We’re here, sir.”

“Don’t wander too far. You know how strange a place this is.”

At supper, Finnikin and Evanjalin ate their bread and cheese in silence while Sir Topher watched them carefully. Even the thief seemed subdued. Later, as Finnikin wrote in the Book of Lumatere, he glanced over to where she stood, distanced from them, her hands clenched at her sides. He tucked the book under his arm and walked toward her, suddenly feeling awkward, his pulse beating at an erratic speed.

“Join us,” he said quietly. “Sir Topher is telling stories of his journeys with the king.”

There was a hint of a smile on her face.

“What?” he asked defensively.

“When you speak Lumateran, your accent sings like those of the River.”

“It was either that, or rrrumbling like those from the Rock.”

She laughed, but it turned into a sob and she covered her mouth. He stepped forward and lifted her chin with his finger.

“Bend to their will, Finnikin,” she whispered. “And keep yourself alive.”

“Whose will?” he murmured, leaning his head toward her.

“Finnikin!”

The anxiousness in Sir Topher’s voice snapped him out of his trance at the same time as he heard the horses’ hooves. He turned toward the camp and saw five Sorelian soldiers riding toward them, flame sticks in their hands.

“Where is the traitor who claims to be the dead prince of Lumatere?” the one in the lead asked, dismounting.

Finnikin was stunned. Sir Topher turned to him in confusion, and in the dancing firelight Finnikin saw a trace of fear on the older man’s face. The thief from Sarnak had paled. Thieves across the land knew to keep out of the mines of Sorel.

Finnikin’s first inclination was to protect the girl, and he was relieved that the soldiers were looking for an impostor of Balthazar rather than someone who knew where the heir was.

“There is no impostor among us,” Sir Topher said pleasantly. “We are Belegonian merchants eager to trade in a kingdom so rich in bounty.”

“Why accuse us of such a thing?” Finnikin asked, but the soldiers looked straight past him to where Evanjalin stood.

“Is this the one?” the soldier asked.

“She is no one,” Finnikin said firmly, blocking his path.

Then the soldier nodded and Finnikin turned, bewildered, his blood running cold.

For the novice Evanjalin had lifted her hand and was pointing a finger.

Straight in his direction.
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Deep in the bowels of the mines of Sorel, the prisoner lay facing the rusted steel bars of the cave he crawled into each night. His bulky frame curled to fit the confines of the space, his body almost folded in half. He despised this witching hour, when he was at the mercy of his thoughts. Sometimes they stirred him into a madness of grief. Most times they made him want to beat his head to a pulp against the stone and end his life once and for all.

At his eye level, he watched feet being dragged along the narrow corridor outside his cage. There were fifty other cages spanning both sides of this stretch of cave. One was the holding cell for newly arrested prisoners, where they spent a week while the Sorelian authorities decided to which prison they would be sent. Most of the time, if they were young, they did not live beyond the third day.

He tried to ignore the fervor that accompanied the arrival of a new prisoner. He could tell this one was young by the heightened excitement of both prisoners and guards. New prisoners broke the monotony and delivered opportunities for the most base of men. If he allowed himself to, he would feel a sick kind of sorrow for the boy. But the prisoner had made a point to do anything but feel.

“They say he’s a fighter. Are you going to join in the play?”

The ugly face of the night guard filled his vision as the man peered into his cage. There was a tradition in the mines, where new prisoners were fought over and conquered, owned like some kind of prize, by men who had ceased to be men. Despite his massive bulk, the prisoner had not escaped the degradation of the prison mines’ traditions when he first arrived.

Another guard appeared. “You have a visitor.”

He responded with silence. It was well known among the other inmates that this prisoner did not speak. He ate. He worked. He emptied his bowels. He fought like a demon if anyone chose to make him an enemy, but he never spoke.

“Did you hear, scum from the bottom of a pit of shit? You have a visitor.”

He heard the clatter of keys, and then he was dragged out of his cage by the wild knot of hair that half-shrouded his face. At the end of the tunnel, he was thrown into a larger cell and shoved up against its damp stone wall. But still he refused to react. If there was one weapon he had against these savages, it was not acknowledging their existence.

He heard the clatter of keys again and was hauled around to see a figure enter. The lad was young, that was evident. Hair shorn to the scalp, large dark eyes. And then he realized he was not looking at a boy, but a girl dressed in the dull gray shift worn by the Lagrami novices.

The guard looked at both of them, an ugly smile plastered on his face. The girl waited for him to leave before she spoke.

“I did the minister a favor, and he offered me one in return,” she said quietly. “I told him I had a perverse interest in infamous traitors.”

It was not her words that made him flinch, but the sound of his mother tongue. It had been some years since he had heard it spoken. Not since the ambassador of Lumatere had visited him during his early days in this prison.

“They say you are the most unguarded inmate in the mines, sir. That there is no more ideal a prisoner than one who is locked up in his own prison.”

He had heard it said about him before and had marveled with bitterness at how little they knew this place. Within the caves, the thick rock and endless tunnels made it impossible to escape. If he worked outside, he was chained to at least six other inmates, usually hostile foreigners who barely understood each other.

“When they next place you on work outside the mines, you will escape and travel east until you reach the shrine to Sagrami past the last cave before the mountains. In the ravine below, you will see horses tethered.”

More silence.

“From there you take the road toward Osteria, where there are two paths, one to the town of Lannon and one to Hopetoun. Take neither. You will see a tiny lane through the woods that will lead you to a stable beside an abandoned cottage. This is where you will find us. Then we move north.”

He knew what north meant. So now they were sending the young. Was it a group of exiles? Why didn’t they tell their children that there was nothing north but the promise of death, even after all these years?

He walked over to where she stood leaning against the cage and raised his arm. She flinched. He stared down at her, then grabbed the bars above her head and rattled them to summon the guard.

“Humor me,” she said, ducking under his arms. “From here I can see the prisoner they just dragged in.” She crouched on the ground, straining to see to the end of the dark, stench-filled corridor.

The prisoner stayed where he was.

“I’ve heard a rumor,” she said quietly. “Actually, I lie. Not a rumor.” She beckoned him closer, and when he refused, she stood on her toes to whisper in his ear. “They say he’s the son of Trevanion, captain of the Lumateran Guard.”

He slammed her against the bars before either of them could take their next breath, holding her by the throat with a hand that had frequently snuffed out life. He heard a growl, low and primeval, and realized it was coming from him. Tightening his hold, he watched as her face began to change color and both her hands snaked up, trying to free herself. She shoved a knee against him, and when he stumbled back for a moment, she kicked him away from her, falling to her knees, gasping for air.

“Just the reaction I was hoping for, Captain,” she whispered fiercely, looking up. “If you fail to protect him, if you fail to set him free, I will return and cut out your tongue and then you will have a reason for silence.” She struggled to her feet. “Guard! Guard!”

“What have you done?” he asked hoarsely.

The look she gave him was pure anguish.

“What needs to be done!”

He woke the next morning having dreamed of peppermint and the wiry arms of a child wrapped around him like a monkey, refusing to let go. They would have to peel the boy off him at times, and how he would cry, this sensitive child who had not come from a line of sensitive people.

“I want to fight the boy.”

The two guards stared at him in surprise. Fighting for a new inmate was a tradition the dark-eyed Trevanion had never engaged in.

“You?”

The guards exchanged sneers, their expressions ugly. “Heard you had a visitor last night.”

The shorter of the guards leaned forward, a look of sick hunger on his face. “Did she awake in you a taste for young flesh?”

He avoided their eyes so they would misinterpret his rage for shame.

“Will you share, Trevanion?” the other asked. “The boy seems feisty enough for seconds.” The guards laughed, and for the first time since his exile from Lumatere, Trevanion’s rage pounded a rush of blood to his head.

What needs to be done, the girl had said.

This he knew. The piece of filth standing before him would be the first to die.

Then it would be her turn.

He watched the boy closely throughout the day. He was all arms and legs like his mother’s people and seemed unaccustomed to a body that had grown too fast. Although skittish, he was coiled for action, not once buckling under the weight of the coal. But Trevanion read despair in the boy’s eyes, and it chilled him to the marrow.

Later, in one of the larger caves, the inmates lined walls trickling with water that soon would be mixed with blood. Trevanion’s only satisfaction was that he would pound senseless those who dared to want this boy. And he would do it easily. The Lumaterans of the River were the largest men in the land, and he towered over the rest of the inmates. In his early days they would come for him in packs until they realized the danger of encountering him alone.

There was an air of nervousness in the cave, and he watched an exchange between a guard and one of the Sorelian prisoners.

“They fear that your intention is to maim, Trevanion.”

“Not interested in maiming.” He spoke quietly, and the stare he directed at his potential opponents was enough to change the minds of half of those who had stepped forward.

The boy looked frightened, and Trevanion would have given anything to be able to send him some silent message of reassurance. But first he had this scum to fight, and then it would be the boy.

He fought five men that night. Blood was shed, and the sound of bones cracking and fists thumping bounced off the cave walls. The bets were low, the outcome too predictable. And then it was time for the boy. Trevanion allowed himself a moment to work out how to use his fists in a way that would not damage one so young and inexperienced. But they let the boy off the leash and he lunged for Trevanion, his fists flying. Trevanion felt the bones in his nose shatter, but before he could recover, there was another blow to his face and another to the stomach. He let himself fall, hoping to reveal himself to the boy, but then something hard connected with his chin. The kick sent him flying, and he knew that whether he wanted to or not, he was going to have to beat this pup into submission.

He returned to his feet, his fist connecting with the boy’s cheekbone. He heard the goading of those surrounding them, both prisoners and guards. He knew he could not lose, for to do so meant that someone else would fight the boy for the right to own him in a way that made Trevanion feel sick to his stomach. And so he pounded into the boy’s flesh, fighting for both their lives with an intensity that had the crowd roaring with approval. They had waited a long time to see what Trevanion of Lumatere was capable of, and they saw it this night. Yet the boy refused to yield, and Trevanion prayed to his goddess that he could hold him for a moment and let him understand.

What needs to be done.

He felt an elbow to his face and heard the crunch of bone, and the fires of hell danced a death march inside his head. He reached for the boy’s neck and pulled him toward him, both heads colliding, blood spraying from his mouth. He tasted it on his tongue mingled with the boy’s, and the taste made him roar.

But the boy would not give up. What he lacked in strength he made up for in skill and endurance. Finally Trevanion had him on the ground, a hand to his throat, his face an inch away so he could see the white fear in the boy’s eyes. So he could whisper a word he had trained himself never to say again, for the sound of it brought hope and an ache so intense it could kill a man. And every lowlife who had ever entered this godsforsaken prison knew that hope had no place in the mines of Sorel.

“Finnikin.”

The boy stared in shock. He was half blinded by sweat and grime and blood, but for a moment he caught a good look at his enemy. Hair knotted, the stench of the rot that lived within it, potent. A face blackened by the dirt of the earth beneath them.

“Trust me.”

And with that Trevanion’s fist came down on his son.

When Finnikin woke, a foul odor filled his nose and he gagged, his body heaving. He started in shock when he saw the bear of a man standing over him, and suddenly everything from the night before flooded back.

The last time he had seen his father, Trevanion had been standing on a makeshift judging post in the main square of Lumatere. He had watched as the impostor’s Guard forced his father to his knees. He remembered how Trevanion’s men bit their fists with rage and how it took ten of them to hold back Perri the Savage.

Then they cried out the punishment for Beatriss and Trevanion: “Death for the traitor! Banishment for the accomplice!”

In that moment, his father looked up and found him in the crowd, the bleakness in his expression so great that it became the blanket Finnikin placed over his face for years to come. Even as he knelt, Trevanion of the River had looked like a giant. His hair, black and cropped to his skull, his skin the color of bronzed oil, every bone in his face perfectly placed.

The man before him now was a total stranger. Hair covered his face, dark and tangled in knots, spliced with gray. Trevanion’s eyes had no light or warmth. Finnikin had to remind himself that this was the same man who had carried him as a child, high and safe, on his broad shoulders. The same man who had lain beside Lady Beatriss, gently kneading her tired fingers, whispering words in her ear that softened her face.

“Father?” It felt strange to speak the word.

Trevanion nodded. “Can you stand?”

Their prison cell was a cave, cold and damp. There was little room for one body, let alone two.

“Tell me about the girl,” Trevanion said.

“The girl?”

“Spawn of the devil.”

The cell was dark and the flickering torch outside gave only minimal light. Finnikin moved closer to Trevanion. “How do you know about her?”

“Visited the night you arrived.” There was urgency in the way Trevanion spoke, as if wary of the sudden appearance of a guard.

“Here?” Finnikin said. “In the prison?”

“Is she friend or foe?” Trevanion asked.

“Who can tell? We inherited her from the cloister of Lagrami in Sendecane.”

“You went to the end of the earth,” his father muttered.

“She claims to walk through the sleep of those inside.”

“Lumatere?”

Finnikin nodded. “And that she has made contact with the heir. With Balthazar.”

“Sweet goddess,” Trevanion said. “What wickedness is she planning with such a lie?”

“And you say she visited?”

“She has horses waiting for us in a ravine beyond the shrine of Sagrami.”

“Horses!” Finnikin snorted, and Trevanion quickly covered Finnikin’s mouth with his hand.

“Quiet!”

“We have one horse,” Finnikin hissed. “What does she think we will do? Walk out of here with the blessing of the prison guards?”

“I need to get you out of here. I can’t look after us both.”

Finnikin was already shaking his head as his father spoke. “We both need to get out of here, and I don’t need looking after.”

“In here you do!” Trevanion snapped.

“Don’t expect me to go without you.”

Trevanion did not respond.

“It’s either both of us, or I stay here and you —”

Trevanion grabbed him by the cloth of his prison garb, his expression furious. “You do what I tell you to do. You never question me again, do you hear?”

Finnikin pulled away, shaking his head emphatically. “I go nowhere without you, sir.”

Trevanion sucked in air. “I’ve seen them drag out the dead bodies of boys your age, and you do not want to hear what they’ve done to them.”

Finnikin wanted something more from his father than this. More for the ten years of longing. He stared at this stranger, his father, straight in the eye. “I. Go. Nowhere. Without. You.”

Then he turned and curled up as far away as possible, understanding with bitterness that he had walked straight into Evanjalin’s plan.

From the window of the stable loft, Sir Topher watched. The novice stood at the gate outside the dilapidated cottage. He knew she would stay there until the moon rose, as she had done each day since Finnikin’s imprisonment.

“They will come,” she said firmly when he joined her.

“And if they don’t?” he asked. “I understand what you are trying to do, but your methods could get him killed.”

“The captain will not let any harm come to his son.”

“Sometimes fathers can’t protect their children, Evanjalin. Did yours save you from harm?” Sir Topher asked, knowing the question was cruel.

“No,” she responded fiercely. “But my father would warn, ‘Be prepared for the worst, my love, for it lives next door to the best.’ And for that I thank him each day of my life.”

Finnikin spent his first days in prison adjusting to his surroundings. He knew that to survive, he had to think rather than just react. The inmates stared in the same way they had the day he arrived, but they kept their distance and he understood why. Trevanion was like an unleashed animal, and those around him, including the guards, feared the consequences of coming too close.

“You work outside this week,” the guard told Trevanion as they were taken back to their cage. Trevanion grabbed Finnikin and pushed him in front of the guard’s nose.

“He stays behind,” the guard said flatly. He was the least sadistic of the guards, which made him one-quarter human.

But Trevanion refused to move or to relax his grip on his son. He shook him in front of the guard again, and Finnikin felt like a rag doll, like some kind of toy at the mercy of everyone around him.

“Not taking the chance,” the guard spat. “The Osterian prisoner cut out the throat of the Belegonian translator. No interpreter. Can’t afford surprises.”

“I speak five tongues,” Finnikin said calmly in Sorelian, though he felt anything but calm. “I can be your translator.” Trevanion pulled him away, but Finnikin broke free, his face an inch away from the guard. “I speak five tongues,” he said, and then repeated the statement. Five times in five different languages.

The guard stared from him to Trevanion and then pushed them along. “Make sure you keep him on a leash,” he warned through gritted teeth.

When they were alone in their cell, Trevanion looked at him questioningly. “Five languages?”

Finnikin shrugged, cracking his knuckles. “I lied. It’s seven. If you count the grunting of the common Yut and those ridiculous sounds made by the Sendecanese.”

“Who taught you?” Trevanion asked.

“Sir Topher insisted I learn about the culture of each kingdom we visited. He said it was the only way they would begin to accept us and offer us assistance.”

“What else did he teach you?”

Finnikin was confused by the force of the question. “You have nothing to fear,” he assured his father. “Sir Topher made sure he always honored your profession. I have trained with the royal Guard of almost every kingdom in the land.”

“No one in my Guard speaks seven languages.”

Finnikin did not respond.

“Do you know where the priest-king is?” Trevanion asked after a moment.

Finnikin shook his head. “He does not want to be found, but rumor has it that he’s on this side of the land.”

“The dukes?”

“Five are in exile. Two we believe were left behind. Three are dead.”

Trevanion stiffened. “Is Lord Augie . . .”

“Alive. Still works for Belegonia. Has some ridiculous obsession with breaking you out of prison so you can lead us back to Lumatere. Why didn’t Ambassador Corden tell him you were here?”

“Probably because he knew that Augie had some ridiculous obsession with breaking me out,” Trevanion said dryly. “And if anything frightens Corden, it’s not following correct protocol.”

“Sir Topher calls him the monster of propriety,” Finnikin said. “I call him a painful boil on the arse. But he does fund our journeys sometimes. Convinces the king of Osteria we can be of use if we are traveling around the land unnoticed. I trained with their Guard in exchange for information.”

“You are spies?”

“We collect information.” Finnikin propped himself on his elbow, facing his father. “Do you get much news from outside? From your Guard or the ambassador?”

Trevanion shook his head. “Not in the past seven years. My decision, not theirs.”

“What is your theory about the impostor king?” Finnikin asked.

“Puppet to Charyn,” Trevanion replied.

“Good.”

He caught a hint of a smile on Trevanion’s face.

“I’m glad I have your approval.”

“It’s just that we’ve always suspected it,” Finnikin said, all of a sudden wanting to talk. “But it’s only been lately that we’ve heard it spoken aloud.”

He went on to explain to Trevanion their plans for the second Lumatere. He tried to convey the extent of the suffering experienced by the exiles, but could not quite find the words. The slaughter in Sarnak was the hardest to explain. It had been the biggest of the river camps. They suspected that two hundred of their people had died.

“Do you ever wonder if they’re better off inside Lumatere?” Finnikin asked.

Trevanion shook his head. “When I first chose to challenge the king about his Guard and the dragonships, it wasn’t only because of the former captain’s weakness, Finnikin. It was because of his baseness. I’d heard stories of what he allowed to happen in the palace prison. What he instigated himself.”

And then there was silence. Finnikin studied the hard outlines of his father’s face.

“What of the Monts?” Trevanion asked.

“We’ve seen no trace, but we have a strong suspicion Evanjalin knows where they are.”

“Evanjalin?” his father asked.

“Spawn of the devil,” Finnikin reminded him.

Trevanion grunted. “When did you last see the Monts?”

“In the Valley of Tranquillity,” Finnikin said quietly. “Saro moved his people out there in the days before the curse. Almost the moment they heard the queen was dead.”

He thought of the horror of that day. Of the grief of the queen’s mother, the yata of the Mont people, wailing, “My pretty babies. Where are my pretty babies?” Many had walked away or pressed their hands against their ears to block out the sound of her anguish, but Lucian had not left his grandmother’s side. And from a distance, Finnikin had kept his vigil with the Mont.

Trevanion spoke only once more that night.

“The girl,” he said.

“Evanjalin?”

“She has my mother’s name.”
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A week after his arrest, Finnikin spent his first day in the outside world. It was a relief to be able to breathe, despite the fact that he was shackled to five of the most vicious humans he had ever encountered. The guards saw to it that every inmate who worked outside the mines was a foreigner. If escape became a reality, the guards knew the prisoners would be at the mercy of a kingdom that despised outsiders and would soon find themselves back in the mines. Or, worse still, hanging from a tree.

When the head guard gave Finnikin an instruction to pass on to the others, he was instantly confronted with snarls and bared teeth.

“They despise with a passion those who interpret,” Trevanion murmured. “They consider them spies for the guards.”

And so Finnikin endured one of the longest days of his life. The menacing prisoners attached to him took every opportunity to tug the chain around his neck, causing it to chafe his skin. Or to drop rocks of considerable weight on his feet. Or yank his foot shackles so he found himself flat on his face on cold hard stone. When he picked himself up for the tenth time, he was shaking with rage.

The moment they reached the caves and his shackles were removed, Finnikin launched himself at the Osterian prisoner until both had blood pouring from their noses. The three hundred pounds of pure ugliness and fury held Finnikin’s head under his arm, while the guards stood by and watched. If there was one thing they enjoyed, it was the sight of the inmates trying to tear each other apart. Then Trevanion become involved and suddenly blood flew in every direction.

“I can handle this,” Finnikin hissed, jumping onto the Osterian and pressing the side of the man’s face into the wall as hard as he could. When the Osterian looked like he was ready to pound a fist into Finnikin’s temple, Finnikin remembered how Trevanion had bitterly recounted Evanjalin’s words. What needs to be done.

“We’re going to break out,” he whispered into the man’s ear in Osterian, before he bit part of it off and spat it out. “Interested in joining us?”

By the time the guards dragged the inmates off each other, Finnikin had also recruited the Yut, the Sarnak, the Belegonian, and the Charynite. Although there was no honor among these men, there was a hierarchy of hate, and they despised the Sorelians first and foremost.

“You’re making my hair turn white,” Trevanion muttered later, when they were alone in their cage.

“That would be your old age,” Finnikin replied, trying to stretch out the aches and pains in every joint in his body.

“You fight well. Like the Yuts.”

“We lived in the grasslands for a year when I was fourteen.”

“And you needed to fight?”

“They mocked my accent. And of course you can’t have hair my color and not learn how to fight in any kingdom.”

“Your mother had that hair. Would take my breath away every time I saw her.”

Finnikin was surprised to hear Trevanion speak of a memory so painful. He wondered about a man having lost not just one but two women in his life. Both having died giving birth to his children.

“You’d be best to tie a kerchief around your head and keep your hair hidden. It draws attention.”

Finnikin’s hair had not been cut for months and was beginning to snag and knot in wild tangles around his shoulders.

Later, as they lay in the dark, he could feel his father’s eyes on him and he wondered if he was just as much a stranger to his father as Trevanion was to him.

“So are your new friends all in?” Trevanion asked dryly.

“They seem to be. But I can’t promise they won’t snap our necks the moment they’re free.”

“Tell them this. You will pick a fight with me to bring the guards as close as possible. If we are lucky, there will be five, like most days. Then I go for the guard with the keys, and at the same time you take on the second guard. The first few moments are crucial, so we need to be quick. Two swords, five seconds. The Yut at the end uses his hand chains — grabs hold of his guard’s sword and makes himself useful. Do not trust the Charynite or the Sarnak with the keys or a sword. If worse comes to worst, use them as a shield.”

“The Charynite and the Sarnak? Human shields?”

“They would do the same to us in the blink of an eye.”

“But you never use your own side as human shields.”

“This won’t be a war, Finnikin,” his father said coldly. “It will be an execution.”

Sir Topher woke with a start. A muffled sound came from the corner of the loft. He listened for a moment, and when he was satisfied it was only Evanjalin tossing restlessly in her sleep, he closed his eyes with the same heaviness of heart he had felt these past four nights. Until he heard a scream, hoarse, as if the girl was fighting for air. He twisted out of his bedroll, and in the half dark he saw the thief from Sarnak astride the novice as she struggled under his weight. Stumbling toward them, he heard the sickening sound of a blow, but before a second could land, he had the thief by the neck and hurled him across the loft.

“Sweet goddess,” he muttered when he saw the girl’s face.

Clutching what was left of her shift, she gasped for breath as he placed a blanket around her shoulders. When he made an attempt to hold her, she crawled away, shuddering against the timber beams of their shelter.

He heard a noise behind him and turned to where the thief was, on his feet, pulling up his trousers, a look of hatred in his eyes.

“What are you?”

“I just wanted a poke,” the thief spat.

Sir Topher pushed the thief hard, and the boy staggered again. It had been his decision to have the thief untied these past two nights, and for that he would not forgive himself.

He grabbed the thief and tied him tightly with the ropes attached to the beams, catching a blow to his temple that almost sent him reeling. When he returned to the girl, he crouched at her feet and slowly reached over to lift her chin, startling her. She pressed herself farther into the wall, covering her head with shaking hands. He looked from one corner of the loft to the other. The thief was hurling abuse, spitting with fury and tugging madly at his ropes. Here was Lumatere’s future, Sir Topher thought despairingly. Two wild animals with nothing but rage and hate.

“Did he . . .” He could not bring himself to say the words, and after a moment she shook her head and looked up, her face stained with tears.

“My shift is torn,” she whispered. “I cannot wear it.”

Across her cheek was a purple bruise where the thief’s fist had connected, and her lips were swollen and bleeding.

“He knows no other way but ugliness,” Sir Topher said quietly. “He was taught no other lessons but those of force. His teachers have been scum who live by their own rules. No one has ever taught him otherwise.”

“Am I to forgive him?” she said, her voice shaking with anger.

“No,” he said sadly. “Pity him. Or give him new rules. Or put him down like a wild animal before he becomes a monster who destroys everything he encounters.”

When he went to move away, she grabbed his sleeve.

“I think they are all dead.”

A chill went through him. “Finnikin?”

“No. All the young girls,” she said in a small broken voice. “Inside Lumatere.”

“What are you saying, Evanjalin?”

“Tonight I walked through the sleep of one who mourned the death of a neighbor’s daughter, cursing an ailment that seems to be taking the young girls of his village these past five years. I remember another sleep six months back when a young tanner grieved for a girl who could have one day been his sweetheart.”

“You are not yourself, and your sleep was troubled.”

She shook her head. “No, Sir Topher. We need to return to Lumatere. Our lifeblood is dying, and we need to set them free.”

The next day, they traveled on foot to the closest village, hoping to secure a second horse. They took the thief from Sarnak with them, his hands bound by a rope attached to Sir Topher’s waist. The moment they stepped into the crowded marketplace, Sir Topher heard the novice gasp in anger and then she was pointing to where their horse stood among four others.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Of course, I’m sure. They must have come across it in the ravine where we left it for Finnikin and the captain.”

“Evanjalin, they are the slave traders,” Sir Topher warned as she hurried toward them.

But Evanjalin could not be stopped, and Sir Topher followed, dragging the thief with him.

“That’s our horse!” she shouted to one of the men. When he ignored her, she poked him and repeated, “That’s our horse.”

“Do you have papers?” he asked pleasantly.

“We need that horse,” she said, her voice shaking with emotion.

“Then you may have it,” the man said, twisting his lips into a sneer. “For ten pieces of silver.”

Evanjalin swung around to stare at Sir Topher, gripping her head in anguish. They both knew that without the horse, Finnikin and Trevanion would be caught as quickly as they escaped.

“We have five pieces,” Sir Topher said.

“Then I would suggest you find yourself a peddler and buy this girl a pretty dress,” he said, looking down at Evanjalin, who was dressed in Finnikin’s trousers and jerkin.

Then the man’s expression changed. He stepped closer to Evanjalin and grabbed her face. “She would make a fair exchange. Even with the bruises. The traders of Sorel have a great need for sturdy young things.”

“She’s not for sale,” Sir Topher said quickly.

Evanjalin shook free, a shudder passing through her body. She pushed the thief from Sarnak in front of the trader. “But how much would you give us for him?” she asked.

With each day of his imprisonment, Finnikin’s frustration grew. Fearing that their work outside the mines would come to an end and all hope would be lost, he challenged his father constantly. But it rained for days, and Trevanion argued that to escape in such conditions would hinder them the moment they were free.

“Why not now?” Finnikin whispered to his father on their first day without rain for a week. “Today’s guards are a lazy lot.”

“Keep silent and do not question me,” Trevanion said sharply.

So yet another day passed, and that night in their cell when Trevanion transferred his rations to Finnikin’s bowl, Finnikin felt his rage and frustration boil over.

“Do not treat me like a child to be fed and kept alive,” he hissed, shoving the food back into Trevanion’s bowl.

“Then do not act like one. Eat!” Trevanion ordered. “We will have only one attempt at this, Finnikin. If it fails, you will grow old alongside me in this cell, and at this moment I have two desires. One is to see my son free, and the other is to choke the life out of the witch who put him here. But we are at the mercy of patience, luck, and timing, and today is not the day for all three.”

“And what if you are wrong?” The moment the words escaped Finnikin’s mouth, he regretted them.

“On the third day of the first week of each month,” Trevanion continued as if Finnikin had not spoken, “the Sorelian palace guards make their journey to the mine. If we had escaped, they would have passed us on the road to land’s end.”

Finnikin could not meet Trevanion’s eyes. “I will never question you again, sir.”

When he looked up, he saw the slightest twitch play on his father’s lips.

“I’m sure you will,” Trevanion said. “I’m counting on it.”

The more time Finnikin spent with his father, the more he became accustomed to the long periods of silence between them. Sometimes they lasted for hours, and then he would hear Trevanion’s voice deep in the night.

“I will ask you this once and then I never want it spoken of again,” his father said quietly at one such time.

Finnikin knew what his father was going to ask and waited for the question. When it didn’t come, Finnikin turned to face him. “It was a girl child. Tiny, they said, no bigger than my palm. Seranonna delivered the child and went to the stake with your child’s blood on her hands, mingled with Isaboe’s. They said it was a blessing that Lady Beatriss and the babe died together.”

But Finnikin did not speak about the post where they had tied up the midwife and the healer and the young girl with smiling eyes who had once given him a tonic. Nor did he say that he would never forget their deaths for as long as he lived. The smell of burning flesh, the screams of agony that seemed to go on forever. Then the silence. He could not tell his father the truth about that day. How in the village square at the age of nine he had his first kill. He had used a dagger, its point heavy for a quick, clean, long-distance lunge. The type of dagger that would fly better, sink deeper. Kill with precision.

By the time Sir Topher and Evanjalin returned the horse to the ravine, it was late in the day. They continued down the path to the ruined cottage, where Evanjalin immediately took up her post at the gate, her body slumping with exhaustion. Nothing Sir Topher said could convince her to move. Sometimes her faith disarmed him and he truly believed that Finnikin and his father would come walking down the path toward them. Other times, he would lose his temper with her.

“The captain of the King’s Guard was the mightiest warrior in our kingdom,” he told her sharply when she would not return to the loft for sleep that night. “If he could not escape from the mines of Sorel, what makes you think he will be able to set both of them free?”

“Because the mightiest warrior of our kingdom has been missing one major incentive to escape, sir. Necessity,” she said firmly. “It is a powerful motivator, and no one in this land will be more desperate than Trevanion to have his son free. But most important, he has a weapon now, more powerful than these,” she said, clenching her fists. “A sharp mind, full of knowledge and skill. Do not underestimate the value of what Finnikin has learned from you, Sir Topher. He is not merely the son of the captain of the King’s Guard. He is the ward of the king’s First Man, who many say is the smartest man in Lumatere.”

That night, Sir Topher prayed to his goddess for a sign, but in the morning there was still no Finnikin and Trevanion. But there was the novice Evanjalin. Waiting at the broken gate in the same place Sir Topher had left her the night before.

And this time when he reached her side, he stayed and waited.

In the middle of the second week, they took their chance. The sun was high overhead when Trevanion gave the signal.

“Why now?” Finnikin asked. “They’ll have the daylight to track us down. Should we not wait until later?”

“We won’t be leaving anyone behind to search for us,” Trevanion said in a low voice. “And by the time the party fails to return at the end of the day, we will hopefully be on horseback.”

Finnikin threw the first punch, taking Trevanion by surprise.

“You enjoyed doing that, didn’t you?” Trevanion muttered from the ground, rubbing his jaw as the rest of the men chained to them joined the tussle. “Squeamish?” he asked Finnikin as the guards approached.

“No. Why?” Finnikin asked.

The first guard was dead before he hit the ground. Trevanion grabbed the guard’s sword and threw it to Finnikin before tossing the keys over the heads of the others to the Yut. The Yut was vicious in his attack, and the guard standing closest to him did not stand a chance. Finnikin understood why they were considered the savages of the land.

Finnikin felt weighed down fighting with one hand while chained, but thankfully the guards were not soldiers and knew little of swordplay. He watched Trevanion work the sword in his hand as if it had been a part of his body all his life. Trevanion’s speed and endurance had always put him a class above everyone else, and ten years in prison had not changed that.

“Lead with the point of your sword, Finn,” his father shouted above the clashing of swords and the bellows and grunts. “And you bend your elbow at an awkward angle.”

“Because it’s half-broken,” Finnikin shouted back, irritated, ducking as the blade of the guard’s sword swung across his head.

“You’re throwing your whole body in,” Trevanion said critically as he plunged the sword into the third guard’s gut.

“Stop watching me!” Finnikin yelled.

“You’re fighting like a Charynite!”

Finnikin hissed in reaction to the insult. Charynites fought with no skill and pure adrenaline, and Trevanion had always been scathing about their methods when he taught Finnikin as a child. Finnikin thrust the sword to the hilt into his guard, muttering furiously. It wasn’t his fault that his education in swordsmanship had been conducted in at least five different royal courts.

“Why aren’t these chains unlocked?” Trevanion shouted, pummeling the last guard in the head.

“Yut!” Finnikin yelled, looking over to the man whose chains were wrapped around a guard’s head. “Dead is when their heads are half off and their eyes are wide open, so let go, you halfwit. He’s dead!”

The Yut let go of the mangled body and unlocked the leg shackles of the six men before leaping over the dead guards and disappearing beyond the quarry. One by one the others followed him. There would be no bond among the prisoners, and Finnikin wondered how they would fare without horses or language, but the moment his father was free, the fate of the foreigners was swiftly forgotten.

“Take the chain,” Trevanion instructed as he dislodged a pickax from the ground.

“Won’t swords be enough?” Finnikin protested.

“Not for what we want to do.”

Finnikin stared at the bodies of the guards that littered the road. Hardly recognizable. Despite everything he’d witnessed, he felt sick to know that so much damage could be done with swords and a chain.

“Let’s go.”

There were two paths open to them, one that led to Bateaux and the other west to the coast. Trevanion took neither, but instead pointed back toward the mine caves. Finnikin bit his tongue to stop himself from asking what in the goddess’s name Trevanion was thinking. Surely his father knew that all the caves were connected and they’d end up back in the prison mines.

“The road to Bateaux will be the obvious route taken by the others,” Trevanion said as they raced toward the caves. “The soldiers and prison guards will search there first.”

“But to go through the mines?”

“Not through.” Trevanion pointed up. “Over. We climb, and then walk over the caves. The shrine to Sagrami is past the last cave before the mountains. We climb back down again into the ravine and there we find the horse.”

The rock face before them looked almost impossible to climb. Its surface was smooth, with no jagged ruts to provide footholds. Trevanion took a step back, then grabbed the chain from Finnikin. He secured the pickax to the chain, once, twice, three times, and then swung the pickax over his head and launched it toward the top of the cave with a grunt. It missed, and they both jumped back as it landed with a clunk at their feet. Trevanion tried again, but his throw had less power this time and he yanked the pickax back before it became lodged too low. Finnikin tried, but each time, the pickax would flatten against the rock and come clanking down.

Suddenly they heard a sound from the direction of the town of Bateaux, one that chilled them. Dogs barking. Someone had raised the alarm.

“So soon,” Finnikin cursed.

“Probably the brainless Charynite,” Trevanion muttered.

“We can take one of the river caves,” Finnikin said. “Our scent will end where the water begins.”

But Trevanion was shaking his head. “I would be leading you to your tomb, Finn. It’s too soon after the rains.”

The hounds were closer, their barks growing louder and more ferocious. Trevanion turned toward the sound and then back to Finnikin. There was sorrow and resolution in his eyes.

“No. Absolutely not,” Finnikin said.

“Listen to me —”

“No!” Finnikin shouted. “If you use yourself as bait, I will follow you and both of us will end up torn to pieces or back in that cesspit.”

“Finn, listen!” Trevanion said, his voice raw. “I prayed to see you one more time. It’s all I prayed for. Nothing more. And my prayers were answered. Go east, I’ll lead them west.”

“We have a dilemma, then,” Finnikin said fiercely. “Because I prayed that you would grow old and hold my children in your arms as you held me. My prayers have not been answered yet, Trevanion. So whose prayer is more worthy? Yours or mine?”

Trevanion stared at him with frustration and then grabbed the pickax and swung again. It took three more attempts, but finally its sharp tip lodged in the stone. With a tug on the chain to check it was secure, he pushed Finnikin forward to begin the climb. Finnikin scrambled up the cave wall, his eyes on the pickax above him, willing it to stay in place. He felt the moment Trevanion began to climb behind him, the chain becoming taut and painful to hold.

At the top, he extended a hand to Trevanion and pulled with all his might. He felt pain shoot up from his elbow, but he gritted his teeth and ignored it. They grabbed at the chain and hauled it up to hide it from their pursuers.

“Stay down!” Trevanion said, struggling for air.

For a long while they did not move, pressing themselves flat against the rock as the dogs barked and the guards called out to one another below. Finnikin watched his father, waiting for a sign. It wasn’t until the air was silent and Trevanion seemed satisfied they would not be seen from afar that he pointed out a path to the east over the caves.

“But to get to the shrine —” Finnikin began.

Trevanion silenced him.

“All you do is follow,” he said.

Later, when Finnikin felt there was no more strength in his body, when the sun caused the world to double in his eyes and Trevanion half carried him down the rock face toward the ravine, he thought he heard the sound of rain. Suddenly Trevanion stopped and Finnikin stumbled to his knees. Before them, from the mountain above, a stream of water showered from the rocks in sprays of silver. And behind the waterfall, like an apparition, was the shrine of the goddess Sagrami.

Without thinking, Finnikin staggered to his feet and pulled off his shirt and trousers to stand naked under the coolness. When he looked back at Trevanion, his father was staring at the water with an expression of wonder. Then he removed his clothing and stood alongside Finnikin, lifting his face to the sky and extending his arms. Slowly he turned and placed his hands on either side of Finnikin’s head, before pressing his lips to his son’s forehead like a man giving thanks to his goddess for all things blessed. And for the first time since Trevanion’s arrest in Lumatere, Finnikin allowed the tears to fall under the shower from the rocks, mingling them with the blood and grime and rot that he knew would never be truly washed from his father’s memory.

In the ravine below was the horse from Sarnak. Trevanion leaped on and grabbed Finnikin’s injured arm, almost pulling it out of its socket. Sharp threads of pain shot through him, but he held on as his father turned the horse toward the east. When they reached the fork in the road, following the novice’s instructions, they found the path of stones that took them into the woods.

Trevanion rode the horse hard, and it took all of Finnikin’s strength not to lose his grip. As he stared into the distance, he began to doubt that the cottage in the woods even existed. Until there it was, and standing at the gate that marked its entrance was Sir Topher . . . and Evanjalin.

Trevanion was off the horse in an instant and went straight for the girl’s throat, lifting her from the ground. It took Sir Topher and Finnikin’s combined strength to pull him away.

“Let her go, Trevanion,” Sir Topher said. “She’s more good to us alive than dead.”

After a moment Trevanion released her and she stumbled. She looked to Finnikin, but he would not meet her gaze.

Trevanion took Sir Topher’s hand and gripped it hard. “I am your servant until my last day on this earth,” he said quietly as the two men embraced.

Finnikin winced as Sir Topher put a hand on his shoulder.

“You are in pain?”

“I’m fine.” He watched as Evanjalin disappeared into the trees beyond the cottage.

“You were lucky she only sent you to prison. She sold the thief to the traders of Sorel.”

“Mercy,” Finnikin said, amazed that her actions still had the power to surprise him. But he had seen the bruises on her face, and he looked at the older man closely. “What did he do to her?”

“Enough to deserve what he got.”

That night, as Finnikin lay in the loft nursing his arm, Evanjalin crouched beside him. He smelled leaves of rosemary and eucalyptus and watched as she stirred a substance into a paste and then administered the balm to his bruised and swollen face.

“Did I not tell you to bend to their will?” she reprimanded him.

“Have I ever given you reason to believe that I would bend to another’s will?” he replied sharply. When the balm stung his face, he gripped her wrist with a firmness he knew caused pain.

“Why are you so angry?” she asked, pulling away.

“You betrayed me! Am I supposed to be grateful? Am I supposed to thank you?”

“You have your father. Lumatere has the captain of its Guard.”

“Lumatere doesn’t exist!”

“That is your belief, Finnikin!” she said. “I can tell by reading your Book of Lumatere.”

“You have no right to touch that book,” he said angrily.

“You dropped it when the soldiers took you away.”

“Don’t you mean I dropped it when you betrayed me?”

She studied his face for a moment. “You list the dead. You tell the stories of the past. You write about the catastrophes and the massacres. What about the living, Finnikin? Who honors them?”

“You think you’re worthy of the task?” he asked bitterly. “After what you’ve done? Go to bed, Evanjalin. Lumaterans sleep easier without your help.”

He heard her sigh as she leaned toward him. “Only someone who has the comfort of two fathers sleeping close by could make such a statement.”

She lifted his arm and he winced. “I’m going to have to dislocate your shoulder,” she said. “I know exactly what to do, so you need not fear anything. Do you want a signal, or would you like to signal me?”

“What kind of a signal?” he said, alarmed. “Can I trust you?”

She looked hurt. “Of course you can. Maybe a count.”

“As in one, two —”

His cry of pain echoed across the stable, and within seconds Trevanion was in the loft with Sir Topher at his heels.

“What have you done?” Trevanion bellowed, grabbing her by the arm and shaking her.

Finnikin was spluttering, his eyes rolling and watering from the waves of pain that paralyzed his arm.

“I know how to administer to cuts and injuries,” she said in a small voice.

“Is that what you do? Administer suffering?” Trevanion snarled.

“Let her go, Trevanion,” Sir Topher said. “She has suffered herself. She was with the exiles in Sarnak.”

“And you believe her?” Trevanion asked coldly.

Evanjalin looked down, unable to meet his stare.

“Tell us who they were. What part of Lumatere did they come from?” Trevanion asked.

“Go on, Evanjalin,” Sir Topher said gently.

But she would not respond, and despite the pain, Finnikin clenched his fist with fury.

“You lied to the High Priestess about Sarnak?” he accused.

“No, I didn’t.” Eyes still downcast, she handed Sir Topher the herbs. “On the arm, just below the joint,” she said as she climbed out of the loft.

Trevanion’s expression was hard. “We rid ourselves of her the first moment we get.”
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Leaving Sorel became their only priority, and despite Trevanion’s objections to anything Evanjalin suggested, they agreed with her that the lawless town at land’s end was their best bet for survival. Speranza was a place that had been conquered, reconquered, and relinquished so many times that no one seemed to remember who governed it. In such a place, the presence of two escaped prisoners, even one who looked as if he had stepped out of the depths of hell, would go largely unnoticed.

At midday they entered the courtyard of the tavern in town. From the balconies, women beckoned to them with gestures that needed no interpreting. As they pointed and purred, Finnikin heard Evanjalin give a snort beside him before going off to tether their horse.

Inside, the women had descended into the main room. Finnikin watched as Trevanion quickly became the center of attention. He remembered how the ladies of Lumatere would fawn over the captain of the King’s Guard. The brutal years in the mines of Sorel had not altered the striking features of his face. With his knotted hair tied back and his dark beard cropped, he still had a presence that attracted the opposite sex, despite the unhealthy pallor of his skin.

Sir Topher returned, holding a key. “Come, Evanjalin, I have booked us a room. Perhaps a rest?” he suggested, all too aware of what was on offer for the others.

Finnikin stole a glance at her, but then the women with wicked laughter in their eyes were upon them and he allowed one to take his hand.

Later, he stepped onto the tiny balcony beside the bed and watched the vendors pack away their stalls. The tavern girl playfully pulled him back toward her. He had enjoyed their time together. She had required nothing from him but pleasure. No intelligent banter, no request to save a kingdom or sacrifice a part of himself. But he resisted the temptation to stay and pulled on his clothes before grabbing his pack.

In the courtyard, he sat at a table and retrieved the Book of Lumatere. He thought of Evanjalin lying in the room above and remembered their conversation from the night of his arrest. He had trusted her, and she had deceived him. He flicked through the book, his fingers running over all the names he had recorded over the years. But then he turned to a page of unfamiliar handwriting, and his breath caught. There, in a small neat hand, was page after page of names, some written with self-assurance, others with a tremble.

He stood, about to make his way into the tavern to find her when he realized the horse post was empty.

“The horse?” he called out to the stable boy. “Who took our horse?”

“You brought no horse,” the boy said.

“The novice did.”

“Who?”

“Girl. Blue woolen cap. Dressed like a boy.”

Recognition registered on the boy’s face. “She came back for it.”

“Where did she go?” Finnikin asked uneasily. The boy ignored him, and Finnikin walked away, trying to decide whether to call Trevanion and Sir Topher. Instead, he turned back to the boy. “If I were to continue down the road to the south, what would I see?”

“Not another village for at least a day.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing,” he repeated.

“And how far to the closest village going east?”

“I tell you there is nothing,” the boy said as Finnikin began to walk away again. “Except for the camp.”

Finnikin’s heart slammed in his chest. “Camp?”

“Of the filthy exiles. Should round them up and —”

Finnikin did not stay to hear the boy’s suggestion. He took the road out of town and headed east.

He smelled the camp before he saw it. But nothing had prepared him for the sight. It was spread over more land than the town he had left behind, but never in his travels with Sir Topher had he seen a camp more damned. Those standing at the edges watched him with empty eyes. This is not life, Finnikin thought, just day-to-day survival. He heard the heart-wrenching wails of babies crying from hunger.

When he saw no sign of the horse, he was torn between relief that Evanjalin might not be there and a fear of where else she could be.

“I’m looking for a girl. Bare head, dark eyes,” he said to anyone who looked in his direction.

When no one responded, he began to make his way through the rows of makeshift tents. Children with bloated stomachs stared at him with the vacant expressions they had inherited from their parents. Flies hovered over their faces and fed from their open sores.

A hand reached out and gripped his arm. It was a man, little older than Finnikin, his skin stretched taut over prominent cheekbones. “You are heading toward the fever camp,” the man said. “You had best be on your way, for it catches you fast.”

Finnikin looked past him. Excrement lined the path to the next camp, and he could hardly breathe from the stench of vomit and shit and death and sickness. He stumbled to the side and emptied his stomach of the mutton soup and ale he had consumed at the tavern. As he stayed bent, he stared with horror at the body of a woman in front of him, eyes wide open, flies feeding.

He felt a hand on his shoulder. It was the man again, compassion on his face. Somehow compassion survives, Finnikin thought in wonder. He stood up, ashamed, and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

“Are you looking for the priest-king?” the man asked.

Finnikin was stunned. “The priest-king? Our blessed Barakah is here?”

The man nodded. “In the fever camp.”

Finnikin walked away, covering his mouth with his hand.

“Come back for us,” the man begged. “Whoever you are, do not forget us.”

Beyond the tents, Finnikin saw a stretch of land that marked where the exile camp ended and the fever camp began. The fever camp was an assortment of the most basic living quarters, made up of sheets and blankets tied to posts. Bodies littered the space beneath them. Those who were bent over the sick looked like living dead themselves.

But worse was beyond the sick huts. A lad with a corpse slung over his shoulder walked by, and Finnikin followed him to a pit dug deep into the earth. Men. Women. Children. Those his age who would never lie with a woman as he had that afternoon. He saw girls, their hair the color of spun gold, or waves dark and thick. The beautiful girls of Lumatere. Dead. Piled on top of one another. Layers of wasted skin and bones. The lad passed him twice, each time carrying a dead body that he proceeded to throw into the pit of the dead. Finnikin noticed the boy’s strong hands. Craftsman’s hands. Made for rebuilding.

But there was no place for rebuilding here. Just burying.

He sensed her before he saw her. She was walking toward him from one of the blanket hovels, holding a baby in her arms. A baby so still, Finnikin knew it no longer breathed. Evanjalin looked up and their eyes met across the pit of the dead.

Look away, he told himself. Do not let yourself get lost in those eyes.

When she reached him, he watched her search for something, desperation in her movements.

“What are you looking for, Evanjalin?” he asked.

“His mother,” she said in a broken voice. “She died earlier with the baby still attached to her breast.”

He wanted to walk away. Go back to the sleepy girl in the tavern who asked nothing of him but three copper coins. Who made him forget for a moment, when he was deep inside of her, this girl with large pools of night-sky for eyes.

Evanjalin continued to search among the bodies, and then he saw where her gaze ended. At a woman sprawled in a pit, arms outstretched. Evanjalin looked at the babe she held and crouched down. He could see that she planned to slip into the grave. And before he knew what he was doing, Finnikin climbed into the pit and she handed him the baby. Stepping around the bodies, he made his way to where the mother lay and placed the child on her breast, wrapping the dead woman’s arms around her boy.

He felt dry sobs rising inside him, carving up his throat, and when Evanjalin held out her hand and pulled him out of the pit, he knew she could read it all on his face.

“Do not cry,” she said fiercely, but her own tears flowed. “Do not cry, Finnikin. For if we begin, our tears will never end.”

He held her face in his hands, her tears catching in his fingers, his forehead against hers. Cursed land, Sir Topher had said. Cursed people.

The priest-king had altered so much since the old days of Lumatere that Finnikin hardly recognized him. Finnikin had been in awe of the holy man as a child. Even Lucian believed he was some kind of god in his elaborate robe trimmed with gold, each finger adorned with rings. Today he wore a grubby brown mantle and hood; his beard was long, his feet sandaled. A toe or two seemed to be missing, and the marks of age stained his hands. The only reminders of the man he used to be were the deep laugh lines around his eyes. The priest-king had always loved to laugh.

“You’re still here,” the holy man muttered when he saw Evanjalin. “I told you. This is no place for one so young and healthy.”

“This is no place for anyone,” she corrected softly. “You are the priest-king. You need to lead these people home.”

The man shook his head. “A title that means nothing outside the kingdom.”

“When we return to Lumatere —”

“If you want her to live, take her away,” the priest-king said.

Finnikin knew they were being dismissed. He turned to Evanjalin. “There will be no return,” he said quietly.

She glared at him. “Look at them. Do you believe that a strip of land in someone else’s kingdom will be any better than this?”

“How can you even ask that, Evanjalin?”

“What did they do to a newborn in your rock village, Finnikin?” she said, taking his hand and clenching it into a fist. “Wrapped their little hands around stone from the village, binding it tightly for days. As they did with those from the Flatlands. Earth from the fields clenched in their fists. Silt from the river clenched in their fists. Grass from the mountains. Leaves from the forest. Joining them to the land.” She blinked back tears. “We don’t want a second Lumatere. We want to go home. Take us home, Finnikin.”

She turned to the priest-king. “Blessed Barakah, if you return with us, people will follow. Those who are well. We will return to Lumatere where healers —”

“The healers are all dead, Evanjalin,” Finnikin said, his anger rising. “The Forest Dwellers, the novices of Sagrami, any of them who had the skill and gift to heal are all dead. I was there. I heard their screams as they burnt at the stake. Even if we were able to get inside Lumatere, there is nothing to go back to. Can you not understand that? The only hope for our people is a second homeland in Belegonia.”

“Why do you fear returning, Finnikin? Were you not the one who swore an oath with Balthazar to save Lumatere?”

“Prince Balthazar?” the priest-king asked.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “For if he lives, he is now King Balthazar.”

“And does he live?”

“Evanjalin dreams he does,” Finnikin mocked. “Do you have a plan, Evanjalin?” he demanded. “Do you believe you will belong to him? A commoner to marry a king?”

Fury flashed in her eyes. “Remember this,” she seethed. “Our queen was a commoner. From the Mountains of Lumatere. Do not dare scorn such a match.”

“Quiet!” the priest-king said. He waited for their silence. “So you dream of King Balthazar and believe that this is enough to convince me to follow you across this godsforsaken land in search of a country cursed?”

“No, blessed Barakah. I believe you’ve been told many times that Balthazar lives, and each time has proved to be false. But I can give you another name,” she said, staring at Finnikin.

“I have work to do,” the older man said, getting to his feet. “Names mean nothing to me.”

“Not even Captain Trevanion?”

He stopped and turned, stunned. Then he looked at Finnikin as the truth dawned on him. “Finnikin of the Rock? Son of Trevanion of the River?”

“The very same,” she said.

“I can answer for myself,” Finnikin snapped.

“He has escaped?” the priest-king asked.

Evanjalin nodded.

“Is he with his Guard?”

“No. With a whore,” she explained.

“Evanjalin!”

She looked at Finnikin with disbelief. “Oh, so now we are bashful?” But then she turned her attention back to the priest-king. “If we bring him here with the king’s First Man, will you be willing to convince these people to go north, blessed Barakah?”

“Bring them to me and we will speak.”

Despite everything they had seen, Evanjalin looked pleased with herself as they set off back to town. Instead of taking the main road, she crossed into the woods. “A much more pleasant track for walking,” she said. “The river runs by here.”

Finnikin stopped suddenly. “The horse? Where’s the horse?”

She shrugged. “I don’t have my horse anymore.”

“Your horse? The horse was mine.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Evanjalin continued walking up the track. “You would never have stolen the horse in Sarnak if I didn’t encourage you. So I consider it mine.”

“But I officially stole it,” he argued.

“Fine. But the horse you officially stole was actually re-stolen and we had to trade the thief from Sarnak for it, so really the horse could be considered his,” she said over her shoulder.

Finnikin tried to control his anger as he caught up to her. “So why don’t you have his horse anymore?”

“Well, a wonderful thing happened while you were off whoring. I discovered that the thief spoke the truth and had sold the ring to a peddler from Osteria who happened to be traveling in these parts.” Evanjalin dug into the pockets of her trousers and held out the the ruby ring. “Isn’t it beautiful?” she asked, a smile of pure delight on her face.

“Dazzling,” he muttered, bristling at the way she’d said “whoring.”

“You’ll like this route. The river will look lovely at this time of day,” she said.

But there was nothing lovely about the river as far as Finnikin could see. Just the ugliness of the slave traders of Sorel, their young prey, male and female, trapped in cages set upon barges. The females looked no more than children and made up most of the cargo.

There was little room along the bank, yet greedy buyers were pressed against one another, bidding for humans as if they were livestock. Sorel was the only kingdom with no laws against slavery, and Finnikin had heard rumors that children were branded like animals. As always, he willed the voice inside of him to take over. The one that told him he did not know these people and could easily forget them the moment they were out of his sight. And then he saw, between the shoulders of the two buyers in front of him, the thief from Sarnak. Tied to a timber horse post, naked and shivering.

Finnikin knew the thief had seen him. He saw surprise in the boy’s face, then something else. A pleading. The boy began to mouth something, his lips moving desperately.

Finnikin pushed his way through the crowd of buyers. The thief kept his gaze on him, his mouth moving even as they untied him. When one of the traders noticed him speaking, the back of his fist caught the boy across the face and the thief staggered to his knees. But still he lifted his head and his mouth continued to move.

And then Finnikin realized with horror what the boy was saying.

“Kill me,” Evanjalin said beside him. “That’s what he’s asking you to do.”

Kill me. Kill me.

Finnikin found himself reaching for the dagger in the scabbard on his back. He dared not look at Evanjalin. “We didn’t take this route because it was a pleasant walk, did we?” he said angrily.

“I thought you loved the river,” she said.

“You meant for this to happen. You knew he was here, and you want to save him.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Finnikin,” she snapped. “Why would I want to save a worthless thief who tried to rape me while I slept?”

When Finnikin didn’t respond, she shrugged. “But then I thought of your pledge. The one from the rock in Sorel where you said you’d search the land for the orphans of Lumatere and bring them back, and I believe you’ll want to save him. If you get the boy now, you won’t have to come back for him when you’re nice and settled with some lord’s sweet, fragile daughter.”

“You are evil,” he seethed.

“Oh, the way that word is thrown around!” she said. “Everything is evil that humans can’t control or conquer.”

“What do you expect me to do?” he argued. “Fight the traders for the thief? You’re the one who sold him.”

“Because I needed a horse for your escape,” she replied calmly.

“Which I would not have needed if you hadn’t betrayed me. Then you go and sell the horse for the ring. So now we have no horse,” he continued, “and a ruby ring that I’m presuming you’re going to trade for a useless thief.”

“What a ridiculous suggestion,” she said. “He stole the ring in the first place!”

Finnikin held the dagger tightly, a splinter from the wooden handle digging into his palm. He looked up at the thief and saw bleak relief pass over the boy’s face.

“I will do the right thing and put him out of his misery.” He wondered when the horror of the day would end.

“And if you miss?”

“I never miss.” There was no boasting in his tone, just sadness. Finnikin turned the dagger and held the blade between his thumb and finger. He stared at his target, bile rising in his throat. But before he could take aim, Evanjalin placed a hand on his arm and took the dagger from him.

“We are not going to buy the thief, Evanjalin,” he said wearily.

“Of course not,” she said, leaning to whisper in his ear. “We’ll just steal him.”

“And what are we supposed to do? Storm the barge? I don’t have my father’s sword, and I can’t see myself succeeding against ten traders and these feral buyers whose type I recognize from the mines. Remember the mines where you put me? For which I will never forgive you.”

“And I will never forgive you for the whore!” There was anger in her eyes. “We wait until someone buys the thief and then we ambush the buyer. Which means, Sir No Sword and Three Knives, our chances of success are high, because I’m presuming there will only be one buyer to fight.”

“And what makes you think I carry three knives?”

She clutched his forearm where the smallest knife was hidden, then placed her arms around him and embraced him, patting his back to feel the second scabbard of the dagger she held in her hand.

“And the third?” he asked.

There was another flash of anger in her eyes. “Do you expect me to get on my knees before you? Like your whore? The third is at your ankle.”

Fury rose inside him. “I curse the day I climbed that rock in Sendecane,” he spat.

She looked at him sadly. “That’s where we differ, Finnikin. For I believe that was when it all began.”

They watched in silence as the traders unlocked the boy’s shackles and bound his hands. Finnikin suspected that the buyer would take the thief along the river and wait for morning to travel down the waterway to the mines.

“If we do this . . .” he said, turning to Evanjalin.

But she was gone. He pushed through the crowd, searching, calling her name. He leaped onto the back of a man close by to get a clear view of the area and was thrown aside. There were grunts of hostility and elbows thrust into his face as he pushed his way to the river’s edge, where the barges floated. Evanjalin had taken to wearing his brown woolen trousers and blue cap, but the colors were too dull to stand out in the waning light. He hoped she had enough sense to find her way back to the tavern. The thought of her being lost to them as he had once wished suddenly sent a shiver through him.

Farther down the bank, he caught sight of the thief being dragged away. Had the owner clothed the boy, Finnikin might have left things as they were. But in the fever camp, he had stumbled over the naked body of a boy the same age as the thief. In Lumatere, boys that age had been robust and full of mischief, teasing the girls they had grown up with, not knowing whether they wanted to follow their fathers or cling to their mothers. There was something unnatural about a boy of fourteen lying dead, and Finnikin had seen it too often. Enough, he thought. Enough.

Finnikin followed the thief and his owner down a trail deep into the woods. He knew if he did not succeed in setting the thief free that night, he would at least put him out of his misery. It would be simple, he told himself. He would race farther ahead and cut them off, taking the slave owner by surprise. But then he lost sight of them through the thick foliage and decided to scale the pine tree closest to him. When he reached a height that gave him a better view of his surroundings, his heart sank. From where he was balanced, he could see the thief and his owner walking toward a clearing. And in the clearing was another man setting up camp. Evanjalin had been wrong. The buyer was not alone.

He knew he had to move quickly. But just as he was about to climb down, he saw her. She leaped out of the trees at the edge of the trail and threw herself on the back of the thief’s owner with Finnikin’s dagger in her hand.

Finnikin hit the ground running. Between the trees he could see she had the advantage, slicing the man across the chest, her arm around his neck, her legs wrapped around his waist. But it was too late. The buyer’s companion had reached them. He pulled Evanjalin by the jerkin and threw her face forward against a tree, twisting her arm to make her let go of the dagger.

Finnikin ran harder. Don’t let him find out she’s a girl. Please, don’t let him find out she’s a girl.

But the man’s hands prodded and poked, crawling up her torso.

“Evanjalin!”

One dagger caught the first man in the back, and the second knife landed an inch above Evanjalin’s fingers on the tree. In a split second she had yanked it out and thrust it backward, catching her attacker unaware. When the man stumbled away, she plunged the knife twice more into his thigh, crippling him for a moment.

“Run!” Finnikin yelled as he tossed his cloak to the boy. He fought off the second man as Evanjalin grabbed the thief and they bolted into the woods. With a punch that left the man reeling, Finnikin raced after them.

“Keep running,” he yelled. Ahead he could see the thief, whose leaps and lunges warned him of the unevenness of the ground. And then he was beside Evanjalin, realizing, as the blood pumped into his heart and the pulse at his neck threatened to burst, that his need to distance himself from their pursuers was less important than his need to take the lead from her.

They reached the end of the trail and burst into the open valley, where the sun was just beginning to disappear. As he inched closer, he could tell by her sideways glance and the glint in her eye that she was not going to let him pass. But she was tiring, and when she pointed up ahead to the road that led to Speranza, she held her hand in front of him, barring him, keeping him back. He shoved her hand aside, pushing her in the process, and when she stumbled, he took the lead, following the thief as he leaped over the timber fence that boarded a meadow. By then there were no sounds of heavy feet behind them, just his breathing and Evanjalin’s.

When the thief stopped and fell to his knees to catch his breath, Finnikin collapsed onto the grass and Evanjalin fell down beside him. He rolled onto his back, holding his side in an attempt to reduce the pain, and when he looked across at her, he thought he caught a glimpse of a smile on her face.

The thief stared at them. There was no humility or gratitude in his expression. And little else either.

“I own you,” Evanjalin said bluntly as she sat up. “Never forget that, boy.”

Trevanion and Sir Topher were waiting for them outside the tavern. Sir Topher’s eyes widened with disbelief when he recognized the thief, but before he could say a word, Evanjalin rushed up to him.

“Sir Topher,” she said breathlessly, “I got it back!” She clutched the ruby ring in her hand. Finnikin watched Sir Topher look down at her with tender affection before reaching over and folding the ring into her palm.

“It’s best you keep it hidden, Evanjalin.”

“We need to move. Quickly,” Finnikin said.

“The horse?” Sir Topher asked.

“No horse.”

“Who —”

“Later,” Finnikin stressed, pushing them toward the tavern entrance.

Trevanion was staring at the thief, who looked like he was about to spit at him.

“You won’t survive the consequences,” Finnikin warned.

“His name is Froi,” Evanjalin said.

The thief grunted.

“It’s boy,” Finnikin argued. “It’s just that his lip is split and it sounded like Froi.”

“Everyone has a name, Finnikin. You can’t just be called boy. His name is Froi.” The thief from Sarnak opened his mouth to speak, but Evanjalin raised a finger to silence him. “I can sell you as easily as I bought you,” she said icily.

“You didn’t buy him. You stole him,” Finnikin pointed out.

“I’ve worked out his bond rules,” she said to Sir Topher, ignoring the others. “Like you said once. A new set of them.”

Whatever Sir Topher had suggested, Finnikin could tell he was already regretting it.

“There’s something else,” Finnikin said, looking at Trevanion, who had not said a word.

“Of course there is,” Sir Topher muttered. “Can we take another surprise?”

“I think you can take this one. Evanjalin has found the priest-king.”
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As they entered the exile camp the following day, Sir Topher was speechless. But it was the look on his father’s face that stayed in Finnikin’s mind for days to come. He knew Trevanion had never seen a camp before, had never imagined the way their people lived these past years, so nothing could prepare him for such desolation. His father understood punishment, imprisonment, and retribution. But this? What crime against the gods had these people committed to condemn them to this life?

“It is worse farther on,” Finnikin warned. The cramped conditions, pools of mud, and stinking puddles made movement through the camp slow. Yet unlike the previous day, there was a slight buzz around them as whispers began to fill the air. And then Finnikin saw it for the first time in the eyes of the man closest to them: a glimmer of hope.

“It’s Trevanion of the River,” he heard a woman say. “And the king’s First Man.”

As they went deeper into the camp, more and more exiles emerged from their makeshift homes. By the time they reached the divide between the tent city and the fever camp, they were squeezing their way through crowds of people, children watching hopefully from the shoulders of their fathers, the hunger in their eyes haunting.

A man, his hair white and his eyes the color of milk and sky, pushed his way to the front, searching Sir Topher’s face for recognition.

“Kristopher of the Flatlands?”

Sir Topher’s body shook as he embraced his kinsman. It now seemed as if every man, woman, and child had left their shelter to jostle around them.

“This is Micah, a farmer from the village of Sennington,” Sir Topher said.

Finnikin looked at his father. Sennington was Lady Beatriss’s village.

“Who is in charge here?” Trevanion said.

“We have no one in charge,” the old man replied.

“Then appoint someone and bring them to us.”

In the stretch of land between the tent city and the fever camp was the priest-king’s shanty. As they approached, a woman clutching her child came from the direction of the fever camp and pushed the boy into Evanjalin’s arms. Finnikin pulled Evanjalin toward him and away from the woman, who looked riddled with fever.

“There’s nothing you can do,” he said firmly.

Evanjalin shook free of him. “It’s against the rules of humanity to believe there is nothing we can do, Finnikin,” she said, walking away with the mother and child.

Inside the priest-king’s tent, Finnikin watched as Trevanion and Sir Topher solemnly bent and kissed the holy man’s hand, an action that seemed to embarrass him. The old farmer from the Flatlands entered hesitantly with two men and a woman, their eyes moving between the priest-king and Finnikin’s party.

“You need to separate these people from the fever camp,” Trevanion told them firmly, “and I do not mean a tiny strip of earth in between. You take the healthy away from here. Now.”

“Take them where?” the woman asked. “There are too many of us, and each time we have attempted to move, we have been threatened with swords. At least in this corner of hell they do not bother us.”

“To cross the land, we need the protection of the King’s Guard,” the older man said boldly.

“Can you provide that?” the youngest asked.

Finnikin looked at his father. He had not spoken of his men, but Finnikin knew that finding them was never far from Trevanion’s mind.

Trevanion shook his head. “Not for the moment. But you leave all the same. You keep to the river along the Charyn and then the Osterian border until you reach Belegonia. There, we will call on the patronage of Lord August of the Flatlands.”

“We can’t —”

“There is no hope for you here!” Trevanion said. “You travel to Belegonia and you will be provided for. That is my pledge.”

He and Sir Topher stepped outside with the four exiles, and Finnikin found himself alone with the priest-king.

“Do not underestimate the girl,” the priest-king said quietly.

Finnikin gave a humorless laugh. “I am with the king’s First Man, the captain of the King’s Guard, and the priest-king of Lumatere. The most powerful men in our kingdom, apart from the king himself. All brought together by her. At what point have I led you to believe that I have underestimated her?”

“You contemplate a different path from hers,” the priest-king pointed out.

“And you?” Finnikin asked.

“That is not important.”

“You are the priest-king,” Finnikin said. “Chosen to guide.”

“You have expectations of me?” the holy man said bitterly. “When I gave a blessing to that impostor as he walked through our gates, knowing that his hands were soaked with the blood of our beloveds? Do you know where I was when they burned the five Forest Dwellers at the stake? Safe in the Valley of Tranquillity, knowing that I could have given them protection in my home. I had the power of sanction, but I was ruled by my fear.”

“Lord August said you had a death wish and it was for this reason that you travel from fever camp to fever camp,” Finnikin said. “But the goddess has cursed you, blessed Barakah, and refuses to allow you to die.”

“So the answer to your earlier question is that I take these people north to Lumatere,” the priest-king responded. “With the girl. While you go west, to Belegonia. In search of a second homeland. Or has your course altered, Finnikin?”

Finnikin did not respond.

“What is it you fear?” the priest-king asked.

“What makes you think I fear anything?”

The old man sighed. “When I was a young man, I was chosen to be the spiritual advisor of our kingdom. They do not choose you to be Barakah, Finnikin, just because you can sing the Song of Lumatere at the right pitch.”

“Then you have the power to sense things? Is it Balthazar?” Finnikin asked.

“I do not know, but whoever I sense is powerful. ‘Dark will lead the light, and our resurdus will rise.’ Are they not the words of the prophecy?”

“Most would call it a curse, blessed Barakah.”

“Most would not have deciphered the words,” the priest-king replied.

Finnikin’s breath caught in his throat. “Do you know the rest?” he asked.

“‘And he will hold two hands of the one he pledged to save.’”

“‘And then the gate will fall, but his pain shall never cease,’” Finnikin continued.

“‘His seed will issue kings, but he will never reign,’” they ended together.

After a moment the priest-king smiled. “It has taken me ten years to translate it. Please do not tell me it took you less.”

Finnikin smiled ruefully. “I spent my fifteenth year in the palace library of Osteria,” he confessed. “Not much else to do but listen to excruciating lectures from our ambassador and train with the Osterian Guard.” He felt a strange mixture of emotions under the priest-king’s gaze.

“What is it you fear, Finnikin?” the holy man repeated.

“I was the childhood companion of Prince Balthazar,” he found himself saying. “And many times he said to me, ‘Finnikin, when I am king, you’ll be captain of my Guard. Just as your father is captain of my father’s Guard. But then some days we will swap so you can be king and I can be Captain Trevanion.’”

“Child’s talk.”

Finnikin shook his head. “Each time Balthazar spoke those words, a fire would burn inside of me. I wanted to be king, and I began to envy Balthazar for it.”

“Then your desires were small, Finnikin.”

Finnikin made a sound of disbelief.

“When I was eight years old,” the priest-king confessed, “I wanted to be a god.” The holy man looked around the ragged tent. “Perhaps this is my punishment, but between you and me, I do not believe that the desires of young boys cause catastrophic events. The actions of humans do.”

But Finnikin knew there was more . Her blood will be shed for you to be king.

“Take Evanjalin north to our king, Finnikin,” the priest-king said. “But know that if we follow her, we take a path to salvation paved with blood.”

“There is nothing for us north,” Trevanion said firmly from the entrance. He was standing alongside Sir Topher. “Isn’t that right, Finnikin?”

Finnikin could not reply. He could feel his father’s fierce stare, but his eyes were on Sir Topher. His mentor had been respectfully distant since Trevanion’s return, but Finnikin needed his guidance now.

“She bewitches you,” Trevanion said. “And she is yours for the taking. Any fool can see that. So take her and get whatever needs to be gotten out of your system.”

Still Sir Topher would not meet his eyes, and Finnikin knew he would have to make this decision on his own. That perhaps he already had.

“I stood in a pit of corpses yesterday. Stepped over the body of one just my age. Do you know what went through my mind? Rebuilding Lumatere. And as I watched the lad carrying the dead, I thought the same. I imagined he would be a carpenter. I could see it in these,” he said, his hands outstretched. “In a pit of death I imagined a Lumatere of years to come, rather than of years past.” He was staring at his mentor. “We have never done that, Sir Topher. We collect the names of our dead, we plan our second homeland, and we construct our government, but with nothing more than parchment and ink and sighs of resignation.”

Sir Topher finally looked up. “Because any hope beyond that, my boy, would be too much. I feared we would drown in it.”

“Then I choose to drown,” Finnikin said. “In hope. Rather than float into nothing. Maybe you are right, Trevanion,” he said, turning back to his father. “But it is her hope that bewitches me, and that hope I may never get out of my system, no matter how many times she’s to be gotten. Can you not see it burning in her eyes? Does it not make you want to look away when you have none to give in return? Her hope fills me with . . . something other than this dull weight I wake with each morning.”

Trevanion’s eyes bored into him. Had he found his father only to walk away from him?

“She says the young girls inside Lumatere are dying,” Sir Topher said quietly.

“Why do we hear so little about these walks she takes in her sleep?” Trevanion demanded. “If she has the power, why do we know so little about Lumatere? Because she lies.”

“She has a gift —” the priest-king began.

“A gift for deception, unable to bear my presence for she knows I understand the nature of her vice,” Trevanion snapped. “What of her lies about Sarnak?”

“There was no lie,” Finnikin said.

Trevanion made a sound of frustration. “Finnikin, she could not even tell us where those people came from, let alone what happened.”

Finnikin swallowed hard, remembering the perfect handwriting in the Book of Lumatere. “Most were from the river village of Tressor,” he said quietly.

He watched his father falter. The people of Tressor were Trevanion’s people, the people he had grown up among. He had visited them each time he was on leave from the palace, sat with them at their tables, and listened to their stories with his son on his knees.

“The girl is an empath,” the priest-king said. “She cannot bear your presence, Captain Trevanion, because you feel too much. Hate too much. Love too much. Suffer too much. It is why she was happiest in the cloister. The novices of the goddess Lagrami are trained to keep emotions and feelings to a minimum. There she found peace.”

But Trevanion would not listen. “I travel south,” he said, his voice heavy. “And I will do all I can, Finnikin, to convince you to travel with me rather than take a path that may destroy you.”

“If you travel south, I am already destroyed,” Finnikin said.

Sir Topher’s eyes met his. “Froi!” he called out. The boy came to the entrance. “Make yourself useful and fetch Evanjalin.”

“I am here,” she said softly from the flap of the tent. She looked past Sir Topher to Trevanion. “What would you like to know about walking the sleep, Captain Trevanion? That I journey with a child of no more than five? We are as real to each other as you are to me. No illusion or ghosts. Flesh and blood. This child belongs to the living and she has always been the guide, but we have never been able to hear each other or converse. We do not pick and choose who we visit. We hold each other’s hand through our walks; hers is soft and tiny and trusting and strong. Sometimes I sense another who walks with us. I believe they are there not for me but for the child. We see only what our sleepers see and think. They are unaware of us, and most of the time we stumble through a gray mist. Last night I dreamed of the chandler who finds it strange that it’s his work to provide light, yet all he can see is darkness. The armorer despises himself, for he makes weapons for the impostor king and his men, knowing they will be used against his own people. I have walked through the sleep of the plowman and the blacksmith and the tanner and the weaver and the merchant and the nursemaid. But my favorite sleep is that of the young, for they still know how to dream and they dream of the return of their king, believing that the captain of the Guard will guide him home to Lumatere.”

Trevanion shook his head and turned to go.

“Her strength, it comes from you,” she said quietly.

“What?” The question was like a bark, but she did not shrink back.

“Beatriss.”

There was a sharp hiss of breath, and Finnikin found himself in his father’s path as Trevanion advanced toward her furiously.

“Beatriss is —”

“Do not speak her name! Do not dare taint her memory,” he raged.

Evanjalin did not move. “Sometimes when people sleep they agonize about decisions made. Other times they think back on the past. She spends much time doing both. I do believe it is Beatriss who has worked through the dark magic to find me.”

“You lie to taunt me!”

“Enough, Evanjalin,” Sir Topher ordered. “Beatriss is dead.”

Finnikin felt his father flinch at the words, but Evanjalin held Trevanion’s gaze.

“Most nights she is restless. There are too many people to worry about, and she wonders how she will be able to make things right. How can she be someone other than Beatriss the Beautiful or Beatriss the Beloved? But then, just when she’s about to lose hope, she remembers what you would whisper to her, Captain Trevanion. That she was Beatriss the Bold. Beatriss the Brave. To all others she was a fragile flower, but you would not let her be.”

Finnikin’s hand was still against Trevanion’s chest; his father’s heart was beating out of control.

“She remembers the nights you lay with her when she worried about something happening to you. ‘What would I do without you?’ she would cry. Do you remember your response, Captain Trevanion? ‘What needs to be done, Beatriss.’”

Trevanion shook his head with disbelief.

“You ask why I do not talk of the sleep,” Evanjalin said. “Because most days it is dark. Their souls are sad, and our goddess is weeping with despair for her people. However, Beatriss the Beautiful has become a sower, this despite the fact that each time her crops grow, the impostor’s men destroy them. But Beatriss the Bold refuses to stop planting.”

No one dared break the silence until Trevanion pushed Finnikin’s hand away. “You know things that only I could know.”

“No, Captain. You are wrong. I know things beyond what you know. Things that even I cannot understand. But my heart tells me to go north. Every waking hour and every sleeping moment tells me that there is life within Lumatere and that they wait. For us.”

Trevanion took a ragged breath and walked to the entrance of the tent. Finnikin watched, wanting to go to his father and plead with him to join them. Offer him comfort. But he had no idea how.

“There is a village of rocks in Yutlind where I’ve been told my Guard has settled. South,” Trevanion said.

Finnikin’s shoulders slumped. “Father, please . . .”

“I will not return to Lumatere without my men.”

A sob of excitement escaped Evanjalin’s lips. She flew into Trevanion’s arms and then remembered herself and jumped back. She fell to her knees at his feet, but Sir Topher pulled her up.

“You will have no regrets,” she said to them all. “I promise you. On my life.”

Four days later, they began their journey alongside the priest-king and the exiles. A handful of the exiles stayed behind to tend to the fever camp, but Sir Topher and Trevanion had been firm that the priest-king would not be one of them. Their groups would separate when the road diverged. The priest-king would take his people west to Belegonia, and Finnikin and his party would travel south in search of Trevanion’s men. But for a day they walked side by side.

Finnikin found himself looking at his father again and again. When Trevanion caught the look, he frowned.

“What?” he asked gruffly.

Finnikin shrugged. “Nothing. Just that I heard Evanjalin say a family of sparrows has petitioned the king of Sorel to be freed from your hair.”

The priest-king gave a snort of laughter, and after a moment Trevanion joined in and Finnikin’s heart warmed at the sound of it. Trevanion wrapped his arm around his son’s neck like a shepherd’s hook and dragged him along playfully. When he let go, Finnikin thought he would have liked his father to hold on a moment longer.

When the road split in two, Finnikin watched the exiles go, a mixture of fear and hope on their faces.

“Until we meet again in Belegonia,” the priest-king said.

“In the town of Lastaria on the coastal road,” Finnikin reminded him as they embraced. He stood with Sir Topher, watching as Evanjalin led the way south with Froi and Trevanion.

“Salvation paved with blood, you say?” Sir Topher asked the holy man with a sigh.

The priest-king nodded. “But salvation all the same, Sir Topher.”
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The flooding rains of Sorel pounded the earth for days, forcing them to spend the week lodging in a barn when the road to the south became impassable. It was a painstakingly slow beginning to a search that would take them into the most war-ravaged kingdom in the land. While Sir Topher taught Froi the language of Lumatere, the others pored over their maps, searching for alternative routes to reach Trevanion’s men, who he believed were hiding in one of the rock villages of Yutlind Sud. The most common route was to cross back into Belegonia, which bordered Yutlind from the north. But Trevanion was an outlaw in every kingdom of the land, and the road into Belegonia was too dangerous. If they traveled west through Sorel to its port, they risked having to pass through the mines as well as deal with a treacherous waterway, the Gulf of Skuldenore.

“Pirate ships,” Finnikin said. “Tipped off by corrupt port officials who take a cut of anything plundered.”

“Corruption in Sorel? Surely you jest,” Sir Topher said, walking over to join them.

“Even if we manage to land in Yutlind,” Finnikin continued, “the heaviest fighting is in the north and the Yuts always attack first and ask questions later. I say we cross the mountains. To get here,” he said, pointing to the independent coastal province of Sif, south of Sorel. “We pay passage on a merchant cog that travels south. There is a small port on the Yack River in Yutlind Sud. From there we travel up-country.”

“The south is a mess, Finnikin,” Sir Topher argued. “No one knows who is in charge or who is to blame or who is an ally or an enemy.”

“So the last thing on their minds will be a party of Lumateran exiles and an escaped prisoner.”

“Then we travel to Sif,” Trevanion decided.

After the dark world of the mines and the fever camp and the dampness of the overcrowded barn where the stench of body odor permeated every one of his senses, Finnikin was relieved to see the snowcapped mountains in the distance. Though the mountains looked invigorating from afar, he never imagined how terrible their beauty would become as they ascended. Nights were bitterly cold, the icy wind numbing their faces, cloth swaddling their mouths and noses, where saliva and mucus feasted together.

They spoke little during the day. The wind was too severe and the trail too backbreaking to waste energy on talk. Sometimes, when his fingers ached from the stinging cold and his skin felt torn to shreds from the bluster, Finnikin imagined the life he would have had if he’d settled for a role as an advisor to a foreign king. Instead, he was trekking across the land for a Guard that may not want to be found, on his way home to a kingdom that no longer existed.

On the fourth night, they camped inside a cave, their bodies convulsing, their bedrolls packed tight against one another. They rotated every few hours to ensure that everyone would have a chance to sleep in the warmth. Finnikin dreamed that he was nestled in a womb, speaking to Beatriss’s baby. When he woke, he found himself in the arms of his father and his own wrapped around Evanjalin. He knew she had been walking the sleep over the last few nights and wondered, as she twitched in his arms, if she was again. Her hair was now a thin dark cap on her scalp, and a strange kind of beauty had begun to appear in her face, despite the grime. Every feature was strong, strangely put together. Although she was thin from their journey, nothing about her seemed delicate. Yet Finnikin had seen brief moments of fragility. A look on her face as if she had just remembered something painful, her breath catching. At times it was as if she could barely raise her head from the demons that weighed her down.

“Sir Topher! Sir Topher!”

Finnikin heard her voice. He hadn’t realized he had fallen asleep again.

“I think I’ve worked it out,” she said.

Sir Topher woke with a start. “Goddess of Sorrow, Evanjalin! Can it not wait till morning?”

“Worked what out?” Trevanion demanded. Finnikin sat up, yawning. The last embers of the fire were glowing, and the dampness was back in his bones.

“They may not be dead,” she said dreamily. “The baker dreamed of cherry blossoms. He lit a candle and made a sacrifice to the goddess Sagrami.”

“Evanjalin, you need to sleep,” Finnikin said. “You’re not making sense.”

But she shook her head. “No, I need to stay awake and put the pieces of all the sleeps together.”

Sir Topher rubbed his eyes. “Froi, make yourself useful and get this fire going.”

Froi grunted, not wanting to leave the comfort of the bedrolls, but was nudged out by Sir Topher. They wrapped themselves in every bit of clothing they had and drew their bedrolls closer to the fire, while Froi stoked the embers, muttering.

“Three nights ago I walked through the sleep of the baker, who was laughing,” Evanjalin said.

“I cannot imagine any Lumateran inside or outside the gate doing such a thing,” Finnikin said flatly.

“Yet the cook’s apprentice mourned the death of the baker’s daughter not three weeks earlier.” Evanjalin’s forehead was creased with lines of confusion, and Finnikin felt an urge to smooth them out.

“Evanjalin, you’re not making sense.”

“What kind of man would be laughing three weeks after he had laid his child to rest?” she asked.

“Get to the part where you claim to have worked something out,” Trevanion said gruffly.

“I need to go back, then. About a year. When the child and I walked through the sleep of one of the impostor’s men who was thinking of a girl from the Flatlands who had died that day. He did not share the grief of the mother and father, but her death was enough to make him think. He was doing his sums and he worked out that twenty young girls had died over the past four years.”

“Twenty?” Sir Topher gasped.

Evanjalin nodded. “But I need to go back even further.”

Finnikin made a sound of disbelief, but she held up her hand. “Listen. Eighteen years past, the queen of Osteria presented the queen of Lumatere with a cherry blossom plant. It was a peace offering after decades of mistrust between both kingdoms.”

“Evanjalin, you are not making —”

“But I will. My mother told me the story often. About the queen deciding where to plant the tree.”

“She searched the kingdom high and low for the perfect spot,” Sir Topher said, smiling at the memory. “Drove us all insane. But she was with child. Her youngest, Isaboe. The child was never meant to be and the pregnancy was cursed with illness from the beginning. The queen was sure that if she planted the cherry blossom and made a dedication to both the goddess Lagrami and the goddess Sagrami, then the child would live.”

Evanjalin nodded. “And although many Lumaterans were not happy with her decision to sacrifice to Sagrami, the queen found the perfect spot.”

“A beautiful story, but I cannot see the connection,” Trevanion said.

“There is only one cherry blossom tree in Lumatere. At least a day’s ride from the palace, at the old cloister of Sagrami near the Sendecane border.”

“But that cloister hasn’t been used for centuries,” Sir Topher said. “What are you suggesting, Evanjalin?”

“That during the five days of the unspeakable, the novices of Sagrami who lived at the edge of the Forest were taken to safety inside the kingdom walls through the east gate.”

Sir Topher was shaking his head. “You are wrong, Evanjalin. The priestess of Sagrami was the first to be burned at the stake. She was captured along with Seranonna and three other mystics and healers.”

“Then the novices would have been on their own,” Finnikin said. “Surely the impostor’s men would have attacked the cloister in the Forest first?”

“It would have been a slaughter,” Trevanion said. “The oldest of the girls was no more than seventeen.”

“And they had no one to turn to?” Finnikin asked.

Sir Topher opened his mouth to reply and then stopped.

“Sir Topher?” Finnikin asked urgently.

“There may have been one,” he said in a hushed tone. “Someone who had lived in the Forest cloister as a child. Tell me about the other who walks the sleep with you, Evanjalin. The one who is there for the child.”

“Whoever it is, they have a great knowledge of the dark arts. I sense their connection with the dead. With spirits.”

“Only Seranonna had such knowledge,” Trevanion said.

“No, there was another,” Sir Topher said. “One who was under Seranonna’s instruction.”

Trevanion frowned and then realization dawned on his face. “Tesadora? Seranonna’s daughter?”

Sir Topher nodded. “Did you know her?”

“No, but Perri did. They were mortal enemies. It was one of the few stories Perri would tell me of his childhood in the River swamp. From a young age, his father taught him to inflict as much pain as possible on those they considered inferior.”

“Was Perri ashamed?”

Trevanion sighed. “It was not a confession, just a fact. I remember his words. ‘How different our childhoods, Trevanion. You sailed your raft down the River and collected tadpoles and eels, and I held down the heads of Forest Dwellers in swamp water to see how long they could stay under without breathing.’

“Perri told me Tesadora once stayed under for five minutes,” Trevanion continued, “and still had enough breath inside her to spit in his face when it was over. His father thrashed him for allowing a Forest Dweller to get the better of him. So next time Perri made sure she didn’t have enough strength to even stand. They were both twelve at the time. On opposing sides, but both victims of hate.”

“By the time Tesadora was little older than you, Finnikin, she lived the life of a hermit in the Forest,” Sir Topher said. “But she spent her childhood in the cloister of Sagrami, and apart from her mother, the novices were her only contact with the world.”

“Were the Sagrami novices mystics?” Finnikin asked.

“Healers,” Sir Topher answered. “The best apothecaries I have ever encountered. The herbs and plants they grew in the Forest cloister were spectacular. If the priest-king had them in the fever camps, half our people would still be alive.”

Evanjalin leaned closer, her eyes alight. “The novices are now inside the kingdom walls, and they are hiding the young girls of Lumatere in the old cloister. And three days ago, the baker traveled in secret to see his daughter and picked cherry blossoms along the way.”

“You have no proof of that,” Finnikin said. “Even if Tesadora did survive and save the novices, do you think the impostor and his men would be so ignorant as to not work it out? Would they not have found their hiding place by now?”

“Perhaps they don’t need to hide. No matter what the impostor king decreed when he put the Forest Dwellers to death, he would fear the wrath of the gods if he stormed a temple of Sagrami,” Evanjalin said. “Remember, the novices worship a goddess that has cursed Lumatere, and the impostor king is just as much a prisoner of the curse as everyone else inside,” she argued.

“And if the novices are the apothecaries I think they are, they could easily find a way of sending the girls close to death,” Sir Topher said.

“These Lumaterans you speak of — the baker, the other fathers and mothers of the girls — are they worshippers of Sagrami?” Trevanion asked.

Evanjalin shook her head. “They worship Lagrami. Yet somehow both cloisters, Lagrami and Sagrami, are working together to protect the young girls of Lumatere.”

“How?”

She looked at them for a moment. “There are parts of this story . . . all of you might find . . . difficult.”

Finnikin stared at her in disbelief. “Evanjalin, Trevanion has spent seven years in the mines of Sorel. Sir Topher and I have seen everything there is to see in our travels.”

“But there are some things . . .”

“Evanjalin,” Sir Topher said firmly. “Finnikin is right. There is nothing we cannot endure.”

Evanjalin sighed. “The cook’s apprentice who mourned his friend had blood on his mind the night she died. The impostor’s guard dreamed of blood. Each time these girls ‘die,’ there are dreams or memories of blood. I believe they ‘die’ of the bleeding. They supposedly bleed to death. That’s what the impostor’s men and the rest of the kingdom think happens to the girls. Imagine. The impostor’s men come to the home of a family who has just lost their daughter. They demand to see the dead child. There she lies. Still. Perhaps in the way Sir Topher has suggested, due to the cleverest apothecaries in the kingdom. The impostor’s men demand to know what has taken place. They do not care for the dead girls or their families, but smell a conspiracy among the people. The women are clever. They begin to speak of the curse that visits young girls each month, for they know that the impostor and his men would pale with such talk of blood flowing from the loins of young girls like torrents of —”

Finnikin cleared his throat loudly. “I think I hear something . . . outside the cave,” he mumbled, getting to his feet. But the look on Evanjalin’s face stopped him from leaving.

“Blood!” Froi said, horrified. “Loins? Same loins you stick —”

“Froi!” Trevanion snapped.

“Flowing at times like a gutted pig,” Evanjalin said.

“Evanjalin!”

Evanjalin looked at Sir Topher and Trevanion, who suddenly seemed very interested in the contours of the cave walls.

“Did I not say that there would be parts of this story that might cause discomfort?” she said.

“It is not right for a young woman to speak of such things in the presence of men, Evanjalin,” Sir Topher said firmly. “And perhaps you are clutching at straws, making such a connection.”

“Am I?” she asked. “And what if I told you that I only walk the sleep during my own . . . time?”

Despite the flush in Sir Topher’s cheeks, he held her gaze and after a moment nodded for her to continue.

“Perhaps the impostor king’s men are led to believe that when a young girl experiences her first bleeding, she is also struck by a curse and bleeds to death. An unnatural occurrence, of course. But maybe they’ve been told that Seranonna’s curse is responsible. Her way of punishing the children of Lagrami. In truth, the young girls live inside the old cloister of Sagrami in the northwest of the kingdom. One of the few places the impostor king and his men will not enter for fear of Seranonna’s legacy.”

“Do you believe all our people know that the girls live?” Trevanion asked.

She shook her head. “I cannot be sure who knows the truth. If we go by the baker’s sleep, it is clear that the parents of the girls know. But I cannot be sure of the others. The cook’s apprentice certainly grieved.”

“But still we cannot be sure that Tesadora survived the days of the unspeakable or the impostor’s punishment,” Trevanion insisted.

She stared at him. “I have walked the sleep of one of the Sagrami novices, and her thoughts were on the day when one with a crown came to hide them.”

“Balthazar?”

“One with a crown is all I know.”

“Could it be . . .” Trevanion began, but he stopped himself and shook his head.

“Someone smuggled Tesadora and the novices into the kingdom prior to the curse.”

“Someone with a crown?” Sir Topher said. “It does not make sense.”

“And a blood curse does?” Trevanion asked.

“It makes all the sense in the world that the other who walks the sleep with us, who may be able to break the curse, is a blood relative of the very person who created it,” Evanjalin said. “Seranonna’s daughter.”

“But Tesadora? Perri used to call her the serpent’s handmaiden,” Trevanion said.

“Coming from Perri the Savage, that is not good,” Sir Topher mused.

“Perhaps she is exactly what is needed,” Finnikin argued.

“Seranonna sent her to the north of the Forest as a child to live with the novices,” Sir Topher explained. “To keep her out of harm’s way from the other Forest Dwellers, who feared her. The Forest Dwellers claimed Tesadora was evil because her Forest blood was mixed with a Charynite’s.”

“Yet you don’t communicate with Tesadora?” Trevanion asked Evanjalin.

She shook her head. “Only the child. The first time was when I was twelve years old and had a strange, wondrous dream. Now I believe it was the birth of the child. Somehow when my” — she hesitated and looked at Sir Topher — “first blood began to flow, the child’s heart began to beat. I felt her in my arms.”

“And you never walk the sleep at . . . other times?” Finnikin asked awkwardly.

“Only once,” she said, swallowing hard.

“Your blood flowed another way?” Sir Topher asked.

She nodded. “Two springs ago. And that night, I walked the sleep of Lady Beatriss and she whispered the words, ‘The cloister of Sendecane.’”

“Why was your —” Then Finnikin realized and the word came out in a strangled tone. “Sarnak! Your blood was shed at the massacre of the exiles?”

She nodded.

“But how did you escape death, Evanjalin?” Sir Topher asked gently.

“Do you have a wound?” Trevanion said.

She opened up her shirt to reveal a patch of puckered tissue above her breast. It was an ugly scar, the wound poorly inflicted.

“They didn’t even know how to deliver a clean kill,” Finnikin muttered, unable to take his eyes off it.

“No, they were perfectionists,” she said. “They were hunters. I could tell. I watched them. Their arrows went straight to the heart, their daggers in and out. Precise. Our people were on their knees, begging, and were cut down with their hands still raised and clenched together in prayer. Others ran. And got an arrow in the back. The hunters made sure that those shot in the back were turned around, and then they’d plunge a dagger into the heart.”

“Yet your wound is the work of an amateur,” Sir Topher said.

“Because I did not run and I did not beg. Wherever there was movement, the hunters attacked. Those were the exiles killed first. But I was a coward, you see. I couldn’t turn my back. Could not bear the idea of the unknown. Of an arrow catching me by surprise. When those around me fell with an arrow to the heart, I knew the hunters would not return to check for their breathing. They returned only for those with an arrow in their back. So when one of our own collapsed at my feet with an arrow in his heart, I knew what I had to do.”

“Sweet goddess of sorrow,” Sir Topher gasped.

“Did you not play that game as a child?” she asked quietly. “Pretend death? It’s what you do to survive. You play the games of make-believe.”

Finnikin had played those games daily with the royal children. But there had been no pretending to take an arrow and plunge it into himself an inch above his heart. And no pretending to bite his tongue to keep his cries from piercing the air that was filled only with the grunts of satisfaction and retreating footsteps of men who had forgotten what it meant to be human. There was no pretending to grip the object embedded in his flesh with both hands, to tear it out of skin that was meant for soft kisses and caresses. There was no pretending to pick his way through family, searching the place for survivors. And no playing at walking two weeks barefoot to the cloister of Lagrami in godsforsaken Sendecane because a woman in his sleep whispered the command like a prayer.

What needs to be done.

“I was fortunate enough to be born under the star of luck,” Evanjalin said softly. “So I lived while others died.”

Sir Topher was the first to turn away. Huddled in his bedroll, his shoulders shook with a sorrow that he fought hard to hide.

“Sleep, Evanjalin,” Finnikin said gently. Dream of cherry blossoms and the laughter of the young girls who you want so desperately to believe live under the protection of the goddess of night.

When at last Finnikin heard the sounds of labored breathing, he turned in his bedroll and saw that Trevanion was still awake.

“What?” Finnikin asked. “If you discredit her story, I will be forced to challenge you,” he added gruffly.

Trevanion shook his head. “The girl does not lie, Finnikin. She just omits information. It’s the other part of the story, the young girls of Lumatere.” Trevanion leaned closer to whisper. “What could have possibly happened to force the mothers and fathers to feign the death of their daughters? What are those monsters doing to our people?”
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The harbor town of Sif was the last port of civilization on the mainland of Skuldenore, accessed mostly by merchants, mercenaries, and reckless explorers. It was a departure point for those who wanted to disappear from the face of the earth. Trevanion’s informant in the mines had told him that his Guard could be found in one of the rock villages of Yutlind Sud. To reach the territory from Sif, they would need to travel by cog down the coast and around the cape, which would take them to the mouth of the Yack River and into the war-torn kingdom.

“No one travels to Yutlind Sud,” the captain of the Myrinhall muttered, eyeing Trevanion and Finnikin and spitting orange pips into the water below.

They were standing on the deck of the merchant cog, which boasted a crew of twenty men. It was a flat-bottomed vessel with a central mast carrying a square-rigged sail, sturdy enough to sail the open seas and compact enough to be steered down a river, ideal for navigating among the Yack’s shallow reed beds.

“We have been told you travel south today,” Trevanion said, “to collect produce and merchandise from Yutlind Sud.”

“If we get paid enough, we collect goods from the traders on the river’s edge, but we don’t take passengers. Could hardly convince my men to come along today. Foreigners don’t survive the Yack.”

“We need to travel to the rock villages close to the north-south border.”

The captain sent them a look of disbelief. “You come all the way south to travel north? You’d be better off going over the mountains and through Belegonia.”

“Ye gods, really?” Finnikin said sarcastically. “Why didn’t anyone tell us?”

Trevanion silenced him with a frown. “Take our silver and let us board,” he said to the captain.

The merchant looked beyond Trevanion to where the others of their party were sitting on the pier, waiting. “Want advice?”

“No!” Finnikin said, only to receive another glare from his father.

“Give it to you anyway,” the man said, spitting out another pip. “Leave the young and the old behind. Especially the girl.”

Neither Finnikin nor his father responded.

“Won’t be responsible for what my men or the Yuts want from the girl. Money up front. We leave the moment my men are on board.”

The captain walked away. Finnikin saw the hint of a smile on Trevanion’s face as he looked toward the horizon. He had read stories from the books in royal courts about the port town of Sif, where brave men set off for the undiscovered world beyond their land. Some believed the mythical stories of fire-breathing dragons and oceans tipping into an abyss, which kept the fainthearted away.

“Have you ever wondered what lies beyond?” Finnikin asked his father.

“A kinder world than this, I would hope,” Trevanion murmured.

“I say the merchant is right,” Finnikin said, looking toward the pier. “It’ll be safer if we leave them here. Yutlind’s a bloodbath and if anything happens to her . . . to them . . .”

Trevanion nodded as they walked toward the others. Evanjalin was instantly on her feet, picking up her bedroll and pointing to the provisions. “Make yourself useful, Froi,” they heard her order.

“You can do the honors of telling her she’s staying behind, Finn,” Trevanion said under his breath.

Mercy. Finnikin cleared his throat, trying to avoid her eyes. “We will be back in ten days,” he announced.

“Back?” Evanjalin asked, confused. She gave Froi another shove. “By the time we find the Guard, it will be safer and closer to cross over the Belegonian border. Why return here?”

“For you. For all of you.”

The crew of the Myrinhall jostled past. By the looks of them, they had been out all night. They appeared disheveled and somewhat sinister, especially when they caught sight of Evanjalin. Sir Topher glanced at them uneasily.

“It is safer for all,” Finnikin said firmly.

“You are leaving us behind?” Evanjalin asked in disbelief. “To return here would be a waste,” she hissed. “If we travel to the rock villages, then we are halfway to Belegonia heading north.”

“Why would I not know that, Evanjalin?” Finnikin asked, trying to curb his growing frustration at her inability to take orders. “It’s too dangerous. They say the spirit warriors guard the Yack River and could be a threat to foreigners.”

Froi sat himself back down, but Evanjalin pulled him to his feet. “We are not staying,” she said. “Sir Topher, tell him we are not staying.”

“We don’t know enough about these people, Evanjalin,” Sir Topher said. “The southerners may be Yuts, but they have different ways from the north and do not speak the same language. The south belongs to tribes of natives, and their king is in hiding. They are not going to take too kindly to foreigners in their land.”

“This is the only way,” Finnikin said. “It will be easier to hide if there are only two of us. It will be quicker. If we find Trevanion’s men, they can travel farther north to Belegonia and we will return for you. On my oath, we will, Evanjalin.”

Fury crossed Evanjalin’s face. “You will be dead the moment one of the clans has you in its possession,” she said, pointing at Finnikin. “You look like a foreigner. Like one from the north.” She looked at Trevanion pleadingly. “No matter how superior you are as fighters, Captain, they will outnumber you and you will have nothing to bargain with.”

“And with you, we will?” Finnikin said angrily. “Or do you suggest we sell Froi again? Personally I wouldn’t mind in the slightest, except I know you’ll drag me off to some godsforsaken place in order to steal him back.”

“That’s enough,” Trevanion said.

Froi grunted. “Staying.”

“It would be wrong to separate,” she said, pushing past Finnikin with her bedroll. “Froi! I said to make yourself useful.”

“You are not coming!” Finnikin grabbed her arm. “You stay here. Safe.”

“That’s enough, both of you,” Trevanion said.

“Safe for who?” she shouted. “What happens when they capture you, Finnikin? Do we stay here waiting for eternity?”

“What makes you think we’ll be caught?” he asked. “The only time that’s ever happened to me, Evanjalin, is when you gave me up to the Sorelians.”

There was silence, except for the sound of Evanjalin’s breathing.

“We are wasting time,” Trevanion said, grabbing the provisions from a relieved Froi.

Evanjalin shook free of Finnikin. “What is it?” she asked him coldly. “Really? What bothers you? That I found a way of getting your father out of the mines while you left him there to rot for years?”

The sound of blood rushing in his ears was almost deafening, yet Finnikin heard the sharp intake of Trevanion’s breath and saw Froi’s look of spiteful glee.

“Enough!” Sir Topher shouted. His cheeks were flushed with anger. “Vow of silence,” he ordered, pointing his finger at Evanjalin. “You do not speak until you are given permission. Can you see that being a problem, Evanjalin? Because if it is, I will be the first to leave you behind at the mouth of the Yack. We stay together,” he added more calmly, looking at Finnikin. “There are risks both ways, but we need to stay together.”

Evanjalin pushed past Froi and walked up the plank before anyone could say another word. Finnikin caught the looks on the faces of the crew on board. Predators, like the prisoners of Sorel. But he didn’t care what they did to her. His ears still rang from the brutality of her words. Is that what Trevanion thought and was not able to say? That his son was a coward who left him languishing in the bowels of hell?

The captain of the Myrinhall watched them as they filed on board, shaking his head. “You sign your death sentence, my friends. Indeed you do.”

Finnikin sat by himself for the first half of the journey. His only consolation was that Evanjalin spent most of her time with her head over the side, emptying the contents of her stomach into the sea. After so many hours, he wondered that there was anything left inside her. He watched as she staggered to her bedroll on the deck, but each time she attempted to sit down, she would begin to retch again and rush to the side. Froi joined her for much of the time, a sight that brought Finnikin even more satisfaction.

In all his travels, he had never been on the open seas and he found it both frightening and exhilarating. If it wasn’t the swelling waves that suddenly dropped in height and jolted them forward, it was the storms that churned the seawater into a mass of boiling foam. L’essoupi, the sailors called this stretch of ocean. The swallower.

Later, Trevanion joined him, and they sat side by side with their backs against the hull. As usual with his father, there was silence, but this time it suited him. After the scene on the pier, there was nothing to say.

They spent that night lying under a sky crowded with light, as though every star were fighting to be seen. The sea was still, and Evanjalin had at last stopped throwing up. Although he had no desire to be in her presence, Finnikin found himself keeping watch over her, fearing that a crew member would venture too close.

“Get some sleep,” Trevanion murmured in the dark. “I’m watching them.”

Sir Topher wiped Evanjalin’s brow. She was weak from her sickness and almost sobbing from exhaustion, but he knew there was something else. He could sense her anxiety each time she raised her head to search for Finnikin.

“Your words were harsh,” he said softly.

“He cannot complete this journey without me by his side.”

“But still your words were harsh. No one gives anything for nothing. Not in this land. But that’s what Finnikin decided we were called to do. To travel from exile camp to exile camp, kingdom to kingdom, and make sure our godsforsaken people were fed and taken care of. But Finnikin’s thought every day was to secure the release of his father. I think it was a sorry day for him indeed when he realized that he was not just someone’s son. That he had a responsibility to our people.”

She closed her eyes. “Our people have never been godsforsaken,” she corrected, “and he is the apprentice of the king’s First Man. You. You insisted on furthering his education in the languages and politics of this land. Not just so he can feed the exiles, but because one day, as your apprentice, he may have to help lead them.” She looked across to where Finnikin sat by his father’s side. “He was born for greater things than belonging to the King’s Guard, and his father knows it. Make sure, Sir Topher, that Finnikin accepts his role before we get to the main gate of Lumatere.”

Trevanion watched Finnikin as he slept. Unlike the nights in the prison mine, he could see his sleeping son clearly under this illuminated sky and it was a luxury to stare so intently. Finnikin had his mother’s face. Her coloring. “One kingdom, so many shades,” Bartolina would say, holding her hand against Trevanion’s. Then she was gone, and there were the numb days that followed Finnikin’s birth. A motherless boy surviving in the world of men. Trevanion thought of his Guard and wondered how close they were. He had known most of them since he was Finnikin’s age. When he handpicked them almost twenty years ago, he chose only those he could trust with the lives of every Lumateran. Especially his newborn son. At first his choices had been questioned, especially when it came to Perri the Savage. It was rumored that Perri had made his first kill by the time he was twelve. Poverty had bred malice. Bred the need to blame someone for the bleakness of their lives, and Perri the Savage suckled the sour milk of malice from his mother’s breast. Younger than Trevanion by a year or two, he had seemed to resent the return of the river’s favorite son and cared little for the cause of protecting their people. The river people had never lifted a hand to help Perri the Savage, and he owed them nothing in return.

“Join us,” a twenty-year-old Trevanion had offered during a hostile encounter with Perri near the banks of his river swamp hut.

“Think I’m the one issuing orders here,” Perri threatened, pressing the point of a sword to Trevanion’s chest. There was a scar running from one ear to the other across his forehead. Eyes dark like Trevanion’s, but skin milk-white.

“My wife is still warm in her grave,” Trevanion said quietly. “Not even five days gone. If you try to stop me from getting home to my newborn son, I will kill you.” And with that he walked away to where his men stood with August of the Flatlands.

“I will follow just to see where you live,” Perri the Savage spat.

When they entered Trevanion’s cottage farther up the river, a girl, the high-spirited daughter of a fishmonger, was caring for the baby.

“Have you taken leave of your senses, Trevanion?” she shouted, clutching the babe to her. “You bring Perri the Savage into your home when you have this precious boy to care for? His father is a drunkard! A rapist! A murderer!”

Trevanion took the child from her, holding the tiny form in his massive hands. He saw the bitterness in Perri’s eyes, the defeat that came from not being able to escape his roots. Trevanion pointed to August of the Flatlands. “And his father is weak and deceitful and lazy, but I would trust him with my life.”

She looked at August with disgust. “This? A fine army you will build, Trevanion.”

“Go home, Abie. Before it is dark. It is not safe for you to be traveling alone,” Trevanion said wearily.

“Perhaps I could escort her,” August suggested.

“You?” she scoffed. “You fit under my arm, little man.” And with that, she kissed the baby and slammed out the door.

“Pity the one who ends up in her marriage bed,” August muttered.

But Trevanion was staring at Perri. “You,” he said. “If anything happens to me, protect my boy.”

“Trevanion,” August protested, “I will protect Finnikin. He will always have a place in my home.”

“No,” Trevanion said firmly. “You make sure my son gets whatever privilege allows the king’s boy, Augie. The son of Bartolina of the Rock deserves nothing less. But you,” he said, pointing to Perri, “you make sure he is protected.”

“You have the wrong man,” Perri snapped.

“No,” Trevanion said, walking to the window to peer outside. “In you, I have the best marksman in this kingdom, and if you think that it was by chance I walked through your swamp today, think again. We rid this kingdom of those who try to invade through our waters and we rid Lumatere of a weak, corrupt Guard.”

“What has the king promised you, Trevanion?” August asked.

“The highest honor for a warrior in this kingdom. And today I choose my Guard.” He returned the baby to his basket. “Open the door.”

Outside stood a group of young men. Not just from the River, but from the Rock and the Mountains and a few from the Flatlands. The room seemed full with their presence, and they spoke through the night, their voices hushed but strong with conviction.

“Where’s Trevanion?” one of them asked later as the early light of morning began to seep under the door.

August of the Flatlands looked around. “Probably at the grave. He’d sleep there if not for the child.”

One of the lads walked toward the baby’s basket and pulled aside the blanket, only to find himself pinned to the wall with a dagger to his neck. He stared into the obsidian eyes of Perri the Savage, who snarled close to his ear, “Touch him again and you lose a hand.”

At daybreak, they reached the mouth of the Yack River. Yutlind was a land of four rivers, lush and fertile, with woodland in the north and jungle in the south. The land mass of the north and south was the size of Lumatere and Osteria together, but they had lost more people in internal wars than the rest of the land combined. The ancient stories told that the god of Yutlind had created his people by mixing his blood with the earth of the jungle and the woods. The war over which soil was superior had been fought for thousands of years until a warlord built his palace in the north, his reign recognized by the leaders of Skuldenore who had grown tired of centuries of unrest. It was a reign the south refused to acknowledge.

There was a stillness surrounding them, a deliberate calm. The crew was edgy, apprehensive. The captain of the Myrinhall put a finger to his lips, signaling silence. Finnikin peered over the hull, but the jungle lining the serpentine river seemed mysterious, as if there were secrets hidden behind the dense foliage. It seemed impossible that human life could exist in such a place, and Finnikin was anxious for them to arrive at the dock farther down the river. There, the Myrinhall would offload her passengers and load the merchandise. Trevanion’s plan was to find a guide among the traders to take them through the grasslands and into the rock villages.

Finnikin watched the captain. He used sign language with his crew, which must have seen them through similar dangerous experiences. It comforted Finnikin to know that these men had sailed this river before. He watched as the captain chuckled quietly at what one of his men had signaled, and for the first time since they had entered the Yack, Finnikin relaxed.

The first arrow struck the captain between the eyes.

He was dead by the time he hit the ground at Finnikin’s feet, the shock stamped on his face for eternity. Then an onslaught of arrows flew overhead as Trevanion dived on top of Finnikin.

“Don’t let them take the Myrinhall!” one of the crewmen shouted, and Finnikin felt the boat lurch as the oarsmen began their work. Trevanion was already on his feet as Finnikin grabbed his longbow. He heard the whistling of arrows flying past and ducked again and again before standing to take aim toward the west bank. He fired ten missiles into the thick of the jungle and then dropped to the deck. As the arrows continued to fly, he crawled to where Evanjalin was huddled on the other side of the boat, her face still sickly in the morning light. He dragged her behind the crates, securing her next to Froi in a cocoon of merchandise boxes and barrels of ale.

“Stay!” he managed to gasp. He crawled back to where Trevanion and Sir Topher were crouched against the hull, ready for the next onslaught. Trevanion stood, lobbing a round of arrows in the direction of the Yuts before diving back down again.

“The crew is turning the boat around,” he said, trying to regain his breath. “You stay with them, Sir Topher. Try to make your way back to the port at Sif. Finnikin and I will swim to the bank and then travel north by foot to find my men.”

Sir Topher nodded. From all corners of the Myrinhall they could hear moans from the injured, while the oarsmen grunted and arrows whistled overhead. The Yut natives hidden beyond the bank maintained a disciplined silence, and it was moments before Trevanion could mark them.

“Up above! In the trees!” one of the crew holding on to the mast yelled out.

Trevanion loosed another volley of arrows, then pushed Sir Topher and Finnikin farther along the side of the cog, away from the next onslaught, which hit their previous hiding spot with deadly accuracy.

“We go overboard on the other side, Finnikin,” Trevanion yelled above the noise. “When it turns, we stay hidden by the Myrinhall until it reaches the mouth of the river again and then we make our way to land. Do you hear me?”

“Sweet goddess, they are swimming toward us,” Sir Topher muttered. “This boat will not reach the mouth, Trevanion. They will take the Myrinhall with all of us in it!”

An oarsman was hit with an arrow from behind and slumped forward.

Trevanion stood to catch a glimpse of the Yuts approaching. “Change of plans. Get them off the boat and onto the east bank, Finn!” he ordered. “Make sure they are not seen. You too, Sir Topher. All of us.”

Finnikin crawled back to the crates, grabbing Froi out first. “Can you swim?” he shouted.

“No!” The thief looked horrified.

Finnikin glanced up at the crewman working on the square sail. “You need to do this quickly before they turn the boat around. Try to keep underwater the whole way. Don’t let them see you!”

“Can’t swim!” Froi said, crawling back behind the crates.

Finnikin grabbed him by the hair and pulled him out to see what was happening around them. Bodies littered the cog, while those crewmen who were still alive moaned and writhed in pain.

“Would you prefer to stay?” Finnikin growled. Froi growled back as Finnikin helped him over the side, holding the boy by the scruff of his neck before letting go. He turned his attention to Evanjalin, who looked gray, a film of perspiration covering her face.

“I can’t swim,” she whispered.

“Hold your breath and act as if you’re pushing the water out of the way with your hands. Like this,” he said, showing her. “And gently kick your feet. Don’t put your head above water, Evanjalin. Don’t let them see you. Once you get to the bank, keep hidden. Do you understand?”

She nodded, looking miserable.

“Just do as I say for once,” he said, feeling the tremble of her hands as they touched his face. He grabbed one and pressed his mouth to her palm, and then Sir Topher was there, helping her over the side.

“Take care of them,” Finnikin said as Sir Topher’s head disappeared underwater.

He turned to find Trevanion, just as the crewman from the mast dropped out of the sky and landed at his feet, an arrow through his chest, blood already seeping from his mouth.

“Turn it around,” the man croaked. “Climb the mast and turn it around or you’ll never get them to safety.”

Finnikin looked up at the mast and back in the direction of the Yuts, and then began climbing. At least half a dozen Yuts had reached the boat, and Trevanion and the crew were fighting them off. One who had managed to make it on board went flying back into the water with a kick to his head. Trevanion stood, aimed, shot, and then ducked, issuing orders, dividing the crew into three: those who rowed, those who lobbed arrows, and those who fought the Yuts in the water. From his vantage point, Finnikin could see what they had missed earlier. The skulls in the trees. On the west bank, more Yuts descended from the foliage, their bodies large and powerful.

He kept climbing, not stopping until he reached the top, his legs straddling the pole, his fingers working quickly to loosen the sails. He could see that Evanjalin, Froi, and Sir Topher had reached the east bank of the river and were hiding among the long reeds and bracken. Trevanion and three of the crewmen finished off the last of the Yuts on board, and Finnikin watched as his father crawled to the edge of the boat and went over the side. He stood attached to the mast, feeling the arrows graze his arms as they flew past. He watched as Trevanion’s head emerged from the water and he dragged himself to where the others were huddled, and for the first time since the captain dropped dead at his feet, Finnikin breathed with relief.

Trevanion spat out foul water as he held his side to ease the pain. The others were concealed by a cluster of reeds in the swamp water. They were shivering but safe, and for now that was enough. He knew he needed to keep them moving down the river, no matter how dangerous it was.

“Let’s go. Now! There’s no time . . . Finn?” he swung around. “Where’s Finnikin?” He looked at the girl, certain that she would know. The girl and Finnikin never seemed to lose track of each other. She stared over his shoulder, her dark eyes wide, her hand shaking as she pointed up. He swung around to see the Myrinhall starting to turn, with its sail primed to take it back toward the mouth of the river. What was left of the crew was slinging arrows toward the Yut natives on the opposite bank. He could see two or more Yuts hovering around the hull of the boat, but then his eyes were transfixed by the image of Finnikin clinging to the mast, his red-gold hair twisted and knotted as the sun lit up its strands. The movements of the Yuts on the other side showed that they too were transfixed by the sight, as if Finnikin were some wild sun god hanging from the heavens.

And then, to his horror, the Yuts took aim and Finnikin went falling out of the sky.

Trevanion prayed that the crew of the Myrinhall would grab the boy. Pull him out of the water and tend to him. But there was no movement toward where Finnikin lay facedown in the river, an arrow jutting from his side. The girl lurched forward, and Trevanion grabbed her, his hand stifling her scream as she struggled against him. When she finally broke free, Trevanion could hear her softly weeping, the sound more pitiful because she had seemed unbreakable.

“We wait until they leave,” Sir Topher whispered as the Myrinhall inched further upstream, blocking their view of the Yuts but not of Finnikin’s body.

“No,” the girl said. “Now. They worship the sun god here. They’ll take Finnikin the first opportunity they have.”

Trevanion hit the water instantly, pounding it with his body, punishing it for placing a barrier between him and his son. The Myrinhall had just sailed past where Finnikin lay, and with any luck the vessel would block the Yuts’ view of both their bodies. He knew he had little time. The moment the Yuts worked out where they were hidden, they would cross the river and come for them all.

When he reached his son, Trevanion turned the boy’s body over and heard him splutter and gasp for air. There was no time for relief. No time to lessen the weight on Finnikin’s body by removing his quiver and daggers. Trevanion dragged him back to the bank. Sir Topher, the girl, and the thief pulled them into the long reeds. Rather than take the chance to move farther into the jungle, they stayed crouched in the ankle-deep water, shivering as the sun disappeared behind the clouds. Trevanion placed his fist against Finnikin’s mouth to hold back the boy’s grunts of agony. The arrow had struck him in the side, just above the hip. It had to come out soon, but inflicting more pain on his son was unthinkable. He knew what type of barb was lodged in Finnikin’s body; he had seen them scattered on the deck of the cog. Broad iron arrowheads meant for hunting animals. Difficult to extract.

The air rang with strange voices from both sides of the river. Bloodcurdling wails. Some seemed like taunts. As if the Yuts were playing cat and mouse with them. Not even in his ten years of captivity had Trevanion felt so trapped. He despised his own helplessness in not being able to move his party to safety and away from this muddy, insect-infested circle of swamp.

The thief looked away from Finnikin’s shuddering body, his hands covering his ears to block out the taunts around them. “Don’t you know magic?” he asked Evanjalin accusingly.

But Trevanion knew that their only hope was to wait.

“Do you think they’ve given up?” Sir Topher asked.

The voices had stopped, but the silence that followed was more alarming than Trevanion could have imagined. He shook his head and pointed to a copse of trees in the distance. The scraps of metal the Yut natives wore around their wrists and ankles flashed and winked in the sunlight.

“They want us to know we are surrounded,” he said quietly, pointing to another group to the left and then another across the river.

“I can speak to them in Yut, Sir Topher,” Finnikin murmured feverishly. “Tell them . . . we come in peace . . . acknowledge their right to Yutlind Sud . . .”

Sir Topher hushed him. “You’ll tire yourself out, Finnikin.”

Trevanion watched his son’s labored breathing. Finnikin sat half-upright, supported by Sir Topher. Crouching had become too painful, so they now sat in the shallow water, at the mercy of mosquitoes and water rats that bit with vicious frequency.

“These people are not speaking common Yut,” Evanjalin said. She was staring at the arrow in Finnikin’s side. Her eyes met Trevanion’s, and he placed his hand against the stem.

“When they visited Lumatere in the past,” Finnikin gasped, refusing to surrender to the pain, “for an audience with the king . . . you said . . . you said he promised to recognize . . .”

“But these were not the people who visited us, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said. “These men are spirit warriors. They speak the old language of the first inhabitants.”

“They belong to one of the tribes that guard the entrance into the kingdom from the south,” Evanjalin acknowledged. Her face was chalk-white and strained. “They have done so since the time of the gods. Their customs and language are different, but they consider themselves kin to Yutlind Sud and mortal enemies of those in the north. They have lost many of their tribe to the merchant ships that enter the river and capture their people, selling them as slaves up north in Sorel.”

“What do . . . they want from us?” Finnikin croaked.

Trevanion stared at her, shaking his head in case she dared reveal the answer to the question. What they wanted was his boy, with hair the color of the sun as it set.

“Do you trust me?” she whispered.

Finnikin’s eyes rolled back. Trevanion had no idea whether it was from the pain of the arrow or the nausea from the filthy water he had swallowed. The girl placed her arms around Finnikin as her eyes issued a silent order to Trevanion.

“Talk to me,” Finnikin slurred. “Don’t let me sleep, Evanjalin.”

“Perhaps I should tell you a story. So you can record it in the Book of Lumatere when you recover from your theatrics.”

He chuckled, and Trevanion chose that moment to wrench the arrow out of his son’s body.

Finnikin bit so hard into Evanjalin’s flesh that he tasted her blood on his lips. And for a while the flames of fever chased him into dreams and memories. Where he saw the stake. Wood piled around its base. Set alight. And he was nine years old again, watching with horror the executions of the Forest Dwellers. Children of Sagrami. Around him people were sobbing. They had already taken his father, but he needed to be here for Beatriss. So that he, the son of her beloved, would be the last thing she saw. But Seranonna was there instead, her hands drenched with blood, flames crawling up her body as she cursed. And then he was in the tree. The one he had sat in with Balthazar and Lucian and made plans to trap the silver wolf. The tree of his childhood. That day, hidden in its branches, he pulled out his dagger. He aimed as his father had taught him.

And caught Seranonna in the heart.
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Trevanion watched the tremors wrack Finnikin’s body as he slept. It was dark now, but he still felt the presence of the Yuts. Voices rang through the night sky sporadically, and he could hear the girl muttering as if in prayer.

“Sir Topher,” he said quietly. “Take them.”

Sir Topher leaned forward. “Is he . . .” He could not bring himself to finish the question.

“Take them,” Trevanion repeated. “Continue on the east bank and head toward the grasslands. Hopefully, they will not follow, for you have nothing they want. You know where to find my men. Tell Perri that his captain has passed on the greatest honor a guard of Lumatere can be given.”

“Trevanion —”

“Tell him the girl will lead you to our king and our people.” Trevanion looked at Evanjalin but could not read her expression. “If my boy dies, I die protecting him.”

There was silence for a long moment.

“It’s not right,” Sir Topher said. “That it happens in this order. That a man should outlive his —” Sir Topher’s breath caught in his throat. “Don’t let them take him alive. Promise me that.”

“Why do the men of Lumatere always speak of dying for the kingdom and for each other?” Evanjalin asked, irritated.

In the dim light of the moon, Trevanion could see her face. Her body had taken a battering on the boat, and she looked weak from fatigue. Yet there was still a glint in her eyes. She tried to rise, but he pulled her back down. “Where are you going?”

“I cannot promise that I will make sense to them, but I know enough of their language to get by.”

“You have nothing to offer them,” he said. “They will kill you the moment you step out in the open.”

She shrugged free of him. “Never underestimate the value of knowing another’s language. It can be far more powerful than swords and arrows, Captain. I’ve listened to them long enough to understand a little. Among them is their leader and his son. One has been on this side of the river, one on the other. And do you know what the father has promised the son? The honor of lighting the pyre to sacrifice Finnikin.”

“There is nothing you can do,” Sir Topher said. “You will only put your life in danger.”

She looked at him sadly. “Sir Topher, do you honestly believe we are not all marked for death anyway? We entered their land illegally on a cog that has taken away their people in the past. But I may know how to convince them to trust us.”

“How?”

“When the slave traders steal the young in Yutlind Sud, they sell them to the mines of Sorel.” Her eyes met Trevanion’s. “I knew a slave girl there who told me stories of her people.”

Trevanion held her stare. He had heard about what happened to the children forced to work in the mines, tales so gut-wrenching that even the most hardened prisoners would shudder at hearing them. If Evanjalin had been in the mines, it would explain why she knew the terrain of Sorel so well, although he suspected that she was not telling them the full truth.

“When I heard their voices over our heads, it was clear to me, Captain. The chieftain is a father. There was such love and pride in his voice when he called out to his son.”

“I didn’t hear that love in the voices taunting us, Evanjalin,” Trevanion said harshly.

“Because you don’t understand the nuances of their language. We hear the grunts and the guttural sounds, and we believe them to be something worse than hate,” she said.

Finnikin stirred beside them. Trevanion watched as his son reached out and gripped the girl’s hand, trying to stop her from leaving. The girl gently untangled her hand and crawled away, but Finnikin grabbed the cloth of her shirt, pulling her back against him.

“Take me with you,” Finnikin whispered, his breathing shallow. “We can do this together.”

“Your wound is infected. You should rest rather than fight it.” She turned to Trevanion. “What a stubborn nature the mixing of blood from our rock and our river produces, Captain.” It was almost an accusation.

She managed to pull free of Finnikin, but this time Trevanion gripped her. “You risk his life by holding me back, Captain!” She said. “I know how to rid him of the poisons in his blood, but only if you let me convince them to allow us to remove him from this swamp.” She looked to Sir Topher, her eyes pleading. “You are the king’s First Man, Sir Topher. Order your captain to let me go.”

Sir Topher looked torn. He knew that sending her out to the clearing meant she could be dead from hundreds of arrows before she spoke her first word.

“Let her go, Trevanion,” he said at last.

His words were met with silence.

“Promise them that Lumatere will acknowledge the south’s rightful claim to the throne of Yutlind Sud, but not of Yutlind Nord,” Sir Topher said quietly. “It may help. Our king made no secret of the fact that he believed the claim on Yutlind Sud was illegal, and in time he would have made this view public. It may not be enough to keep them from attacking, but it’s something.”

Trevanion stood and pulled Evanjalin to her feet, holding her close to his side. “You don’t step away me from me,” he ordered. “Is that clear?”

“Captain, you don’t understand. I know their language —”

Trevanion cut her off.

“All I need to understand is the unwritten law of warriors,” he said firmly. “And women and children are never sent to do our work without our protection.” He pointed to the trees, emphatically. “That’s the language I share with them.”

As Evanjalin and Trevanion walked into the clearing, Finnikin heard her shout out a word, loud and clear. In their filthy hiding place, he tried to sit up, watching her flinch as if she expected an arrow to come flying toward her at any moment. His father’s eyes were like a hawk’s as they searched the trees around them.

After a brief pause she stood facing east. Each time Trevanion tried to protect her body, she stepped around him, and when finally he gave up and stood by her side, she began to speak.

Sometimes her lone voice in the jungle suggested she was retelling a story, a history that seemed to have no end. Other times there was vehemence in her tone, husky in its broken delivery of an epistle to those who had guarded the entrance of this land for so long. But she continued speaking through the night until Finnikin heard her voice slur from fatigue and watched her body slump against Trevanion’s.

Evanjalin was hardly recognizable in the morning light. Mud caked her shirt, and her face was swollen from the mosquitoes that had feasted on her during the long hours squatting in the river. She had scratched some of the bites to their bloody core, and even her scalp looked raw from the ordeal. Then Finnikin saw her body stiffen, her eyes on the figures that began to appear through the trees. They were like ghosts: their eyes pale and their faces and torsos so white that at first he thought they were painted. They came from every direction of the jungle. Too many to count.

The chieftain stared at Evanjalin, his face expressionless. The two men who stood before her were indeed father and son, yet unlike Finnikin and Trevanion, they were almost replicas of each other. When the chieftain gripped Evanjalin’s arm, Trevanion made a move forward but she gently held him back. And then the chieftain spoke, the words blunt and almost hostile, but Finnikin knew enough about the rhythms of language to understand that she was not in danger.

The chieftain barked out an instruction, and Finnikin watched as two of the warriors walked toward their hiding place in the reeds. They pushed past Froi and Sir Topher and grabbed Finnikin’s face. While one of the warriors forced open his mouth, the other brought a flask to his lips. He drank the water in great gulps, almost choking with relief, his head rolling back. And then the warriors picked him up and carried him away.

“Evanjalin?” he heard Sir Topher ask in alarm.

Suddenly Finnikin was in his father’s arms. Trevanion placed him gently on the ground. Evanjalin’s face appeared above him, and then the chieftain’s.

“They mean you no harm,” she said quietly.

One of the warriors handed her the flask of water. The chieftain continued to watch them all, though his gaze kept returning to Trevanion and Finnikin.

“The slave girl told me the southern Yuts have always been criticized by the northerners for their weakness,” Evanjalin said. “You see, the northerners would kidnap the warriors’ sons and keep them as hostages, and instead of defending the kingdom and fighting for the crown, the southerners always went searching for their sons. Some see it as a weakness to give up the security of your kingdom and throne for the sake of your child. I told them the story of the captain of the King’s Guard who confessed to treason and was imprisoned in the mines of Sorel to save his son, who ten years later freed him.”

“You said a word over and over again. ‘Majorontai’.” Finnikin gasped as she cooled his brow with some of the water.

“The slave girl,” she responded quietly.

“She belonged to them?” Trevanion said.

“No. Perhaps another tribe,” Evanjalin replied. “But she was from these parts and was stolen by the merchant ships and taken to Sorel by the traders.”

The chieftain spoke, and Evanjalin nodded. “They want us to follow them and get some rest,” she said.

“Can we trust him?” Trevanion asked.

“If they wanted to kill us, they would have done so by now.”

“What did you tell them, Evanjalin?” Finnikin asked.

“I told them the truth,” she said quietly, turning to Sir Topher. “Make sure we honor Lumatere’s recognition of autonomy in the south, sir.”

“But who’s in charge in the south?” Sir Topher asked.

“I have a feeling we will find out soon,” she said.

Finnikin fought hard to keep his eyes open. The face of a young spirit warrior appeared above him, beside Evanjalin. The warrior spoke and handed her another flask, and she nodded before turning her eyes away from Finnikin’s.

“Hold him down. Don’t let him go,” he heard her say quietly.

He couldn’t keep count of how many hands held him down as Evanjalin poured a thick substance into his mouth. It gurgled as his body thrashed and convulsed, wanting to reject it. Then one of the warriors reached over and pressed his fingers hard into the wound at his side until finally he slipped into unconsciousness.

When he woke, it was dark. Finnikin knew he was no longer lying in the clearing. He could hear the sounds of the nocturnal world combined with the spirits of the past as they screeched and moaned and possessed the night. They were not the familiar noises of the woods of the north. This was old country. Finnikin felt the icy breath of its ancestors on his face.

“Evanjalin,” he whispered, his lips dry. He heard a rustle, and then she held a flask of water to his mouth.

“Are you in pain?” she asked.

“More nauseous than anything,” he murmured. “How long have I slept?”

“All day and half of this night. Sir Topher and Froi are sleeping.”

“My father?”

“Pacing.”

“And the spirit warriors?”

“Watching you. This is their settlement. Their women and children are upriver.”

Finnikin raised himself and saw the faint glow of hundreds of pale bodies surrounding them.

“They guard you until your body has rid itself of the evil spirits you consumed in the river.”

“So the evil didn’t come from the arrow in my side?” he asked dryly.

“Your wound is superficial. The infection, however, would have killed you within a day.”

She wiped his brow, and he found himself fighting the urge to slip back into sleep. “Tell me about the slave girl,” he said drowsily.

Evanjalin was silent, and for a moment he thought she was not going to repond.

“When I was ten,” she said finally, “I was separated from my people and spent more than a year shackled to her under the floorboards of a house. We were the slaves of a rich merchant who bought and sold people as if they were grain or trinkets. By day we worked in the mines, and at night we were returned to him. But she kept me safe. ‘Little sister of the light earth,’ she called me. It was as if goddess had sent her to protect me. At night she taught me her language and I taught her mine. Her skin was strangely pale, like these people, and so were her eyes. It’s why they are fascinated by the red-gold of your hair, Finnikin.

“She told me about many of the Yut traditions. That when one died away from Yutlind Sud, the person’s name was to be taken back to the kingdom by the last person to hear the deceased’s voice. To be shouted out for the ghosts to capture in their mouths and blow back into the land. Their spirit would never truly rest until that happened. We knew we would never see our homes again, so the Yut girl decided that if we could not plan for life, we would plan for death.”

In the silence he heard her breath catch.

“One day Majorontai placed a flower in my hand. It was so rare to see something of beauty in that place that it brought a tear to my eye. But it was a highly poisonous plant, procured by one of the household guards in exchange for things she would not discuss with me. ‘Tonight we see our kingdoms, little sister,’ she said. ‘Promise me you will put it to use this night, for I cannot leave you behind in such a place. Promise.’ And so I did.”

“And last night you returned her name to her kingdom for the ghosts to capture?” he asked.

She nodded, and they fell silent for a while.

“I’m relieved that you didn’t honor your promise to take the poison,” he said quietly, “but did you ever feel guilty?”

“I have no guilt to reckon with,” she said, and he could hear the steel in her voice. “I honored my promise. Oh, I made sure the poison was taken, Finnikin. By someone who deserved it.”
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When Trevanion shook Finnikin awake, it was morning and the spirit warriors were gone, all except one.

“When did they go?” he croaked, holding a hand to his eyes to block out the blinding sunlight.

“Two days ago.”

“Two days? I slept for two days?”

“And you look no better for it,” Trevanion said. “But we need to move on.”

Finnikin stumbled to his feet, but the quick movement caused a shooting pain through his side and then Evanjalin was there holding out a hand to him. Although he felt weak, he ignored the gesture, watching as her hand dropped to her side.

“It’s best you eat something, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said, filling Froi’s pack with berries and salted fish.

Finnikin caught the spirit warrior staring at him. “Are we his prisoners?” he said.

“You’ll have to ask Evanjalin.”

But he could not look at her. In the harsh light of day he had seen the strain on her face and the way exhaustion had bruised her eyes. All from risking her life for him.

“The spirit warrior stays with us as far as the first sentinel beyond the grasslands,” she said quietly. “As our guide.” She walked over to where Froi was lazing against a tree, eating berries from one of the packs at his feet.

Trevanion handed Finnikin a bowl of cold stew, and he wolfed it down hungrily, watching as his father gathered up his pack. “We are three days’ walk from the first rock village. The guide will take us through the grasslands rather than up the river. Too many rebel tribes to contend with otherwise.”

Three days’ walk from Trevanion’s men. Finnikin wondered how he would feel if he were only days away from seeing Balthazar or Lucian. Most times he couldn’t remember what his friends looked like, but he heard their voices now more than ever. Snatches of their conversations haunted his sleep.

He tried to take his pack from his father, who refused to hand it over. “I can carry it,” Finnikin argued.

Trevanion sighed. “She was right about the stubbornness of one whose blood is a mix from the River and the Rock.”

Finnikin glanced over to where Evanjalin was reprimanding Froi by the tree. “No Mont has the right to accuse anyone of bullheadedness.”

They made their way out of the jungle, sweat causing their clothes to cling to their bodies in the humidity. Finnikin could hear the rasping breath of Sir Topher behind him. Tiny insects mingled with the perspiration pouring down Finnikin’s face as he tried to keep up with their guide, a young man covered in decorations made from human teeth. The spirit warrior had promised them they would reach the Yut leader’s rock village by the next afternoon.

“The leader of Yutlind Sud, you say?” Sir Topher asked, stopping to catch his breath.

“I believe we are being taken to the southern king’s troglodyte fort,” Evanjalin explained, tipping water from her flask into her hands and patting Sir Topher’s face. She had not spoken to Finnikin since his rejection that morning. Each time he looked at her, he could only see her standing in the clearing at the mercy of the spirit warriors. Begging for his life.

“He says there are only four rock villages in Yutlind Sud. All are fighting posts. The captain’s men could be working for the south’s cause,” she continued.

“Excellent idea to involve ourselves in a ten-thousand-year-old war that makes no sense even to those fighting it,” Trevanion muttered.

Their exit from the thick vegetation provided little relief. Beyond the jungle the vast expanse of grassland, which would take them to the center of Yutlind Sud, was empty of any trees or shade. Finnikin remembered little of the journey except for the blinding heat and the fever that came and went and came again, until he feared that whatever infection had crawled inside him would never leave.

Late in the afternoon they stopped at a village of nomads. Finnikin couldn’t help but think how different this tent city was from those built by the Lumateran exiles. Perfectly rounded canvases dyed the colors of the rainbow were scattered across the grassland. Women sat sewing pieces of horsehide together and cast shy glances at their visitors.

Trevanion walked toward the men of the village, who circled the settlement on horseback. Their horses were fine specimens, powerful and beautiful. Trevanion’s admiration was clear, and after a moment, one of the patriarchs issued an order to a younger man, who dismounted and handed Trevanion the reins. The patriarch hit the flanks of his horse, and it took off at great speed, with Trevanion’s mount close behind.

In the evening, they were fed yak milk and maize cake. As they ate, a young girl with a bronzed face and eyes the color of honey cooed at the sunburn appearing on Finnikin’s skin. She touched his hair, running it between her fingers, speaking to him in the guttural language of the southern Yuts.

“What is she saying?” he asked Evanjalin.

“That real men don’t have hair your color,” she said, walking toward Froi. She snatched a cake out of the thief’s hand and gave it back to Sir Topher.

When Trevanion returned, he helped Finnikin to his feet. “They have allowed us the use of one tent, Finn. It’s no use traveling farther if you are still weak and in pain.”

Finnikin did not argue. It was a relief to lie on a woven mat out of the glare of the sun. The tent was tiny, and when Sir Topher and his father entered, they were forced to crouch down beside him.

“Try to get some sleep,” Trevanion said, checking the cloth around Finnikin’s wound. “We’ll see what we can do for the pain. It’s the fever that weakens you.”

“Evanjalin will know what to do,” Finnikin said in a low voice.

“She is resting, but was kind enough to make up this paste for your aches and pains,” Sir Topher said cheerfully, crouching beside him. “Can you sit up?”

Finnikin found it impossible to rest, with the steady flow of visitors to his tent. If it wasn’t his father or Sir Topher, it was their guide, the spirit warrior, who insisted on speaking to Finnikin in a language he could not understand. Everyone but Evanjalin. The Yut girl came to administer oil to his sunburned skin. Her fingers were gentle and her smile warm.

When Froi entered, Finnikin knew that the thief had only volunteered to bring him food so he could enjoy a reprieve from the sun. “Make yourself useful and bring Evanjalin to me,” Finnikin said firmly.

“Not moving,” Froi muttered.

“Who’s in charge here?” Finnikin asked. “Me or you?”

There was a sneer on the thief’s face as he made himself comfortable. “I fink she is.”

Finnikin dozed and awoke to see Evanjalin kneeling beside him, unwrapping the gauze from around his wound. There was an unbearable stench from the secretion, but she worked quietly. He could feel the warmth of her hand as she pressed the balm into his side, and although it stung, it was the type of pain he felt he could endure for as long as he had to.

But still there was not a word from her.

She spread the oil on his burned skin, but this time did so roughly, unlike the gentle Yut girl. Finnikin tried not to flinch, but inwardly he cursed her. When she went to stand, he gripped her wrist and pulled her back to him.

Her eyes met his for the first time since she had entered the tent, and he saw her fury. “Let go of my arm!”

“Why are you angry?” he asked. “It is not my fault that I’m wounded.”

“I’m angry because you are stupid.”

“Stupid?”

“Do you not understand the word?” she asked, and then repeated it in Sendecanese, Sarnak, Charyn, Osterian, Belegonian, Yut, and Sorelian, with a few dialects thrown in.

Now he was furious. “Be careful who you call stupid. I wasn’t the one who stood out in that clearing and put my life at risk! And by the way, you speak Sendecanese like an amateur. Everyone knows that the c is pronounced with a th sound.”

“Stupid,” she seethed slowly in Sendecanese, “is when you climb the mast of a worthless cog when your father has told you to swim to the bank.” She pulled her arm away. “It’s not heroics we need, Finnikin. It’s courage.”

“Stay,” he insisted.

“Perhaps the Yut girl can keep you company,” she said coldly. “Sir Topher is eager for me to play the game of kings with him tonight, and I do not want to keep him waiting.”

“Sir Topher has always conceded that when it comes to the game of kings, there is no one better than me,” Finnikin boasted.

She stood, her expression haughty. “I suggest you ask him if he feels the same way tomorrow.”

The next day, they continued their travels across the grasslands toward the first of the rock villages. Once or twice Evanjalin checked Finnikin’s wound, and despite her aloofness, he found himself telling her stories of his own rock village. Although she said nothing, she stayed by his side, and a few times he caught her smiling. The Rock people were the most eccentric of Lumatere, and their close proximity to each other meant there were no secrets among them, although inside their homes, they hissed and muttered about their neighbors. When he relayed the story of his great-aunt Celestina’s feud with the pig man over a recipe for pork pie, Evanjalin laughed openly. She, however, told no stories.

“Have you forgotten your childhood in Lumatere?” Finnikin asked quietly when the guide signaled they were close to the fort.

“No,” she said. “I remember every single moment and will until the day I die.”

They entered the village early that evening. The fort had been built high on a rock face in an attempt to protect it from northern invasion. It was linked to four other villages that stretched for twenty miles along the Skuldenore River.

From the foot of the rock, between two village huts, a stone stairway ascended to the fort. They climbed until they reached a retractable bridge that led to the entrance, a large iron gate. As they walked single file along the bridge, Finnikin took in the lookout post above them, where two men stood, their bows trained on the group. Directly in front of him, he could see arrows protruding from rectangular slits in the gate. If they had been the enemy, he knew they would have been shot down before the first arrow was pulled from their quivers.

Their guide spoke, and the iron gate opened. They walked through the entrance and were led up more stairs of stone. Flies, thick and large, buzzed around their heads.

When they were face-to-face with the true king of Yutlind Sud and his son, Jehr, Finnikin was surprised by how ordinary they looked. There was always such worthless pomp and ceremony in the royal courts of other foreign kingdoms. The Belegonians and Osterians were the worst for pageantry. The boy smiled at him, his teeth startlingly white. Finnikin felt a sudden kinship and returned the smile. Jehr beckoned him to follow and Finnikin held out his hand to Evanjalin.

From the lookout post, Finnikin could see a cave at the far end of the rock face on the other side of the valley. Jehr began to speak.

“From that cave a watchman with a horn can hear the other watchman stationed in a lookout farther downstream,” Evanjalin translated. “It’s how they warn each other of danger.”

Jehr pointed to Finnikin’s bow and arrow and then pointed to his own. He grunted something, and Finnikin looked at Evanjalin for an explanation.

“He wants to compete.”

Jehr muttered something else to her, and she rolled her eyes. “Who can cast ten arrows first,” she said. “Remember your wound, Finnikin.”

Finnikin nodded at Jehr, and despite his injury, they spent the rest of the evening competing, almost equal in their speed and skill. It came to an end when their fathers arrived and the king bellowed and knocked their heads together for wasting ammunition.

Finnikin and Jehr continued their rivalry by comparing the scars on their bodies.

“Turn the other way,” Finnikin said to Evanjalin, showing Jehr and Froi the scar on his thigh from his pledge with Balthazar and Lucian.

Evanjalin spent the rest of the evening refusing to translate.

Talk of rebels farther down the river forced them to stay in the rock village for a few nights. Throughout the day, Finnikin watched his father pace like a caged animal, prowling around the parameters of the village as if he were unable to get enough air. Finnikin spent his time with Jehr, Froi, and Evanjalin, perched on a flat wedge of rock jutting out over the river. Jehr taught Froi how to shoot an arrow, and among them all they chose a mark to see who could hit it first.

“I’ll be king one day,” Evanjalin translated for Jehr. “Of Yutlind Sud. I’ll live down in that castle and your king will come to visit.”

Jehr looked at Finnikin and said something to Evanjalin, but she shook her head.

“What did he want to know?” Finnikin asked.

“If you were the heir. He thinks you are and that we’re keeping it from them.”

The boy spoke again, and this time her face turned pink and she looked down and shook her head, again with no explanation.

“What did he say?” Finnikin asked.

“It is not important.”

Finnikin looked at Jehr, who was staring at her, watchful interest in his eyes.

“Did you tell him you belong to our king?” Finnikin snapped.

“I belong to no one!”

The anger simmered between them as Jehr glanced from one to the other.

“Ahh,” the boy said, nodding as if he had worked something out.

Evanjalin yelled a few words to the boy’s father, who was leaning over the parapet nearby. Jehr groaned and failed to duck as the king grabbed both his head and Finnikin’s and knocked them together. Jehr muttered something to Finnikin, and, whatever it was, Finnikin glared at Evanjalin and agreed wholeheartedly.

“Teach me their language,” he asked later as they lay in the dark cave alongside the others except Trevanion, who slept outside on the rock face. Finnikin could smell the mixture of cow dung and dirt that covered the ground near their heads.

She started with a few simple words and phrases, and he repeated them. Sometimes she laughed at his pronunciation and he made sure he did not make the same mistake again.

“How come you’re so smart?” he asked quietly.

“Because I had to be,” she said. Sir Topher began to snore in harmony with Froi. Finnikin feigned his own exaggerated snore, and she shook with laugher against him.

“Jehr has never been off this rock,” she said after a long moment of silence. “They won’t allow it. They need to keep him safe.”

“It’s not a way to live,” Finnikin murmured. “Should we be worried that our heir hasn’t seen enough of the world? That Balthazar’s locked up for protection somewhere?”

She stared at him gravely. “Have you ever wondered . . . if he’ll survive?”

“Balthazar? Being king?”

“No. Actually entering Lumatere.”

He was stunned. “Why would you say such a thing when you’ve always been so certain?”

“We do not know what will happen in the Valley of Tranquillity. There’s never been a promise that the heir will survive. Just that he is needed at the main gate to break the curse.”

Finnikin swallowed hard. He had just gotten used to the hope of Balthazar being alive. She had given him that hope.

“What are you thinking?” she asked quietly.

“I was envious of him as a child, you know.”

“Balthazar?”

“Every day he would go off with Sir Topher to learn the languages of the land and be instructed on the politics of the surrounding kingdoms. I used to spend afternoons having to play with the youngest princess. Balthazar learned the secrets of our royal courts, and I learned the names of each of Isaboe’s dolls.”

She searched his face carefully. “And here you are, having learned the languages of the land and been taught the politics of the surrounding kingdoms by Sir Topher.” She stared at him intently. “Is that what you fear?” she pressed. “That you’ve stolen his life?”

“You don’t understand,” he said. “I would make vows every night when I was a child. That if I were king, I’d change the plight of the Forest Dwellers. If I were king, I wouldn’t be so soft on our Charynite neighbors. And Sagrami heard my dark desires.”

“Sweet goddess,” she cursed. “You think you were responsible for what happened to Lumatere!”

“Go to sleep,” he snapped, turning away from her.

“If the heir does not survive what takes place at the main gate, the kingdom must be run by a civilian for the first time in the history of our kingdom,” she went on.

“Balthazar will survive,” he said flatly.

“All I’m saying, Finnikin, is prepare yourself for the inevitable. The king left the crown to his wife and children and their children’s children, but if they were to die, the king’s First Man would take the throne. Sir Topher is the king’s First Man and you are his apprentice. Jehr may be right. Has it ever occurred to you that one day you could be king?”

He swung back to face her. “Never say those words again,” he hissed. “Never!”

She covered his mouth with her hand, but he pushed her away. “Quiet!” she said. “Is that why you’ve been reluctant to return?”

“Sleep,” he repeated. “And pray that the son of our king will lead us to salvation.”

That night, he dreamed of Balthazar and Lucian and the silver wolf. The Forest of Lumatere turned into the Field of Celebration as the people danced alongside the king and queen and the priest-king sang the Song of Lumatere. But the words were wrong and Finnikin tried to tell everyone around him, yet no one would listen. Except for Seranonna, who beckoned him with a finger. And Finnikin was back in the Forest of Lumatere, where the matriarch stood gripping Isaboe’s face with one hand and Finnikin’s with another, her ice-cold breath on his cheeks as she forced him to look at the giggling princess.

Her blood will be shed for you to be king.

Finnikin woke, perspiration drenching his face. He saw the dark shape of his father keeping watch on the rock face and went to join him. For the rest of the night, they sat mostly in silence.

“Do you think they’re out there?” Finnikin asked as the sun began to rise.

“They have to be, Finn. This isn’t just about what I want anymore. This is about Lumatere, and I can’t make things right without my Guard.”

In the half-light Finnikin saw the anguish on his father’s face.

“I owe it to our people, Finn. The five days of the unspeakable happened under my watch as captain of the Guard. I owe it to our people.”

For the next few days, they traveled along the river, searching the rock villages for any trace of Trevanion’s men. Each attempt ended in failure. Finnikin knew they would soon reach the border of Yutlind Nord, where their search would become futile. Trevanion’s informant, a Sorelian thief imprisoned for a time in the mines of Sorel, had claimed that the Lumateran Guard was in hiding in Yutlind Sud. They had taken refuge there after an incident in Osteria five years ago that cost the lives of three of their men. An ambush, the thief had said.

“Perhaps the Sorelian thief lied?” Sir Topher said as they left the last of the rock villages.

“What would be his motive?” Trevanion asked. “Perri pays him to commit a minor crime and get himself arrested so he can pass on to me the location of the Guard. He collects the other half of his money when he is released. Where is the profit in lying?”

“There’s not much left between here and the border,” Evanjalin said. The landscape was beginning to look like the forested region of the north, and Finnikin felt Trevanion’s frustration and despair.

“Perhaps they were forced to move on and had no means of getting the information to you,” Sir Topher suggested.

Trevanion nodded. Ahead was a sign for the border town of Stophe, and one for the town of Pietrodore, which was perched high above them. They knew little about either. Pietrodore was a neutral town, visited by few travelers. The border town would be their best option for a meal and lodgings. Finnikin had been so sure they would find Trevanion’s men and make plans to travel to the Valley outside the main gate of Lumatere. Now all they seemed to be doing was walking aimlessly north. Eleven days in Yutlind, he thought bitterly, and all they had to show for it was an arrow wound in his side and an ache in Trevanion’s heart.

They continued soberly along the forest road. Evanjalin lagged behind, her brow creased in concentration. Sir Topher and Trevanion were silent.

“Captain Trevanion!” Evanjalin called out. “Captain! Stop!”

The four of them turned to see Evanjalin pointing up, a smile lighting her face.

“Pietrodore?” Finnikin asked.

“Did you have a dream that told you to take us there?” Sir Topher said.

She shook her head in amusement. “How could I have possibly had a dream while I’ve been awake and walking, Sir Topher?”

“Magic?” Froi asked, frowning.

This time she was annoyed. “I don’t know any magic. I’ve told you that!”

“It is a long way up, girl,” Trevanion said with a sigh. “Too long to waste on chance. They are not here.”

Finnikin met her eyes, wanting desperately to make sense of her request. Why Pietrodore? But in a moment the realization hit, and he smiled in wonder.

“It’s not chance, Trevanion,” he said, kicking the golden carpet of leaves at his feet. He ran back toward her, sliding part of the way until he could grab her by the waist and swing her around. “You are a goddess, Evanjalin of the Monts.”

Evanjalin was grinning from ear to ear as she tried to break free. She faced the others, who stood watching, confused. “Pietrodore. It’s the common Yut word for ‘rock village.’”
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The track leading up to the town of Pietrodore was bordered by dense forest on one side and a perilous drop plunging all the way to the road below on the other. The stones underfoot became more hazardous the higher they climbed. It was clear Pietrodore was a town that did not want to be reached with ease, and despite their earlier excitement Finnikin could not shake the possibility of failure. He tried to shut out Froi’s endless whining about being hungry and the heavy breathing that signaled Sir Topher’s fatigue. Instead he found himself drawn to Trevanion’s hope; it was as if his father was willing his men to be at this last post before the border. Despite his love for Finnikin and Beatriss, Trevanion was never complete without his Guard, and Finnikin knew his father would not be fully at ease until he was among them again.

Like many places they had seen in Yutlind, the town was heavily guarded. Yet Pietrodore was aligned to neither the north nor the south and was hostile to foreigners and Yuts alike. It had been free of war for decades, due to its location and lack of strategic worth. Finnikin could hear the soldiers at the gate speaking common Yut, and he welcomed the sound of the language with relief. After his helplessness with the spirit warriors and those in the rock village, it returned to him a small measure of pride.

But the two soldiers standing guard refused to let them enter. Their hostility was palpable and their decision final. Finnikin stepped forward to try reasoning with them, but their hands went instantly to their swords. He dared not ask about the Lumateran Guard and realized with a sinking feeling that they had wasted their journey. Then he felt Evanjalin by his side.

“This is my love,” she told the stony-faced soldiers. “We are to be joined.”

There was no response.

“By our spiritual guide,” Evanjalin continued, gesturing to Sir Topher. “My betrothed’s younger brother and father are to be our witnesses.”

One of the soldiers looked over to Froi, Trevanion, and Sir Topher, who all nodded, despite having no idea what was being said.

“We have been persecuted for our union in all other regions of this kingdom.” Evanjalin turned to Finnikin and gently lifted his shirt, pointing out the red wound on his side. The soldiers stared at the wound, their expressions unchanged. She looked at Finnikin with such sadness that he almost believed her pitiful tale.

“We’ll find a way,” he said gently.

“We come to you for refuge,” she continued, turning back to the men. “For we have heard that no one in this town would call me the scum of the land.” She revealed her right shoulder. “Or brand me like an animal.”

Finnikin fought to hide his shock. The branding was indeed one found on cattle, numbers burnt into her skin. He saw Trevanion flinch and tears of rage well up in Sir Topher’s eyes. Oh, Evanjalin, what else have you kept from us?

“We have been told that no other town can equal Pietrodore in its purity and integrity,” Finnikin continued. “Any other is tainted by blood and sorrow, but for the love of this woman I would travel the land . . . nay, the earth, to find a place where she will never be marked again.”

Evanjalin knelt at the foot of the largest soldier, who shifted uncomfortably. Finnikin did not know the history of these people. Perhaps they had endured thousands of years of persecution for their position on a war-ravaged border. Perhaps these soldiers had inherited the grief of their ancestors. But kneeling at their feet was someone who had been branded as a slave, and no other kingdom had lost as many of their children to slavery as Yutlind. The burly man extended his hand to cover Evanjalin’s shoulder, and then helped her to her feet. With a flick of his head in the direction of the town, he allowed them to enter.

They passed through the gates solemnly. Finnikin stared at Evanjalin as she walked ahead of him between Sir Topher and Froi. When she stumbled, Trevanion’s hand reached out to steady her, gently cradling the back of her head in his palm for a moment before letting go.

The main street was wide enough for a horse and cart, and lined with stores full of boots and armor and with colorful guilds. Tiny lanes to the left and right led to cottages decorated with flowers. From every direction, Finnikin caught glimpses of the low stone wall that surrounded the town and of the sweeping views of Yutlind beyond.

At the end of the street, they reached the town square. Here, the sandstone walls of houses were covered with climbing rosebushes overflowing with color and fragrance. Finnikin watched as Evanjalin stopped and stared at the roses in awe. He had become used to the plainness of her dress and appearance. That she would marvel at the color around them surprised him, and he wondered about the girl she had once been. Would she have dreamed of placing flowers in her hair or scenting her skin with the delicate fragrance of honeysuckle?

They continued on to the town’s highest point, from where they could see the four rock villages of Yutlind Sud. Directly below was the river encircling the flatlands, and in the distance another rock village. The landscape was lush: ten different shades of green, some the color of rich moss, others the color of leaves in sunlight, all contrasting with the dark soil of the plowed earth.

“They are here,” Trevanion murmured. “I know it.”

“Because it is almost a replica of Lumatere?” Sir Topher asked.

“As close to it.” There was a hint of a smile on Trevanion’s face. “They were a sentimental lot, my Guard. I never pictured them in a tent city.”

“Maybe we should secure this town for our exiles,” Finnikin joked. “Add more color to the war in this kingdom.”

Trevanion took one more look at the little Lumatere in the distance below.

“Your plan?” Sir Topher asked.

“Finnikin and I will secure rooms for the night,” Trevanion said. “Evanjalin, go with Sir Topher to find food and provisions. Speak Yut, not Lumateran. Froi, stay here and keep out of trouble. We will return soon.”

“I pray to Lagrami for good news of your men, Trevanion,” Sir Topher said.

Finnikin followed his father into the inn. The few men who sat around drinking stared at them long and hard. From the kitchen, Finnikin could smell roasting meat, and his stomach responded hungrily.

“We are looking for friends of ours who have settled here,” Finnikin said in Yut, watching the innkeeper polish glasses behind the bar. “Foreigners.”

“Not here,” the man said without an upward glance.

Finnikin exchanged a look with Trevanion, who did not seem to need a translation.

“Then perhaps a place to rest,” Finnikin continued. “We have traveled far.”

One of the cardplayers from the back tables made his way to the bar, standing so close to Finnikin that he received a glowering stare from Trevanion.

“We are full,” the innkeeper said.

“Full, you say?” Finnikin looked around the mostly empty room and then back at the innkeeper. “We are not a threat to you,” he said quietly.

The innkeeper leaned over the counter, his face a hair’s breadth from Finnikin’s. There was something unpleasant in his smile, and as he spoke, he poked Finnikin for effect. “And we are still full.”

In an instant, Trevanion had the man by the collar and slammed his face against the counter between them. His murderous stare remained until Finnikin placed a hand on his arm to restrain him. The cardplayer who had joined them inched away as Trevanion shoved the innkeeper back behind the bar.

Outside, Evanjalin and Sir Topher were waiting for them in the waning afternoon sun. There was anticipation on Evanjalin’s face and disappointment on Sir Topher’s.

“The shutters came down the moment we approached,” Sir Topher complained. “Any success on your part?”

Trevanion didn’t speak as they walked toward the edge of the square.

“No,” Finnikin muttered, exchanging a glance with Evanjalin. “I think I need to do this with my betrothed and not my father,” he mumbled to her in Yut.

Trevanion sent him a furious look. “We speak Lumateran among ourselves!” he said. “What you have to say to Evanjalin, you say to all of us.”

“Most unfair, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said.

Finnikin shook his head in frustration. “Sometimes it’s easier for me to stick to one language,” he lied.

Froi was on his feet the moment they approached, searching to see what they had brought. “Where food?” he demanded.

“It’s lovely to know that you are picking up the language, Froi,” Evanjalin sniped. “But I do not recall the authority to command being part of your bond.”

“Hungry,” Froi muttered.

“And we’re not?” Finnikin snapped back.

“He’s a boy,” Sir Topher admonished, “who needs to eat. You were the same at his age, Finnikin.”

“No, I was not.”

Sir Topher snorted with disbelief.

“All of you stay here,” Finnikin ordered. “I will get us food.” He pointed a finger at his father. “No fighting with the locals!”

Trevanion was scowling. “Take my sword and the girl.”

As they walked away he heard Sir Topher say, “There were times I thought he’d eat me in my sleep, I tell you.”

Finnikin strode ahead of Evanjalin until she placed a hand on his arm. She pointed down one of the wider alleys to a courtyard where an outdoor spring was built into the town wall. “Let’s at least fill up our water flasks,” she said.

As they walked toward the courtyard, the cooking aromas from nearby cottages caused Finnikin’s stomach to rumble loudly again, and he clutched at it.

“I think that was actually my stomach,” Evanjalin said with a laugh. “Tonight they dine on roast pork. I would give my right arm for roast pork.”

But Finnikin did not want to think of Evanjalin’s right arm, branding her a slave. “Then tonight you will eat roast pork,” he announced.

The courtyard was a smaller version of the main square, with houses facing the west. It stood empty, and Finnikin suspected that the town had a curfew, which meant they had little time to organize food and lodgings. He filled up both their flasks and then splashed cold water on his face.

“Of course, we’ll have to steal it,” he said, still thinking about their dinner.

“You’re asking me to commit a crime?” she said in mock horror.

He laughed. “Not a good way to start our married life, but roast pork is my gift to you.”

“And what would you like in return?”

“A goose would be nice,” he said. “But then again, I don’t care if it’s pottage. Even stale bread would work for me. Anything to shut Froi up.” He was about to put his head under the spring to wash away the grime, when the cold touch of a sword on his neck stopped him from moving. Evanjalin stiffened beside him.

“Turn around,” the assailant said. The sound was more like a rumble than a voice.

He saw Evanjalin’s sideways glance, but before he could speak, the assailant pushed her away and she fell.

“Let this fight be between us!” Finnikin said, swinging around.

Mercy. He was facing a giant of a man. Massive in height and bulky in width, the giant had dark hair and a beard that were cropped close to his skin. He clutched two swords. His fists were thick, double the size even of Trevanion’s, and he defended Finnikin’s first blow with great skill.

Evanjalin was back on her feet, hurling her water flask at the giant, but it made little impact against him as his sword clashed with Finnikin’s.

“I’m playing with him,” the giant said, his tone unkind. “Do that again, little girl, and I’ll kill him.”

“Push her, threaten her, or even look at her again, and I’ll kill you!” Finnikin said, sending the man into momentary retreat.

“I’ll make this easier for you.” The giant dropped the sword he was holding in his left hand and held up his right hand, indicating who was in charge.

Finnikin caught his first clear look at the man and fought to suppress a grin. “Go get my father, Evanjalin,” he said, blowing hair out of his face. He heard her retreating footsteps as she broke into a run.

“She’s going to get your father,” the giant scorned. “Should I be scared?”

“Probably. Lumateran, aren’t you?” Finnikin asked in Yut, trying to sound as if he had the breath to fight and talk.

A dark look crossed the man’s face. “You ask too many questions, skinny boy.”

“Skinny boy? That’s the best you can do?”

The giant’s eyes narrowed, and his fighting pace quickened until Finnikin’s arm began to ache and his legs buckled.

“You look like you’re from the River,” Finnikin taunted. “Second to those of the Lumateran Rock, I hear.”

The giant clenched his teeth, and Finnikin wanted to laugh at how easily he was provoked.

Moss of the River.

The Guard had always mocked him because of his name. He was the biggest scoundrel among the king’s men, but Balthazar and Isaboe had adored him and he in turn loved the royal children as if they were his own. His anguish at the discovery of Isaboe’s blood-soaked hair and clothing in the Forest that morning had been so great that Trevanion had to hold him down to prevent him from pounding his own body with stones.

“You talk too much,” Moss snapped. “And from what I know about Lumatere, the River men come first.”

“Do they?” With a grunt, Finnikin shoved him back and then threw his own weapon to the side.

Moss of the River stared at him in confusion, the sword still clasped in his hands.

Finnikin held up one finger at a time. “Rock. River. Monts. Flatlands. Forest. In order of strength,” he goaded.

“You have a death wish, my friend. My father would say that anyone fool enough to think they can better a Lumateran River man does not deserve to live.”

“And my father would say that very few men look good with a broken nose.”

With that, Finnikin twisted around and sent a flying kick to Moss’s face. The big man stumbled back in shock, and then a glint of some kind of satisfaction appeared in his eyes. Throwing his sword to the side, he lunged toward Finnikin.

“Hand to hand,” he said, nodding with approval. “Try not to scream like a girl.”

Trevanion sprinted into the courtyard, trailed by Sir Topher, Evanjalin, and Froi. They were just in time to see Finnikin trapped in a headlock by a man who was twice his size.

“What are they doing?” Sir Topher asked in alarm.

“They’re proving their manhood,” Evanjalin said in a bored voice. “One of yours, I presume, Captain Trevanion?”

Evanjalin and Sir Topher turned to look at him, and Trevanion could not hold back his joy. He felt his lips twitch into a smile. “Yes,” he said. “Both mine.”

Finnikin came flying through the air and landed at their feet with a groan.

“Moss has a weak left,” Trevanion managed to tell him before Finnikin was back on his feet.

“Sweet goddess, it’s Moss of the River,” Sir Topher said, hitting Trevanion on the shoulder with glee. “He’s a lot bigger than Finnikin,” he added. “He could hurt him.”

“He says he’s only playing with Finnikin,” Evanjalin advised them, as some of the villagers came out to their balconies to watch the fighting below.

Finnikin danced and ducked around the giant, throwing punches at any opportunity he could take. “My father says you have a weak left,” he said, his head aching from the constant movement.

Moss led with his left, and Finnikin ducked again and then leaped onto the big man’s back, yanking at his ears. “And my father would know.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Evanjalin approach. “Stand back, Evanjalin. You’ll get hurt!”

“How long is this going to take, Finnikin? Ask him if they have food. You promised me roast pork.”

Finnikin rolled his eyes as Moss swung from side to side, trying to dislodge him from his back. “Woman, I’m trying to fight here! Or has that escaped your attention?”

Moss reached over his shoulder, grabbed Finnikin by his jerkin, and swung him over his head. But then he stopped suddenly, sliding Finnikin back onto the ground, staring at him.

“Finnikin? Did she say Finnikin?”

Finnikin felt dizzy, the world spinning out of control.

“Finn?” Moss asked again, and then something else seemed to occur to him. “Did you tell her to go get your . . .” He swung around to where the others stood.

“Blessed day,” he murmured. “Oh, blessed day.” He stepped toward Trevanion, a look of wonder on his face, and then gave a huge roar of laughter. If Finnikin’s left ear hadn’t already been ringing from a blow, it would have been deafened by the volume. Moss grabbed Trevanion and lifted him from the ground, both of them laughing with a joy that had their balcony spectators clapping.

“The innkeeper said there were foreigners asking after us. We thought you might be Charynite spies.” Moss wiped tears from his eyes. “Never imagined this.” He looked at Sir Topher and caught him in a bear hug. “A day blessed by Lagrami, Sir Topher.”

Finnikin staggered to his feet beside them. Moss clapped him on the back with his huge hand before looking at Evanjalin. “Food you say, my beauty?”

Evanjalin’s face beamed at the compliment.

“Tonight we feast, my friends.”

The King’s Guard of Lumatere was lodged in an inn at the far end of town. It had been their home for the past five years. They spent their days training Pietrodore soldiers and working out battle tactics for a strike on the palace if they were ever able to enter Lumatere. Each year, Perri and Moss had returned to the the Valley of Tranquillity to see if there was any change.

“Too dark to describe,” Moss said quietly as he led the way up a flight of crumbling stone steps to the inn’s flat roof. “The mist of malevolence surrounds the whole kingdom, as well as the Forest of Lumatere.”

From the rooftop, Finnikin could see down into a large internal courtyard surrounded by high walls.

“It’s where we train the lads of Pietrodore,” Moss explained as he unlocked the rooftop door. They went down a set of narrow wooden steps until they reached a large rectangular hall, three floors down. Despite the dimness of the light, there was a great deal of activity in the room. It was full of the former King’s Guard, fierce men who looked much the same to Finnikin as they had in the days when they defended Lumatere. They wore their hair cropped short, and their body language spoke of readiness. Some played cards, while others sat with their heads bent together.

Moss grinned at Finnikin. “Gentlemen,” he called out, “and I hear there are some ladies present too, Aldron.”

The men laughed without looking up.

“Last lady I saw was your woman as I left her this morning, Moss,” the man Finnikin presumed was Aldron said from the back of the hall.

“We have guests.”

Several of the men stopped what they were doing and gave Moss their attention. They squinted in the half-light, and Finnikin realized that, like the town of Pietrodore, visitors rarely entered this domain.

“Courtesy of a foreign King’s Guard,” Moss continued.

This time, every man in the room came to his feet. They pulled their swords from their scabbards in unison.

“Moss, where is the humor in this?” one man asked, making his way toward them.

Finnikin recognized him instantly. Perri. Trevanion’s second-in-charge. The man who had placed him in Sir Topher’s care during the nightmare days after the unspeakable, the man who had given him Trevanion’s sword.

Perri stopped in front of them. He was lean and lacked the height of Moss and Trevanion, but there was no weakness in his body. As he had often done as a child, Finnikin trembled at the sight of men so powerful.

Finnikin saw the recognition flash in Perri’s eyes. He stood before his captain, their faces twitching with suppressed emotion. They clasped each other’s arms, their fists straining from the strength of their feelings. Curious, others in the room stepped forward and suddenly a roar of men’s voices shouted Trevanion’s name.

“Crying?” Froi scorned.

For a moment the room was silent. Finnikin watched the men turn and stare at Froi as if he were a gnat they could crush in a moment. Froi, at least, had the good sense to look frightened.

“Did he just mock us?” one of the younger guards asked.

Trevanion grabbed hold of another guard, clapping him on the shoulder. “You were half the size when I saw you last, Aldron.”

“I was fifteen, Captain,” Aldron protested. “And you swore you would never allow a guard so young. But you said I had the heart of a lion.”

“As does your little pup.” Moss grinned, looking at Finnikin.

Finnikin felt Perri’s dark stare. But the look was one of pride.

“Little Finch,” Perri murmured. Suddenly he grabbed Finnikin in a headlock as the others cheered. “And where is Sir Topher?” Perri asked, swinging around.

“Feeling like the shortest man in the kingdom,” Sir Topher said with a laugh, lost in the middle of the group. There were three cheers for the king’s First Man.

After the initial excitement, the Guard seemed overcome. Finnikin could see it in their expressions, as if they had no idea how to comprehend who had just walked into their hall. There were questions in their eyes. Trevanion sensed it and held up his hand for silence. He took in the face of every person in the room and then his gaze settled on Froi and Evanjalin, who looked overwhelmed by all the celebration. Gently, Trevanion drew them toward him and turned them to face his men, brushing the back of his hands across their faces.

“Gentlemen,” he said quietly, “I present to you the future of our kingdom. The lifeblood. We take back Lumatere. For them.”

The guards hoisted the two into the air, and Finnikin saw joy and fear on Evanjalin’s face.

But Froi looked around with wonder.

As if he had never seen the world from up so high before.
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There was little rest to be had in the week that followed. Trevanion wasted no time in preparing his men, yet there was a spirit and energy among the Guard that not even the most backbreaking training could crush. These were men of wisdom and experience, but no one could deny the need for youth and stamina, especially if the battle to reclaim Lumatere was a long one. In the courtyard of the inn, Trevanion and Perri barked out instructions, pushing the men to the limits of their endurance, and at times their tempers.

“Protect your wrist, Callum!”

“Your feet are your first line of defense, Finnikin!”

“If he had an ax, you’d be standing on stumps by now, Aldron!”

“Oi! Froi! Make yourself useful and get some bindings!”

Finnikin fought hard for their approval, something he had not needed to work for during the past ten years. Sir Topher’s admiration had always been quick, from his wonder at Finnikin’s ability to remember every detail of a conversation to praise for his pupil’s hunger for learning. But now Finnikin felt the need to convince the Guard that he was worthy to be part of them. He longed for their acceptance, not just because his father was captain but because they saw him as a warrior in his own right.

And so he trained long before the others arrived at dawn, his fingers bleeding from the constant use of his bow and arrow. During the day, he rarely stopped to eat or drink, his practice sword always ready for the next opponent, despite the pain in his joints. He worked hardest and longest with the glaive, knowing it was his weakness, ignoring his opponents as they winced each time the pole connected. He listened intently to every criticism and afterward worked twice as hard to make sure he did not repeat his mistakes.

By the end of the first week, his whole body ached and he wanted nothing more than to collapse onto his bedroll and sleep. Beside him, Froi picked up the practice swords, grumbling with every movement. “Make yourself useful, Froi!” he mimicked. “Fetch, Froi! Slave!”

Finnikin was beginning to regret the boy’s language lessons, which now included every curse under the sun, courtesy of the Guard. He looked up to where Evanjalin sat on the balcony, her legs folded under her, head on the rails.

“Use more than the weapon to fight,” Trevanion ordered. “Fight from the heart, lads.”

“Train your body to do the moving,” Perri shouted.

“Finnikin, too tight,” Moss said. “Hold the sword like you’d want a woman holding your —”

Finnikin heard one of the men clearing his throat as he indicated toward the balcony with his head.

“Sorry, Evanjalin,” Moss said meekly, waving up to her.

She spent most days watching, not permitted to participate. Despite the resourcefulness she had displayed over the last few months, Sir Topher had ordered that she keep out of harm’s way. At times Finnikin felt Sir Topher treated her as if she were some prized possession and not just Evanjalin who could take care of herself. He had noticed that whenever she watched from the balcony, the aggression of the men intensified and the competition became more fierce, especially among the younger guards. Finnikin had received great satisfaction that morning beating Aldron of the River in front of her, catching him across the ears with the buckler. When the fourth serious injury of the day occurred, Trevanion intervened.

“Froi, go make yourself useful and tell Evanjalin that Sir Topher would like her to join him for a walk. A very long one.”

But she was back again that evening after the rest of the Guard had left. Finnikin felt her eyes on him and caught her look of displeasure. Exasperated, he finally dropped the practice sword in his hand and leaped up to the trellis, climbing his way toward the balcony, where she sat under the light of the moon. When he reached the railing, the sight of her robbed him of breath; her golden skin glowed in the pale light.

With his feet balanced on the trellis, he propped both arms on the timber rail. “What?” he asked.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Beg all you like. Just tell me what the problem is.”

She stared at him and sighed. “What do you want me to say, Finnikin? You are as good as them. Perhaps in time you will be the best fighter in Lumatere. But you are not meant to be in the King’s Guard. You are meant to be in the king’s court.”

He shook his head. “You are wrong. When we were children, Balthazar always dreamed of the same future. He would be king and I would be captain of the Guard. Like our fathers before us.”

She looked at him sadly. She was only inches away from him, and he fought the urge to take her face in his hands.

“But that was a time when Balthazar thought he would live forever,” she said. “Before they slayed his parents and sisters. When he still believed silver wolves and unicorns existed in the Forest of Lumatere and there was no difference between him and a peasant. But there was. Just like there is a difference between a great warrior and a great king’s First Man. And your father is one, Finnikin, and you are the other.”

“You think I can’t be a great warrior?” he asked.

“Today this courtyard was filled with great warriors. What is one more? But it was not filled with great men who have the heart to rule a kingdom. Any man can kill, Finnikin. It is a stroke, an action with one’s hand. But not every man knows how to lead. For that you need what’s here,” she said, pointing to his head, “and what’s here.” She laid a hand on his chest. He heard a door open below them.

“Finnikin!” Trevanion strode into the courtyard. “Where are you? We’re off to the bathhouse. Are you with us?”

Finnikin’s gaze was locked on Evanjalin’s.

“Are you with them?” she asked softly.

“Always.”

“Then go.” She sniffed dramatically. “Leave me in my gilded cage.”

He grinned. “You are just put out because we’re treating you like a girl.”

“I am a girl. And if I am put out, it is because a bunch of men who don’t care for keeping clean are afforded the luxury of a bathhouse, and those who crave it are stuck with ten layers of grime on their face.”

He reached out his hand and traced the backs of his fingers across her face. “You lie. I can only feel eight.”

“Finnikin!” his father called again.

“Off you go, Little Finch,” she mocked. “To the bathhouse, where you can all sit around and compare the skills and attributes of the warrior class.”

Finnikin watched Aldron of the River strut around the bathhouse before making himself comfortable next to Trevanion. The young guard reminded Finnikin too much of Lucian. Unlike Finnikin’s pale, lean frame, Aldron had the coloring of the River people and had lost his leanness years before. Finnikin tried hard not to compare himself with any of the Guard in their nakedness.

“I hear we are to split up to travel to Lumatere, Captain Trevanion,” Aldron said.

Trevanion nodded. “We have exiles to collect from other kingdoms,” he explained. “I will speak of it tonight.”

“And, of course, Aldron will be the first to volunteer to escort our younger visitors,” one of the older guards joked.

Finnikin turned to Aldron. “Evanjalin and the boy travel with me,” he said coldly. “It’s best to keep things simple.”

“Simplicity would have you traveling with Perri and Moss, and a few of the older men who can teach you a thing or two about defense, Finnikin,” Aldron said.

“It takes great character to handle Evanjalin and Froi,” Finnikin went on. “You would have much to fear.”

“What is the worst that can happen?” Aldron scoffed.

“She could have you imprisoned in the mines. Or sell you to the slave traders of Sorel,” Finnikin said with a shrug.

“You are trying to scare me off. Does she belong to you, Finnikin? If she does, say the word and I will bite my tongue and look the other way.”

The men turned toward Finnikin, waiting for a response.

Did Evanjalin belong to him? No, he wanted to say, she belonged to their future king, his boyhood companion whom he had loved like a brother. But there were moments, as he lay beside her deep in the night, when he hated beloved Balthazar. When he wished to covet it all.

“I think you need to find yourselves wives,” Finnikin said.

The men chuckled.

“Well, here is our dilemma,” Moss began. “There are those who refuse to betray their bonding vows and consider themselves still joined to their women in Lumatere, and those who are free to come and go as they please. Except the first rule of Pietrodore is that their young women are off-limits.”

“Tomas and I are bonded to each other,” Bosco said from a lower step.

“Which we are forced to be reminded of each night.”

“While the rest of us go with nothing,” Aldron sulked.

“You’re most welcome to join us any time, Aldron,” Tomas joked.

The others laughed.

“Anyway, each month we enjoy a day or two in Bilson,” Moss said with a grin. His face instantly reddened when he found Sir Topher’s gaze on him.

“And what is it you do there, Moss?” Sir Topher asked politely.

Finnikin exchanged a look with his mentor, who was trying to hide a smile.

“Ah, of course,” Sir Topher said, as if a thought had just occurred to him. “With such diverse places of worship and the tastiest delicacies, it would be hard to keep away.”

“Not to mention the reading rooms,” Finnikin said, catching Sir Topher’s grin. “I once spent a whole week there reading about the sixth-century fighting techniques of the Leticians. I can understand what drew you to the town, Moss.”

Aldron snorted. “What an exciting life you lead, Finnikin.”

“Thank you, Aldron. I do enjoy the philosophical discussions I have with Evanjalin. Reading and languages are her passion. Yours?”

“Oh yes, Aldron and Moss are great readers,” Perri said dryly. “And as for languages, I do believe they know how to curse in at least six.”

After dinner that evening, they sat hunched over maps of Skuldenore, combining their knowledge of the past ten years. Perri pointed to a landmass on his map in Yutlind Nord near the Sendecane border. “Exile camp. Forty-seven men, women, and children. Mostly from the Flatlands.”

Sir Topher shook his head. “We thought we knew them all.”

“They stayed hidden in the north. If there is one kingdom where they do not care if you’re Lumateran, it’s Yutlind. The Yuts have enough of their own misery.”

“How do our exiles survive in these parts?” Finnikin asked.

“We send a guard each week. Lexor is with them at the moment. But we struggle to keep them fed. Thankfully some have found work on the land over the years, yet they refuse to become part of the village, which would have made life easier for them. They are firm in their belief that if they stray too far from the other Lumaterans, they will be left behind.”

“A problem with most Lumateran exiles,” Sir Topher said softly.

Finnikin finished the work on his own map, and the men whistled in surprise when they saw the markings.

“So many camps,” Perri said with regret.

“Have you seen my father and mother in your travels, Sir Topher?” Ced of the Flatlands asked. There was a hopeful look on his face. “They escaped up the River to Sarnak during the five days of the unspeakable, but I have not come across them since or met anyone who has.”

Trevanion did not speak. Finnikin knew his father had recruited the young Ced from his own river town. There was no doubt about the fate of his parents.

“I fear they may have perished in Sarnak or the fever camps,” Ced continued in a quiet voice. “We have seen many die from famine over the years.”

Trevanion’s eyes were downcast.

“As have we,” Sir Topher said, clearing his throat. “Finnikin’s Book of Lumatere is full of the names of the dead.”

“Yet we could do little,” Perri said. “Each time we made our presence known, lo and behold, there was an attack on our inn or camp.”

“Charynites?” Trevanion asked.

Perri nodded. “It is what you have always suspected, Trevanion.”

Finnikin looked from one to the other in confusion. “How do you know of my father’s suspicions, Perri?”

“We spoke about them during the early days of my imprisonment in Belegonia,” Trevanion said.

“You were there?” Sir Topher asked Perri in surprise.

Perri looked quickly at Trevanion, who nodded.

“For the first three years of my captivity in Belegonia, they managed to get themselves arrested at different intervals to join me,” Trevanion said flatly.

“You would have done the same. You would never have left any of us to rot in a foreign prison,” Perri muttered.

“We almost broke him out once or twice,” Moss said.

Trevanion looked at them, his expression softening. “It did help,” he admitted. “During those early days, nothing except your news that my son was being taken care of by one of the noblest men in our kingdom made things bearable.”

Sir Topher smiled humbly.

“In Belegonia we received a warning that Trevanion was to be transferred and we followed him south and then six months later to the mines,” Perri said.

“Did any of you manage to get yourselves arrested in Sorel?” Finnikin asked.

The men fell silent.

“We thought it would be as easy as Belegonia,” Perri said finally, a pained look on his face. “Disorderly behavior. Sent to the mines. Released within a week. Except we underestimated the prison mines and lost two men in the first two weeks. Then Trevanion forbade it. Made us promise. The hardest decision I have ever made was to honor that promise. Your father must have stopped breathing from fear when he saw you there, Finnikin.”

“Who were the men?” Finnikin asked quietly. “The two you lost?”

No one spoke for a moment.

“Angas and Dorling,” Kintosh of the Rock answered.

Finnikin paled. The brothers from the Rock Village. The two lads had been inseparable. They were among the youngest of the Guard, and the girls of the Rock would swoon when speaking of them. Some even said that the princesses blushed in their presence. They would have been only a few years older than Finnikin now. So similar to him in coloring. As children, when they were not pretending to be king and captain of the Guard, he and Balthazar would pretend to be Angas and Dorling of the Rock.

“We were talking about the Charynites,” Perri said quietly.

Finnikin nodded, needing a moment to find his voice again. “The impostor king is weak, has always been weak, especially in his capacity as captain of the King’s Guard before my father. There was no possible way that he could mastermind such a well-executed plan as the takeover of Lumatere. Just deliver it.”

“But that was all we knew until Evanjalin,” Sir Topher said.

“Is she friend or foe?” Moss asked. “Because she is a beast at cards, and at times I feel as if the power of the mightiest of gods is in her eyes.”

“Or the darkest of spirits,” Perri said.

Finnikin glanced at him. Perri knew darkness. “Evanjalin is a survivor of the Sarnak massacre.”

“Sweet precious child,” Moss sighed.

“And she can walk through the sleep of those trapped inside Lumatere,” Finnikin added.

“And that of our heir,” Sir Topher said.

Moss whistled, and Aldron squeezed in next to them, a look of disbelief on his face. “She’s a mystic? A Forest Dweller?”

Trevanion shook his head. “A Mont.”

“She was with me when I visited Lord August in Belegonia,” Finnikin said. “And she confirmed our theory that the Charynites were involved in the deaths of our beloveds. But she had an explanation. Lumatere was just a way for the Charynites to invade Belegonia.”

“She claims to have known this through Balthazar,” Trevanion said.

“And you believe her?” Perri asked incredulously.

Trevanion sighed. “I think I do.”

“It makes sense,” Sir Topher said. “Place a puppet king in Lumatere and you get a clear path into Belegonia, the most powerful kingdom in the land.”

“They could have used Osteria for that,” Aldron said.

“Osteria has Sorel as an ally. Not even the Charynites would be that stupid.”

“I’m not questioning her theory,” Perri said. “I’m questioning her delusion that she can walk through the sleep of our heir.”

“Then let’s focus on her theory and not her delusion,” Trevanion said. “The Charynites fear us. If we free Lumatere, we will have the impostor king and his men as political prisoners, weak bastards who can easily be broken to reveal the truth behind the palace murders, which will implicate the king of Charyn. The Belegonians will be eager for the evidence.”

“And instigate a war between two of the most powerful nations of Skuldenore?” Sir Topher said bleakly. “A war that could affect every kingdom surrounding Lumatere?”

There was an uneasy silence.

“A war of the land?”

The men swung around to where Evanjalin stood.

“Is that what we achieve by returning? The annihilation of the whole land of Skuldenore?”

Most of the Guard seemed suddenly wary of her. Finnikin made room on the bench, and she squeezed in beside him.

“We’ve just been told the most fascinating story, Evanjalin,” Perri said, his tone cool.

“Do you believe in the gods, sir?” she asked.

“I believe in him,” he said, pointing to Trevanion. “And where he goes, the Guard follows. Don’t ask me to believe in anything else.”

She stared at him for a moment, understanding in her eyes. “Your family lived close to some of the Forest Dwellers, did they not?” she asked.

Finnikin could tell Perri was surprised by her knowledge, but he revealed little.

“I prefer not to refer to them as family.”

“But you witnessed the gifts of some of the Forest Dwellers?”

His stare was cold. “I knew little of their mystic practices. Whatever contact I had with the Forest Dwellers had less to do with sharing our skills than with shedding blood. Theirs.”

“Then it will be hard for me to explain what I can do in the sleep,” she said.

“Try,” Trevanion urged, giving Evanjalin a quick nod of encouragement.

“It’s a blood spell,” Finnikin said.

“Ah, I see. Now everything makes sense.” Perri’s tone was dry.

“And Seranonna’s spell was a blood curse,” Sir Topher continued.

“And the young girls of Lumatere are protected because the impostor’s men think they have a blood disease,” Trevanion added.

“Can you explain the blood spell that has given you this . . . gift, Evanjalin?” Moss asked.

Evanjalin looked at Sir Topher, as if seeking his permission.

“Maybe without so much detail, Evanjalin,” he said, a flush in his cheeks. “I will explain the rest later if necessary.”

She nodded. “I was twelve years old. I remember it clearly because a wondrous feeling came over me. As if I was melting into the souls of others, and I felt a wave of such peace that I truly believed I was in the heavens with our goddess. That night, I walked my first sleep with a bundle in my arms. A baby.”

“The baby spoke to you?” one of the men asked.

Evanjalin looked confused. “How can a baby speak?”

“The same way someone can walk through another’s sleep. With very little credibility,” Perri said.

“I would have preferred if the goddess had given me a more credible gift, sir. Perhaps the ability to heal or talk to the animals or hold a sword the way a man would like his sword to be held, but alas I am stuck with walking through the sleep of others.”

Perri had the good grace to look apologetic, and Finnikin heard a few chuckles around them. By now every member of the Guard had surrounded their table.

“Do you walk through the child’s sleep?” Moss asked.

Evanjalin shook her head. “Yet I know every single time when we walk through the sleep of the child’s mother, although we never walk the sleep of the other who sometimes joins us.”

“The other?” Perri asked.

“How do you know where to go?” This came from Ced.

“I don’t know. It is as if we are both lost in this dreamscape together and then suddenly we are in someone’s sleep thoughts. At times it is wonderful, and other times . . . I cannot begin to tell you of the demons that visit humans as they sleep. Guilt is the greatest monster. Remorse, a killer. But the worst are the memories. Yet sometimes, they are the only things that keep our people alive.”

“You must dread sleep,” Aldron said.

“Not at all. When the sleep first began, it was beautiful. I felt pure joy. I think I was experiencing the euphoria of a woman of great courage holding her newborn.” She looked meaningfully at Trevanion. “A woman whose sleep I had walked before.”

“It was Beatriss?” he asked quietly. “Beatriss gave birth to a child five years ago?”

“Beatriss?” There were murmurs around them. “Trevanion, what are you saying?” Moss asked. “That Lady Beatriss is . . . she’s . . .”

“Perhaps alive. Perhaps helping those responsible for the weakening of Seranonna’s spell,” Trevanion said firmly.

“Who would that be?” one of the older guards asked. “Very few of those who worshipped the goddess Sagrami were spared during the five days of the unspeakable.”

“The cloister of Sagrami,” Perri said quietly. “It can only be the novices.”

“The novices would have been put to death with the rest,” Moss insisted.

Evanjalin’s gaze returned to Perri. “The other who walks the sleep with us is very strong in her power. The child is drawn to her as she is drawn to her own mother. I believe she has both light and dark in her.”

“Tesadora,” Perri said under his breath.

“You seem certain that Tesadora and the novices lived, sir,” Evanjalin said.

Perri did not respond.

“Is that good or bad?” another of the guards asked. “That this Tesadora takes charge within Lumatere?”

“Her mother was Seranonna,” Trevanion said.

Finnikin saw the looks pass among the guards at the mention of Seranonna’s name.

“Tesadora was as mistrusted among her own people as she was by the rest of Lumatere, so let’s just say that she was not raised in the bosom of her people. She is cunning and has a very dark soul,” Perri said.

“Just the person we need to break the very dark spell cast by her mother,” Evanjalin said.

“But you must be wrong about Lady Beatriss aiding her,” Perri argued. “One would have been a novice of Lagrami, the other Sagrami. There is no way that Tesadora of the Forest Dwellers and Beatriss of the Flatlands would be acquainted. No possible way that Beatriss would trust her child with someone so dark of spirit. Do not underestimate Tesadora’s hatred of the world.”

“You trust your children with those who have the power to protect them,” Trevanion said.

“The other . . . I mean, Tesadora walks the sleep with us only sometimes,” Evanjalin said. “But I do not sense her evil. Just a forceful will. I know she is there for the child. It is when the sleep is dark and fearful that she is there. Last night we walked the sleep and there was much grief, but Tesadora’s powers ensure the child sees or hears nothing that will damage her. The child has been kept innocent. I cannot begin to think of the effect that has on Tesadora.”

“And you?” Finnikin asked. “Who protects you?”

“Faith in my goddess, of course.”

There was a mixture of intrigue and skepticism on the faces of the guards around her.

Perri turned to Trevanion. “So what is our plan?”

“We split up, each group traveling to a different kingdom to collect our exiles. We meet in the Valley of Tranquillity as soon as possible. Moss and Aldron, I want you to leave for Lastaria tonight. The priest-king is there.”

There was an intake of breath from the guards. “Blessed Barakah?” one said in a hushed tone.

Trevanion nodded. “He travels with a large number of exiles. Take them to the Valley of Tranquillity. The rest of you will travel in groups of four or five. If you come across any exiles, do your best to convince them to join you, but under no circumstances do you stay with them in their camps or tent cities. Too many of them are plagued by fever or fear. The moment you reach the Valley, I want every strong man and woman trained to use a longbow. The attack on the impostor and his men needs to be fast and accurate, or else we will never take the palace.”

There were murmurs among the Guard.

“How many of them do you believe there are?”

“The impostor king rode into Lumatere with six hundred men. Our own people could have been recruited as part of his army. Who can say?”

“But how do we get in?” one of the guards asked. They were all looking at Evanjalin.

“We need to find the Monts,” Trevanion said. “They may hold the key.”

Perri shook his head. “Not a sighting in ten years. I return to the Valley with Moss each year at the time of the harvest moon, and we have not seen hide nor hair of them.”

Evanjalin stood, and the men instantly rose with her. She acknowledged them with a nod. “Our king will get us through the main gate,” she said. “That has been promised in the curse.”

And then she left and all Finnikin could hear was the name Balthazar whispered around the room.
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Three days later, the King’s Guard separated for the first time in ten years. Trevanion ordered that along with Perri the original party would stay together until Belegonia. They had acquired more horses, which would ensure that the journey along the coastal road was swift. As he mounted his horse, Finnikin sensed the mood of excitement and uncertainty among the Guard. He saw the look of hope on their faces. And doubt. But they had enough faith in their captain to trust his decision. And his decision was to allow this strange girl to lead them home to Lumatere.

They rode for the better part of the day, until they reached the coastal road, where the gulf divided Belegonia from Sorel. As the ill-fated captain of the Myrinhall had suggested, it would have been the quicker route between Sorel and Yutlind. Yet piracy in the Gulf of Skuldenore had claimed many lives, and despite their perilous journey up the Yack, Finnikin knew they had taken the right course.

Late in the afternoon, they rested their horses and sat on the dunes, watching the ocean. Nothing reminded Finnikin so much of the insignificance of humans as when he stood before the ocean’s pounding waves. For a moment, he caught his father’s eye. They both knew there was no turning back from the path they were about to take. Although they were gathering their fragmented people together, Finnikin could not help thinking they were also leading them to war. Taking back Lumatere would not be easy. And if they succeeded, they had no idea to what they would return. Would their land of five peoples become a kingdom split in two: those who were exiled and those trapped inside? Suddenly he missed the life they had left behind in Pietrodore. There, he had everyone he wanted in one place. Going back to Lumatere could mean the loss of them all.

Back on the road, Finnikin swung onto his horse and then turned to help Evanjalin up behind him. But Perri was already there, his hands cupped to assist her. Evanjalin leaned over and traced the scar on Perri’s face, and he flinched at her touch.

“It was you,” she said in wonder. “You wear a permanent crown. She placed it there.” Evanjalin kept her fingers on Perri’s forehead. “She doesn’t regret what she did to you that day when you were children, Perri. The savagery your kin showed toward her will never be forgotten. But regardless of what you believe, I think Tesadora is forever grateful that you kept Sagrami’s novices hidden that night.”

Perri looked stunned. His eyes met Finnikin’s, and Finnikin saw a myriad of emotions on the guard’s face. But only for an instant. What had his father’s second-in-command done during the five days of the unspeakable to make him feel such love and pride, but also shame? How many stories were missing from Finnikin’s Book of Lumatere?

Early that evening they came to a signpost for Lastaria, a half-day’s ride from the capital of Belegonia. Moss was sitting there astride his horse, waiting for them.

“We have a problem,” he said soberly as his mount danced around Trevanion’s.

“The priest-king?” Evanjalin asked.

“He is safe,” Moss assured them. “But the journey was harrowing and they lost at least ten people to fever along the way.”

Finnikin felt Evanjalin shudder as she held on to his waist.

“It gets worse. When they arrived here last week, they came across a small camp of exiles.”

“How could we not have known?” Sir Topher said.

“They did not want to be found. There are at least thirty of them, and they refuse to journey with us to the Valley.”

“Then we go without them,” Trevanion said bluntly.

“That’s where we have our problem. The priest-king will not leave them.”

“And the rest?” Evanjalin asked. “The exiles from Sorel?”

“With Aldron, on their way to the Valley.”

Trevanion cursed and exchanged looks with Perri. The sun was beginning to set and Finnikin knew their plan was to reach the capital before midnight.

“We cannot leave him behind, Captain,” Evanjalin argued.

Trevanion turned his horse around reluctantly. “No, but we will have to convince him to leave the others.”

They rode into Lastaria under the light of a half moon. Moss paid a stable boy a piece of silver to take care of their horses, with the promise of another when they returned. Then he led them down sloping, cobbled streets toward the town center. Finnikin could hear the sounds of the night bazaar before they saw it. The air was full of raised voices and music, the streets strung with lanterns. Lastaria seemed to lack the intellect and culture of the Belegonian capital, but there was an unleashed gaiety about the town that assaulted their senses.

In the square, the minstrels played their fiddles and pipes, delighting the audience, who danced with abandon. Lovers embraced. A vendor juggled fruit. But there was heaviness in Finnikin’s heart as they followed Moss to a paddock beyond the square, at the edge of town. On the way, they passed a cluster of tents selling decorated daggers and swords. Froi’s eyes lit up at the sight of them, but he was pulled along by Perri.

The camp was made up of three large carts. At least thirty men, women, and children stood by a campfire. Finnikin could see the distress in the faces of the exiles at the sight of Trevanion and his party, but his eyes searched for the priest-king. The holy man looked thinner and frailer than when they had last seen him. Perri knelt before him, and the priest-king’s hands trembled as he held a thumb to Perri’s forehead.

“I can’t leave them behind,” he whispered when the blessings were complete. “They have no goddess, no kingdom, no people but their own.”

“Perhaps that is enough for them,” Finnikin said.

The priest-king shook his head. “Have you seen their eyes?” He looked past Finnikin to Evanjalin. “There is nothing there.”

“Blessed Barakah, our people are waiting for us in the Valley,” Evanjalin argued. “Waiting for you to lead them with the captain and Sir Topher and Prince Balthazar.”

“What are their reasons for staying?” Finnikin asked.

The priest-king followed his gaze to where the exiles stood. “They once lived in the village of Ignatoe, close to the east gate of Lumatere. During the five days of the unspeakable, when the Forest Dwellers began to pour into their village, the people of Ignatoe turned them away, forcing them back outside the kingdom walls.” The priest-king sighed. “These people listened as the Forest Dwellers burned to death in their cottages. It’s their guilt that holds them back, and no amount of pleading will move them.”

Finnikin stayed with Evanjalin as she walked toward the fire, where a young girl stood holding a skillet, her expression frozen with fear. Finnikin guessed she would have been no older than five when the days of the unspeakable took place. As Evanjalin approached, her path was blocked by an older man and woman, a child clutching the woman’s skirt. Up close they looked younger than Finnikin had first thought, and he realized that life rather than years had aged these people.

Evanjalin stooped to hold out her hand to the child. She looked about two or three, with brown skin and pale blond hair. “What’s your name, little one?” Evanjalin asked, her voice husky. She spoke in Lumateran, but the child stared back at her blankly. She was as vacant as the children they had seen in the fever camp, yet there was no hint of malnutrition or illness. Evanjalin tried to take the little girl into her arms, but she was pushed away by the man, causing her to stumble.

Finnikin drew his sword as a warning. He was not quick enough to stop Froi from spitting in the man’s face, but Perri stepped forward and dragged the thief back by his hair. In the next instant the man grabbed the child and Finnikin found himself holding his weapon an inch away from the little girl’s face. Evanjalin reached out and gently lowered the sword in his hand.

“We mean no harm,” Finnikin said quietly in Lumateran. He watched the exiles flinch at the sound of their mother tongue.

Evanjalin took a step toward the campfire and then another. When she stood before the young girl with the skillet, she extended a hand.

“May I?” she asked, reaching over to take one of the small pieces of meat that sat on the skillet. Before the girl could respond, Evanjalin put the meat in her mouth as if it were the most natural thing, grunting with approval as she swallowed. The girl seemed to soften slightly.

“What is your name?” Evanjalin asked.

The girl looked past them to where her father stood, then looked down again. “My name doesn’t matter,” she said, speaking in broken Belegonian.

“Oh, but it does,” Evanjalin said quietly.

Finnikin saw the girl tremble. After a life of exile with these people, the hope shining from Evanjalin’s eyes must have been mesmerizing.

“We’re on our way home,” Finnikin said, looking around at the rest of the group. “To Lumatere. Hoping that all our people will return with us.”

There was no response.

“All we suggest is that you travel with us to the Valley of Tranquillity. With the King’s Guard. The captain. Our blessed Barakah. The king’s First Man,” Finnikin continued.

“And what will you offer us if we return?” the man asked. “A prison cell? A life of persecution?”

“There will be no arrests,” Trevanion called out. “Have we not all suffered enough?”

“We offer what is owed to your children. Our kingdom,” Finnikin said.

“This is enough for them,” the man said bitterly.

“This is a stretch of muddy grass,” Finnikin snapped. “That,” he said, pointing to one of the carts, “was built to transport cattle and horses, not to shelter humans.”

“We will do what we always do,” the woman said. “Send your Guard away, we beg of you.”

“They are your Guard,” Finnikin corrected. “There to protect you and your children.”

“Our children are protected,” she said. “We keep them fed.”

Finnikin saw the rage in the eyes of some of the younger men. Where would it all go? he wondered. The man took a threatening step toward him.

“Turn around and don’t look back,” he said, his voice ugly. “I suggest you take care of your own and leave us to take care of ours, or there will be a reckoning.”

“You have many suggestions, sir.” Evanjalin’s voice rang out through the night air. “Well, here are mine. I suggest you give your people words, not silence. I suggest you all turn to your wife, to your husband, to your children, and you speak of those days. Of the little you did when your neighbors were taken from their houses and slaughtered. Of the sorrow you have felt all these years. And I suggest you forgive yourself. But more than anything, I suggest you beg the one true goddess to forgive the legacy that you have passed on to your children. For they wear your coat of dissatisfaction and grief tightly over their bodies, and this bloodless patch of grass you have chosen to live on will be where they die with nothing but rage in their hearts. I suggest, sir, that you find no joy in being an exile. Do not make it a badge to wear with honor.”

She turned and walked toward the priest-king. “You belong with us, blessed Barakah,” she said firmly. “You must travel with us to your people. Now.”

The holy man began to shed tears. Finnikin could not help wondering what felt worse for him. Watching his people die, or feeling as if he had abandoned them? But when Evanjalin held out her hand, the priest-king did not hesitate to take it.

They walked away, and the tiny kingdom of three carts and nameless children was swallowed by the sounds of the night bazaar. Finnikin watched Evanjalin turn back once. Twice. Three times.

Later, as they traveled along the coastal road in the dead of night, the priest-king riding ahead with Trevanion, Finnikin thought he heard Evanjalin whisper the same words over and over again.

“Take me home, Finnikin. I beg of you, take me home.”
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“Can I trust you, Lord August?”

Lord August of the Lumateran Flatlands woke to find a hand covering his mouth and a dagger to his throat. The face that appeared above him looked half-wild, with none of the softness that once gave Finnikin of the Rock a youthful innocence. With regret, he knew that if Trevanion’s son dared lay a finger on his family, he would kill him in an instant. But then he realized he wasn’t just at the mercy of Finnikin’s dagger. In the pale moonlight that shone into the adjoining chamber, he could distinguish the outline of at least three more men. Beside him, his wife slept, unaware.

“Ah, Finnikin,” he muttered. “What have you done?”

“Nothing yet. Answer my question.”

Lord August grabbed Finnikin by the knotted wildness of his hair, forcing him close. “You bring these animals into my house,” he said through clenched teeth, “and place a dagger at my throat as I lie beside my wife, while my beloved children sleep in the next room, and you ask me to trust you?”

“Can I take that as a yes?” Finnikin asked, shrugging free.

Lord August climbed out of bed, trying to keep an eye on the men in the adjoining chamber. “I curse myself for failing your father and not taking you into my own home. If the captain were to see you now, it would be a blunt dagger carving him up.”

Lord August was a small man, but he did not let that get in his way. He would take these men down, any way he could. Images raced through his mind of what they would do to his family if he were to die first. He had always believed that if harm came to them, it would be from the Charynites or Belegonians. Not from a son of Lumatere.

“What have you done to Sir Topher?” he asked, seeing new scars and an older spirit in the boy’s gray eyes.

“Aged him slightly,” Finnikin murmured, walking to the window and peering out into the night. “We need a place to stay for a night or two. And food. That means you’ll have to send your servants and people away. When we leave, we’ll need more horses, and, if we could be so bold, a few silver coins would not go astray.”

“Anything else?” Lord August said, glancing again at the three men in the next chamber. “My firstborn?”

There was a noise outside, and then a hand appeared over the rail of the balcony. Lord August watched as Finnikin stepped outside and came to the fourth man’s assistance. As soon as he saw the man’s face, Lord August relaxed.

“Good evening, Lord Augie,” Sir Topher wheezed, looking up for a moment before doubling over with pain. Finnikin kept a hand on the older man’s shoulder until he recovered. “Did you ask him about weapons?” Sir Topher managed between gasps.

“No. He offered me his firstborn and it distracted me slightly,” Finnikin said. “Now that you have seen that Sir Topher is safe, can we trust you? We need to be sure. Be honest and send us away if you cannot help us.”

“Is my family’s life in danger?” the duke asked, with another sideways glance at the giants in the next chamber.

Finnikin stepped in front of him, blocking his vision. Lord August saw a look of vague apology on the lad’s face, as if he considered using his height a sign of disrespect.

“If they are, Finnikin, I will kill you.”

“Stop threatening my son, Augie,” he heard a voice behind Finnikin say, as one of the men stepped out from the shadows. “Or I will have to kill you, and Lumatere cannot afford to have any more fatherless children.”

“Sweet Lagrami,” August swore under his breath. His eyes moved from Trevanion to Perri and Moss, who had also stepped forward, and back to Trevanion. Astounded, he burst into quiet laughter. He grabbed Trevanion in a bear hug, pounding his back and steering them all into the adjoining chamber. He pointed to Finnikin, grinning. “I knew you would listen to reason last time we spoke.”

“Try not to take credit for it,” Finnikin replied.

“There will be hell to pay when it is discovered that a political prisoner of the land is missing.”

“Are we safe here, sir?” Finnikin asked.

“The last thing we want to do is place you and your family’s lives in danger,” Trevanion said quietly.

“The fewer people who know, the better it will be,” Sir Topher advised.

“Augie?”

The five men swung around. Lady Abian stood at the door, clutching her night shawl, a look of terror on her face. When she saw Trevanion, she swallowed a scream, the next moment throwing herself into his arms.

“Abie,” her husband chided gently. “Remember your place. You’re going to make a cuckold out of me.”

When she saw Finnikin, she burst into tears, covering her mouth with her hand.

“Do I look that frightening?” he asked.

She shook her head, overwhelmed by her emotion, and then she took him into her arms. “Apart from my own, I never held a prettier babe.”

“A flattering compliment for any man,” Trevanion said with a laugh.

“Where are you all bound for?” she asked. No one responded, and Lady Abian looked from Trevanion to her husband. “We’re going home,” she whispered. “Oh sweet goddess, we’re going home.”

“Lady Abian, there may be nothing to go back to,” Finnikin said gently.

A scream, high and piercing, echoed through the house, and Lord August sped to the door, followed closely by the others. They ran down the stairs and into what at first appeared to be a closet, but instead was a tiny bedroom. Finnikin saw Evanjalin instantly. At her side Lady Celie screamed again, the sight of Trevanion and Perri causing her fear this time. In the small confines of the room, she pushed Evanjalin behind her.

Lady Abian was last in the room, and she took her daughter in her arms, her body growing still when she saw Evanjalin. “Augie,” she ordered quietly, “go wake the rest of the children and our people, if they aren’t already awake, and take everyone down to the parlor.”

She stepped forward and cupped Evanjalin’s face in the palm of her hand, as if mesmerized by the filth and scruffiness that stood before her. “Celie, go wake Sebastina and ask her to run a bath.”

“Abie,” Trevanion said, “we cannot have your Belegonian servants knowing we’re here.”

“Sebastina’s one of ours. Everyone in this compound belongs to Lumatere.”

Finnikin’s eyes were on Evanjalin, remembering Lady Celie’s reaction to her when they had first visited the house. But Evanjalin’s gaze was fixed on both mother and daughter. Outside of the exile camps, he had rarely seen her in the presence of women, and at this moment he knew she would not have cared if he and the other men disappeared forever.

Lord August was staring at the two who stood half-concealed in the corner. “Blessed Barakah?” he asked, stunned, walking toward him, then kneeling on one knee.

Lady Abian seemed mortified and sent the men a scathing look. “How could you leave the priest-king to climb the trellis outside our home?” She kissed the holy man. “Blessings later,” she said gently. “You look well worn and I want you all comfortable. Everyone down in the parlor, please. I will take care of the girls.”

As they walked down the stairs, Lord August hammered on every door he passed. They reached the parlor, and the duke motioned for them to sit down. A few moments later, Lord August’s sister and family and at least fifty others entered, filling the room to capacity. Finnikin stared around in shock. Suddenly he understood why Lady Celie’s bedroom was so tiny. It was indeed a closet, as he had first thought. Every room in the house, including the storerooms, cellars, and even the pantry, must have to be used as living quarters to accommodate so many people.

“Who are these people?” Finnikin asked.

“Why, it’s my village of Sayles, Finnikin,” Lord August replied. “A duke is afforded the wealth of a city, and his home the right of sanctuary.”

Finnikin’s eyes met the duke’s. It shamed him to think of all the times he had expressed his disdain for the luxuries enjoyed by the Lumateran nobility in exile, especially Lord August.

Fear and excitement lit the faces of those around him. There was a hushed celebration when the people of Sayles recognized the newcomers, the women sobbing, the men brushing quick tears from their eyes and muffling their emotions in handshakes that trembled.

When Lady Abian and the girls joined them, Evanjalin was scrubbed clean and dressed in a crisp white gown identical to Lady Celie’s. Finnikin could smell sandalwood, and Evanjalin’s olive complexion was as smooth and clear as honey. There was little room in the parlor, and Lady Abian sat on her husband’s lap.

“Abian,” her sister-in-law chided, “remember your place!”

“I am a fishmonger’s daughter,” Lady Abian said. “What do you expect?”

There was much joy that night. Finnikin loved watching them all. Here was a generation of men and women who had suffered greatly; the loss of their world had happened in the prime of their lives.

In the corner, Froi sat with the younger boys engaged in a competition of knuckle thumping. He who drew blood first was declared the winner. Finnikin noticed the viciousness of Froi’s play and saw the younger boys wince even as they tried not to react. He reached over and boxed Froi’s ears as a warning.

They spent the night arguing passionately about all things Lumateran, opinions flying, voices hushed and angry, others wavering with emotion.

“Could it have been avoided? Should the king have forbidden anyone entering Lumatere? Should he have cut off ties with the Charynites?”

“No one knew such a thing would happen, Matin,” Trevanion said firmly. “No one could predict that the assassins would enter the palace. Every entrance was guarded.”

“Then it was one of the Guard. A traitor working for Charyn,” Lord August said.

Finnikin watched for the reaction. He had waited all week for one of Trevanion’s men to make such a suggestion.

“Never,” Perri said flatly. “Never .”

“Then how?” Lord August pressed.

“The men guarding the palace drawbridge were attacked from behind. We could tell by the location of the wounds on their bodies. There had to be another entrance that not even the king knew about,” Trevanion said.

“How could there be an entrance the assassins knew about when the king did not?” Lord August’s brother-in-law asked.

“Perhaps because the impostor king was the former captain of the Guard and cousin to the king. He may have found it,” Finnikin suggested.

His father shook his head. “I knew every inch of that palace. Unless a tunnel was built from inside, I would have known.”

The most bitter arguments centered around the circumstances leading up to the slaughter of the Forest Dwellers.

“The king should have provided more protection for the worshippers of Sagrami. They were a minority,” Lady Abian said firmly.

“Abie!” a chorus of voices reprimanded her. “It is wrong to speak ill of the dead.”

“I loved our king as much as the rest of you, but he used poor judgment when it came to the Forest Dwellers. If the king had been more open in his approval of the ways and practices of those who worshipped Sagrami, our part in the days of the unspeakable would never have occurred.”

“The king was not to know his people would turn on the Forest Dwellers the moment he died. As far as he was concerned, Lumaterans were living in peace,” one of the women said.

“It’s what the king wanted to believe. What we all wanted to believe,” Lady Abian maintained.

They were silent for a moment.

“There is no proof it was the Charynites,” Lord August’s brother-in-law said, speaking to an earlier argument.

“Of course it was the Charynites,” Finnikin argued. “And the king should have treated Charyn as a threat. Instead he signed treaties with their king and cocooned himself in domestic life.” He looked at Sir Topher. He knew his mentor agreed with him but would never voice his opinions aloud.

“I should have protected the worshippers of Sagrami,” the priest-king said sadly. “Instead I allowed myself to be flattered by the importance of my title. I blame my hubris for not seeing what was unfolding in front of me.”

“They should not have been so secretive about their ways,” one of the women said.

“And that gave us the permission to turn them out of their homes and persecute them?” Lady Abian protested.

“In other kingdoms they worship more than one god or goddess with few issues about which divine being has superiority,” Finnikin said.

“It is wrong,” Lady Celie blurted out, her face flushed. It was the first time she had spoken that evening. Perhaps the first time she had ever raised her voice in the company of adults.

“What is, my sweet?” her father asked.

“That we persist in speaking about the goddess as if she were two. The fault lies with the men of the ancients.”

“And not the women? Must men be blamed for all, my sweet?” her father asked gently. “Celie has a great love of history,” he added with pride. “She has taken to recording the stories of our village.”

“The men are to blame,” Lady Celie continued, her voice wavering, “because they wrote the books. They were frightened by the power of our goddess complete.”

There was an awkward silence.

“So they split her in two,” Evanjalin spoke up, placing a hand on Lady Celie’s shoulder. “The goddess Lagrami and the goddess Sagrami: light and dark. But all that did was cause division and a belief that one people was better than the other.”

“Those who worshipped Sagrami practiced dark magic,” Lord August’s sister argued. “They were instrumental in our exile.”

“Yet it is the work of those inside the cloisters of Sagrami and Lagrami that will ensure us entry back into our kingdom,” Evanjalin said.

“Evanjalin can walk through the sleep of our people trapped inside Lumatere,” Lady Celie said boldly.

At his daughter’s comment, Lord August looked at Evanjalin for the first time since she had spoken to him about the Charynites. He could not forget her voice as she stood beside Finnikin that day. He had described to his wife with wonder the power he felt in the two young people. The voice of Lumatere had come from the sun and the moon, he said. Abie called him a dreamer. “See them together and you will feel a force that will take your breath away,” he had responded.

“When we return, I would love nothing more than to be part of the cloister,” the duke’s niece said. She was a pretty girl, more confident than her cousin Celie.

“The cloister of Lagrami?” Lady Abian asked. “Why? All they teach you to be is a rich man’s dutiful wife and a blind worshipper of half a goddess.”

“Oh, the idea of a dutiful wife,” Lord August said with a sigh. “Why did no one point me in the direction of the cloister?”

Lady Abian raised her eyebrow. “You were lucky I was not taught by the priestess of Lagrami to bore you to tears, Augie, or by the priestess of Sagrami to poison my husband with the proper herbs. Instead, I prayed to the goddess complete to send me a man who would accept me whole and not as two halves, as men have treated our goddess for the past thousand years.”

“I was a novice of Lagrami,” Lord August’s sister sniffed. “Do I bore people to tears?”

“Of course not, my dear,” her husband responded, patting her hand. “Nor are you a dutiful wife.”

The others laughed.

“You are harsh on the cloisters of both sides, Abie,” Trevanion said solemnly. “Lady Beatriss was a novice of Lagrami, and she had much strength to offer.”

“That I know, Trevanion,” she said gently. “But the cloister of Lagrami is there for the daughters of those with wealth, like our Celie and Beatriss the Beloved. But what of the daughters of our dear friends here?”

“Privilege does not necessarily lead to freedom for our noble young women,” Sir Topher said. “The princesses were always going to be sacrificed for the kingdom. The older girls had already been promised to foreign princes and dukes. Sooner or later, Isaboe would have been sacrificed in the same manner.”

“Sacrificed?” Finnikin asked.

“Of course,” one of the women said. “To be taken away from your family, your homeland. To be a foreigner for the rest of your life, with no true right over your children. Did it not happen to the dead king’s aunt? Given to a lesser prince in Charyn, whose seed produced the monster who rules our kingdom?”

“Regardless, we must concern ourselves with what takes place inside Lumatere now. If the novices have united, as we believe they have, then those of Sagrami will teach us to be healers. Physicians,” Evanjalin said. “And those of Lagrami will teach us the ways of the ancients and the beauty of goodwill. Perhaps because of the most dire of situations, daughters of peasants are secure in one of the old cloisters in Lumatere as we speak.”

“When will we return to Lumatere?” one of her younger boys asked. “When Balthazar is found?”

Sir Topher nodded, but Finnikin recognized the look of uncertainty that always crossed his mentor’s face whenever the heir’s name was mentioned.

“How do we know that for sure?” the boy piped up.

“Because Seranonna decreed it,” Lord August said.

“I fort she damned the kingdom,” Froi said.

The others looked at him, uncomfortable.

“We do not consider the kingdom damned,” Lord August said politely. “We prefer not to use that word.”

“What would you call it, Lord August?” Finnikin asked. “A little magic? A slight curse? A bit of bad luck?”

“Finn,” his father warned in a low tone.

“For the sake of the children —” Lord August’s brother-in-law began.

“Only a chosen few have been privileged enough to have a childhood,” Finnikin interrupted. “There have been few children since the days of the unspeakable. Were you ever a child, Evanjalin? Or Froi? Or half the orphans of Lumatere? Or even me? Was I ever a child, Sir Topher?”

“I applaud any of you who have been able to preserve innocence for your children,” Evanjalin said, turning to the younger ones. “But our kingdom was cursed. Damned. Taken away from us, because good people stood by while evil took place. Let that be our lesson.”

“Has it been revealed?” Lady Abian asked. “What was said that day? When Seranonna . . . cursed us?”

Sir Topher nodded. “It was difficult to decipher, for we heard the words spoken only once, in an ancient language, and there are many interpretations of each word. At every camp, we searched for those who had been in the square the day of Seranonna’s death and we gathered more words, poring over the books of the ancients, until four years ago Finnikin made sense of it.”

Everyone’s attention was directed at Finnikin. Opposite him, he watched Evanjalin take a breath, as if in anticipation.

“Finn?” his father urged.

Finnikin’s eyes met the priest-king’s. “‘Dark will lead the light and our resurdus will rise. And he will hold two hands of the one he pledged to save. And then the gate will fall, but his pain shall never cease. His seed will issue kings, but he will never reign.’”

“Balthazar,” Lord August confirmed.

“‘Our resurdus, ’” Finnikin said, nodding. “King.”

“I think the exact words were ‘her resurdus will rise,’” Sir Topher said.

The priest-king nodded. “‘Her’ being our kingdom of Lumatere.”

“I don’t understand the two hands,” Perri said.

“And you believe Balthazar can . . . survive such an entrance of damnation? ‘Pain shall never cease’?” Lady Abian said. “And ‘he will never reign’?”

“Regardless of whether he lives or dies,” the priest-king said, “the main gate of the kingdom will open.”

There was silence until Lord August stood. “Then we must make a decree. Here. This night. In the presence of the priest-king and Trevanion, Captain of the King’s Guard, and myself, Lord August, Duke of Sayles.” He turned to the king’s First Man. “That Sir Kristopher of the Flatlands, as regent of our dead king, is to rule if our beloved heir does not survive.”

He took in the faces of all present. “We enter Lumatere with a king,” he continued forcefully. “We will never allow the leaders of other kingdoms to crown a king for Lumatere again.”

Finnikin felt the weight of his father’s stare. He shifted his gaze to Sir Topher, and saw that the king’s First Man was looking at him with the same intensity. He was a son blessed by two fathers, one a warrior, the other a leader.

“We enter Lumatere with a king,” Trevanion acknowledged.

“Sir Topher?” the priest-king said.

Sir Topher stood, looking from Finnikin to the priest-king. “I pray to the goddess . . . the goddess complete, that our heir will live to see the new day in Lumatere, but if that is not to be, our kingdom will have a leader and that leader will have a First Man.” His eyes rested on Finnikin. “I accept.”

There was a cheer in the room as people began to chant Balthazar’s name. Finnikin felt as if his breath had been wrenched from his body.

Her blood will be shed for you to be king.

He had not prayed since that day in the Valley of Tranquillity, but as the others celebrated, he began his mantra. Be alive, Balthazar. Live forever, Sir Topher. He looked over to where his father was speaking to one of Lord August’s men, Matin. The steward was showing Trevanion something he had retrieved from his pocket, and Trevanion, in a rare show of emotion, drew the man toward him in an embrace.

On shaking legs, Finnikin made his way across the room to where Evanjalin stood, tears in her eyes.

“Resurdus,” she whispered to him. Her lips trembled and she held his face between her hands. Suddenly Sir Topher stood between them.

“Evanjalin is tired, Finnikin,” he said firmly. “She needs to sleep. Let Lady Abian take her.”

Later, the sounds of Lord August making love to his wife echoed through the house. Their cries were earthy and raw, and the paper-thin walls ensured that their guests heard each murmur and groan.

“What is it with the nobility?” Sir Topher muttered, putting a pillow over his face. “The queen and king were always at it like rabbits.”

Moss groaned. “If they do this every night, I’d rather give myself up to the king’s prison.”

Froi shuffled where he lay under the window.

“Froi, if I hear one sound coming from you,” Trevanion warned.

“Must I remind you that we have the priest-king of Lumatere among us?” Sir Topher said.

The priest-king chuckled. “I’m used to hearing people dying, Sir Topher. Why would I be threatened by the sounds of people living?”

But all Finnikin could think of was the scent of sandalwood soap and a golden face scrubbed clean, and with every thrust he heard, he imagined himself inside her until his body ached for release. And the evil within him that wished for the death of Balthazar, and the realization of the prophecy spoken to him in the forest alongside a doomed princess, rejoiced that if he were to be king, he would make her his queen.
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Sometimes Froi of the Exiles thought he dreamed it, what happened at the crossroads. That it seemed like forever, not just a few days, and that the difference between left and right and north and west meant everything and nothing.

It began with tears when they left the home of the duke. His daughter was the worst, sobbing like a baby as she held on to Evanjalin, as if they had known each other forever rather than just two nights. She cried even more when Finnikin gave her the Book of Lumatere to keep safe. They were stupid like that, these Lumaterans. Not that he minded the duke’s house. The fireplace always seemed to be working, and there was lots of food. But too much touching and kissing. Sometimes the duke’s wife hugged Froi and he would try hard not to growl and shove her away, because when her arms were around him and her chuckles were in his ear, he felt calm. As if his blood wasn’t beating hard all the time, urging him to fight.

Then they left and traveled north. To the crossroads. Nobody grumbled, because soon they would reach the valley outside the kingdom of Lumatere, which meant nothing to him really, because they still said, “Froi, make yourself useful!” and Evanjalin still made him practice his words with that look on her face that said she was in charge. Sometimes he would dare to look at the captain and his face didn’t seem angry or hard like it usually did. It looked the way it did when he was looking at Finnikin, and it always made Froi feel strange in the stomach when he saw the captain look at Finnikin. It made him wonder if anyone had ever looked at him that way.

But things changed when they found one of the exile camps they were searching for and met one of the Guard who had been traveling with Ced. He was waiting for them, and he wasn’t smiling like they had smiled when they were with the others in Pietrodore. Froi couldn’t hear much about what was going on, but he saw the look on everyone’s faces and he heard words like Moss’s grave, which was strange because Moss was with them. And then he heard it again and maybe it was mass grave, but they were speaking too fast for him to understand. The captain, he walked away with his hands on the back of his head and he crouched by the river after that, and he kept his hands over his head for a real long time. When he stood up, there weren’t tears on his face, because the captain wasn’t one of the crybabies, but he looked like he wanted to kill someone, so Froi stayed out of the way and just made himself useful and looked after the priest-king. He could tell the old man wasn’t traveling too well, and he was glad when Sir Topher said that they needed to find a safe place for the priest-king. Froi liked the priest-king because he treated him like he was as important as everyone else and when he taught him words in Lumatere he didn’t laugh at the way he said them. He just showed him the right way.

And then they moved on, all quietlike, and reached a clearing with at least ten tracks heading in different directions, and Froi remembered looking up from the back of Perri’s horse to see the sign. He knew this was the crossroads, and Finnikin explained that the border of Lumatere was one day’s ride from here. There were so many arrows on that one signpost and so many words and Sir Topher read them out because they were written in Belegonian: east to Charyn/Osterian border; south to Belegonia; west to Sendecane; north to Lumatere, except someone had scratched out Lumatere as if it didn’t exist, but Finnikin took the stick out of his pack and wrote the word again. The captain picked one of the arrows to follow that didn’t have any words near it and Froi couldn’t understand why he would pick an arrow to follow that hardly had a track, but nobody ever questioned the captain.

They traveled for what seemed hours and Froi truly thought it was night because it was so thick with trees and no light crept in. But then he saw the shine in the distance and the forest turned into a meadow, that was the word Sir Topher used, and the meadow had the tallest grass with so many yellow flowers that it hurt Froi’s eyes to look at. But he didn’t look away because it was a different kind of hurt, one he hadn’t felt before and he found himself walking through the long grass and yellow flowers just to see what they felt like against his skin. Behind the meadow, there was a barn with shutters hanging, deadlike, from its room in the roof. Inside it smelled of every animal that had ever been there and it was where they put the priest-king, in the barn, and then the captain spoke, deciding that this was a safe place for them, that nobody would find them here. And that Froi and Evanjalin would stay behind with the priest-king while the others traveled to where Ced was at an inn waiting for them on the western road to Sendecane where there was the grave that belonged to Moss or Mass. And everyone pretended everything was all right.

They did a lot of pretending, these people.

So when Evanjalin didn’t complain about being left behind, Froi watched Finnikin pretend that he wasn’t going to be bothered by the fact that Evanjalin looked tired and pale, and Froi got irritated and wished that someone would tell him to make himself useful so he didn’t have to stand around through the good-byes.

Finnikin kept on saying that all they needed was a bit of rest, pretending there was nothing wrong with the priest-king, and Froi tried to tell them that it looked like fever and he had seen enough fever to know, but then Perri told him to make himself useful and fetch water from the stream, so Froi got his wish and was almost saved from watching Finnikin pretend he was leaning in to tell Evanjalin something important and then forgot what it was he had to say. Which meant that they both stood close to each other, their heads almost touching for a long long while.

And then the others were gone and things got worse.

On the first night they lay in the barn listening to the priest-king talk about Lumatere as if he wanted them to remember everything because he knew he was going to die soon. The priest-king told him about the Song of Lumatere and how he would sing it at the Harvest Moon Festival when everyone in Lumatere would sleep out in the open and they’d dance and sing and laugh and how it was bad luck to sing it outside the kingdom. Froi didn’t see anything wrong with the priest-king singing it now because it wasn’t as if they weren’t used to bad luck. And during the night Froi stayed awake and tried to hold the priest-king down in that barn because his body was shuddering and jumping and Froi was scared he’d crack one of the priest-king’s ribs because the priest-king was skinnier than him. And Evanjalin sat and watched with her arms around her body to keep it warm and he knew by her shivers that she would be next. And when she looked at Froi’s face she didn’t pretend. She just bit her fist to keep herself from crying and then the priest-king stopped breathing for a moment and something inside Froi hurt in a way he couldn’t explain.

“I fink you should use magic.”

Evanjalin’s lips were dry and flaking and her skin looked a funny gray color and there was sweat all over her forehead that made it shiny. She looked almost dead, but she could still send him a look so evil that it made him flinch.

“I’ve told you before, Froi. I don’t have magic!”

She coughed and it sounded like there was all this vomit in her throat and it made him sick to listen to it and more scared than he had ever been in his life.

“You’re cursed,” he said. “Him too. Survives the camps for years and years and survive everyfink else between. But it’s fever you die from. Two days’ ride from homeland.”

And she cried. He had seen her shout with rage and had seen tears in her eyes over and over again, but he had never seen her cry properly and it made her look pathetic and helpless as she bent and put her head in her hands, all the while coughing stuff out of her mouth.

“In Lumatere, the novices of Sagrami would mix herbs found in the Forest and bring people back from near death with the fever,” she told him.

“Then do somefink.”

“I don’t know how,” she cried. And he didn’t know what to say to make her feel right so he walked to the other part of the barn.

And began to pretend.

Later, they both sat by the priest-king who grabbed Froi’s hand in his, all oldlike, with its veins and scratchy skin.

“I dreamed last night, Froi,” he whispered through dried-up lips, “that you were holding the future of Lumatere in your hands.”

“Only saying that ‘cause you dying.” Froi scowled.

Evanjalin elbowed him to be silent. Then the priest-king closed his eyes, and she dragged Froi away to the corner of the barn where he could smell horse shit and he knew that if the captain or Finnikin or Perri were around they’d tell him to make himself useful and clean it up.

“When people are dying, you don’t tell them,” she hissed angrily.

“What about the truf Finnikin always goes on about?”

“There are different types of truth, Froi. Let the priest-king tell you whatever he wants. So when he says you’ll hold the future of Lumatere in your hands, nod. Agree.”

“We all be dead soon.”

She looked at him long and hard. Sometimes he thought he hated her the most because it was as if she could read inside his head. The others pretended that deep down he wasn’t bad. That he didn’t come from evil. But she knew. She saw the badness. She saw it now and she shivered. He didn’t know whether it was because of the fever or because she knew what he would do, but there was an understanding in her look.

“Go,” she said tiredly. “Save yourself. It’s what you want to do. And if you have any heart, find Finnikin and Captain Trevanion and Sir Topher. Walk to the crossroads and wait for someone to come riding by to take you west to the inn on the main road to Sendecane. There’s not much else out there, so you will find them. Tell them we have the fever.” She reached into her pocket and held out the ring. “To save you the trouble of stealing it from me.”

He hated her for knowing he would.

“I have a plan. But if I fail, the priest-king and I will be dead by the time you return. Make sure we are buried. By Finnikin. At an altar made to the goddess complete. With his blood sprinkled on the rocks, which will guard me in death. Do you hear me, Froi? It’s all I ask of you.”

She stumbled back to the priest-king and put her hand on his forehead. “Hold him up,” she ordered as he moved behind the priest-king’s head.

“A joy,” the old man murmured. “To die in the arms of the future of Lumatere.”

Froi nodded. “I agree.” He looked at Evanjalin to see if he had said it right, but she just whispered to the priest-king that she had a plan and the priest-king would need to stay alive.

Later, he watched from the window as she stumbled into the woods with a dagger in her hand and then he looked back at the priest-king as he slept, the death rattling his breath.

“Fink I would have liked to hear you sing that song,” he said, leaning over the old man.

Then he walked away. And as he went through that meadow where the grass grew to his armpits, he felt a strange feeling inside of him that he had never felt before. Like someone had punched him in the stomach and he was all mashed up in there.

He didn’t believe in fate and destiny and gods and guides. He didn’t believe in people or goodness or love or what was right. But he understood survival, and at the crossroads, where he thought he saw the sign to Belegonia he knew he could return to the towns they had passed, full of rich people careless with their coin purses and their goods. His life would go back to the way it was before he saw Evanjalin in that alley in Sarnak what seemed like a lifetime ago. But no one had ever taught Froi the difference between left and right and south and west, and later when he rode with the toothless man in his two-horse cart and realized he had taken the wrong turn, he tried to convince himself that maybe he would have made that decision to find the others along the western road. And when fate had the toothless man stopping at the inn where the captain and Finnikin and Sir Topher and Moss and Perri and three others sat, staring at one another as if they had seen things that made them dead inside, he blurted out the words. “She ask me to come fetch you. To bury them.”

Perri stared at him as if he knew the badness that lurked in Froi because Perri was dark himself. But it was Finnikin he tried not to look at, except he heard something come from him that sounded like some wild animal and then Finnikin said her name and as long as Froi was alive he had never heard a word said with such pain and he knew he never would again. The captain told Moss and Sir Topher and the two other guards that they would meet in the valley where their people waited, while Perri and Finnikin and Froi traveled with him to bury the priest-king and Evanjalin. Froi liked the way the captain included him, so he did more pretending. Evanjalin said there were different types of truth, so he showed them the truth of what he could have been rather than what he was. He climbed onto Finnikin’s horse and he clung on to him and sometimes he thought Finnikin would tumble off dead because it was as if he had stopped breathing for all that time. He heard Finnikin pray to the goddess that if she spared Evanjalin’s life, he would always ask her for guidance. Never doubt her again. Lead Lumatere wherever she believed it had to be led. Finnikin’s head was bent low over the horse and he kicked its flanks hard and Froi had never clutched the body of one who felt so much but it reminded him of the time when he had tried to take Evanjalin in the barn. Both times the touch of their bodies had burned him, but this time something entered his bloodstream.

Planted a seed.

And this is the way Froi of the Exiles remembered that moment they entered the golden meadow that hurt his eyes but made him dream of all things good. On one side of the path was a stone fence half-covered with overgrown weeds. On the other, olive groves with pomegranate and apple trees mixed. And there in the middle stood the priest-king like one of those ghosts who appear in dreams and Froi saw Evanjalin in the high grass, her face pale but not with death or fever. She wore flowers in her hair and Froi liked the way their stems fit into the bunch of hair beginning to stick out of her head. And when Finnikin grabbed her to him and buried his face in her neck and then bent down and placed his mouth on hers, the others pretended that there was something very interesting happening in the meadow. The priest-king even pointed at the nothing they were pretending to see. But Froi didn’t. He just watched the way Finnikin’s hands rested on Evanjalin’s neck and he rubbed his thumb along her jaw and the way his tongue seemed to disappear inside her mouth as if he needed a part of her to breathe himself. And Froi wondered what Evanjalin was saying against Finnikin’s lips when they stopped because whatever the words were it made them start all over again and this time their hunger for each other was so frightening to watch that it made Froi look away.

When Evanjalin almost fell down with weakness, Finnikin picked her up and carried her to the barn and he lay her down, all gentle-like, and then they listened to the soft tone of the priest-king’s voice, which always made Froi feel dreamy and warm, and Evanjalin slept. Froi bit into a pomegranate and felt the juice soak his chin as the priest-king told them that one day he would sing a new Song of Lumatere. Her song. Of the one named Evanjalin who walked the sleep and took the child’s hand in hers. Knowing she and the child could not hear each other speak, Evanjalin prayed that she could read as she wrote two words on the walls of the chamber they walked. Fever cure? But the child could not read and the words on the wall disappeared.

And so she used her nails to scratch the words on the arm of the child, who cried from the betrayal of the pain, and she waited one whole day to walk the sleep that night, praying for an answer. But for a moment she lost hope. There were no words alongside those on the child’s arm and Evanjalin’s heart sank because she knew it was the end. For the priest-king had already begun his walk to the land between theirs and that of the gods. But as the child turned her back, Evanjalin saw markings above the crisp nightdress and slowly she lifted it to reveal a world painted with instructions and names and drawings of plants. And one question. Three words.

Is hope coming?

And Evanjalin did a last cruel thing to the child who did not deserve so much pain. She scratched one more word on the child’s arm.

A name that would bring hope.

Sometimes Froi thought it never happened and the way he said it was all wrong and dreamlike. But Lumaterans had enough of their curse stories so he asked Finnikin of the Rock to write it down exactly the way he remembered it.

So he could one day place it in the Book of Lumatere.

Far away from the pages of the dead.
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Resurdus.

Finnikin woke in the loft of the barn with the word on his lips. Beside him, Evanjalin slept quietly, her skin paler than usual but her breathing even. He would never forget Froi’s words in the inn. Never ever forget the sight of her standing in the meadow breathing life back into his dead heart.

He and Evanjalin slept away from the others, who tossed and snored, except for Perri, who lay with his eyes wide open, forever on the alert. Finnikin knew that if Sir Topher were there, he would have insisted that he not lie beside the girl, deemed it unacceptable in a way the priest-king didn’t seem to question. Finnikin cradled her, shuddering at the confused images that came into his head. Of the mass grave he had seen the night before on the border of Sendecane. Of her body among the dead. Evanjalin pulled his arm tighter around her, holding it to stop the shaking. “It’s only a nightmare,” she murmured gently.

“Do you belong to the king?” he asked, his voice husky.

She gently placed his hand against the beating pulse of her heart. Always, always it beat out of control, and he held his hand to it until he felt it perfectly match his.

“Yes, Finnikin,” she said. “I belong to the king. I will always belong to him.”

And there lay the bittersweet despair of what awaited them in the Valley.

Beloved rival. Cursed friend.

He wondered what they’d say to each other after all these years. If he would recognize him in a crowd. Balthazar looked like his father. The Flatlanders claimed the king was descended from their people. “Hair like chestnuts, eyes like the heavens,” they would say. He even heard Trevanion whisper it lovingly to Beatriss. They were the queen’s favorite words to her older daughters and son, although Balthazar would be mortified when she said it in the presence of Finnikin and Lucian. “And me?” Isaboe would ask, hating not to be the center of their world. “You’re our precious little Mont girl,” the queen would say.

He wondered if the cousins had been together all this time. A streak of envy washed through him at the thought of the prince staying with Lucian and the Monts. They had been a trio, despite the fierce competition between Lucian and Finnikin. They had fought like brothers and made pledge after pledge from the moment they could talk. He missed them both. But here in the meadow, so close to his homeland, he felt the presence of Balthazar and Lucian so strongly that he knew with certainty he would see them soon.

The next morning, Trevanion announced they would leave by midday. Finnikin and Evanjalin stole away and lay in the meadow, forehead to forehead, musing and hypothesizing.

“Do you remember the main village in Lumatere? There was a bridge that took you to the smithy, where the Flatlands began?” Finnikin said. “My father would have his horse shod there and I’d hang over the side waiting, watching the water and following it in my mind downriver. I used to imagine going beyond the kingdom where the river would flow out to the lands beyond ours.”

“Imagine if someone was standing there right now. What would they be doing?” she wondered. “At this very moment? Do they know we’re so close?”

“Perhaps they are living in total tranquillity,” he said. “Do you think we could have had it all wrong? Do you think they’ve been happy and will not care about our return?”

She shook her head. “I know they suffer,” she said quietly.

“More than the exiles?”

“How does one measure it, Finnikin? Does a man who’s lost his family to famine suffer less than one who’s lost them to an assassin’s knife? Is it worse to die of drowning than be trampled under the feet of others? If you lose your wife in childbirth, is it better than watching her burn at the stake? Death is death and loss is loss. I have sensed as much despair in the sleep of those inside as I have seen in the exiles. When I saw the words painted on the child’s body, I sensed their urgency, their anguish. ‘Is hope coming?’”

“They will have the question answered soon.”

“If there is a future in Lumatere and you weren’t called upon to be Balthazar’s First Man,” she asked, her mood lightening, “what would you want to do with the rest of your life?”

“First,” he said, brushing a fly off her nose, “if there is a future in Lumatere, I will be in my father’s Guard. And second, Sir Topher will be Balthazar’s First Man.”

“First, it is not your father’s Guard. It belongs to the king. And secondly, Sir Topher would want you with him, advising Balthazar.”

He imitated the cross expression on her face, and she giggled. “So if I were a mere mortal in Lumatere?” He looked around the meadow, pondering. “I would put my name down for ten acres on the Flatlands. I would build a cottage there, and with my bride I would —”

“Where would you find this bride?” she interrupted.

“A novice from the cloister of Lagrami would do me fine,” he said in a pompous tone. “Obedient. Biddable.”

“And with the ability to bore you to tears, according to Lady Abian.”

“Not a problem. I will be so tired by the end of the day that sleep will be the only thing on my mind.”

She gave a snort. “You?”

He laughed at her expression. “Your meaning?”

“Last night you lay pressed against me, Finnikin. I could . . . feel that sleep was the last thing on your mind.”

“How unladylike of you to mention such a thing,” he said.

She touched the lines around his mouth. “You look lovely when you laugh.”

“Lovely? Just the way a man wants to be described.” He grinned. “I hope for the day that someone describes me the way they do my father.”

“All right, silent dark bear with angry frown, tell me more about your land.”

He settled back down, picturing it. “I would tend to our land from the moment the sun rose to when it set and then you . . . she would tend to me.”

He laughed at her expression again. The world of exile camps and the Valley felt very far away, and he wanted to lie there forever.

“Let me tell you about your bride,” she said, propping herself up on her elbows. “Both of you would cultivate the land. You would hold the plow, and she would walk alongside you with the ox, coaxing and singing it forward. A stick in her hand, of course, for she would need to keep both the ox and you in line.”

“What would we . . . that is, my bride and I, grow?”

“Wheat and barley.”

“And marigolds.”

Her nose crinkled questioningly.

“I would pick them when they bloomed,” he said. “And when she called me home for supper, I’d place them in her hair and the contrast would take my breath away.”

“How would she call you? From your cottage? Would she bellow, ‘Finnikin!’?”

“I’d teach her the whistle. One for day and one for night.”

“Ah, the whistle, of course. I’d forgotten the whistle.”

He practiced it with her, laughing at her early attempts until she could mimic it perfectly. Froi came running up to them, a frown on his face.

“Captain said to fetch you. We leave.”

“Speak Lumateran, Froi. You’re not from Sarnak!” Evanjalin ordered, getting to her feet. “And you haven’t returned my father’s ring.”

He scowled. “Fort you said it was mine.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, vexed. “Only because I thought I would die. You’ll have to give it back.” She ran ahead of them, jumping over the tall grass and daffodils, her legs tangling at times, causing her to stumble.

“Hope she falls,” Froi muttered. “Meanest girl I ever know.”

“I’ve met meaner,” Finnikin mused. “The Lumateran girls from the Rock are quite frightening, and you never turn your back on a girl from the River. And Princess Isaboe? Used to tell everyone she could mend her cat’s broken limbs, which she could, of course. But no one knew that she’d break them first.”

When they reached the barn, they joined the others in preparing their horses.

“Perri? Is there something wrong?” Finnikin heard Evanjalin ask in a quiet voice.

Perri was silent, and the question seemed to be forgotten. Or so Finnikin thought until he glanced over to Evanjalin and found her eyes locked on Perri’s.

“Perri?” Finnikin prompted.

Perri’s stare was loaded with controlled hostility. “She lied,” he said curtly.

There was confusion on Evanjalin’s face.

“Perri, leave the girl alone,” Trevanion murmured, grabbing the leg of his horse by the fetlock and holding the weight of its hoof on his knee.

There was no malice in Perri’s face. Just cold certainty.

“She could not have walked the sleep two nights past. She spoke of walking the sleep in Pietrodore. It’s not her time to bleed again.”

Suddenly everyone turned in her direction. Evanjalin’s face flushed with color.

“It’s not important how —” she began.

“What else have you lied about?” Perri interrupted.

This time she stayed silent.

“Did you lie about Lady Beatriss?” Perri persisted. “And Tesadora? Did you lie about the young girls of Lumatere?” The priest-king and Froi looked on anxiously. Trevanion put his horse’s leg to the ground and walked over.

“Answer him,” Finnikin said quietly, wanting her to put an end to Perri’s suspicions.

But she refused to speak, not taking her eyes off Finnikin.

“Answer him,” he said more forcefully.

She shook her head sadly. “There’s always doubt in your eyes, Finnikin. How can you lead us home with so much doubt?”

“I’m not here to lead us home. Balthazar is,” he replied.

The fear that ran through his body when she cast her eyes down chilled him.

“Did you lie about Balthazar, Evanjalin?” he said, his throat dry. It was strange how calmly he asked the question. But he knew that if he shouted at her, it would only mean he believed she was capable of such deception. So he waited for her to deny it, to explain the sleep to them again so he could tell Perri to shut his mouth and then convince her that there was no doubt in his eyes. Just a desperate need for answers.

But there was no denial from Evanjalin.

“Did you lie about the return of the king?” Perri asked, his tone level. Finnikin realized that he had never heard Perri shout. Never seen him lose control. Froi and the priest-king stood waiting quietly, as if willing Evanjalin to provide the right answer.

“Say no, Evanjalin,” Froi blurted.

“Answer him, Evanjalin,” Trevanion said.

Finnikin saw it in her eyes before she responded. He saw it because she chose to look directly at him. There was no plea for understanding.

“Balthazar is dead.”

He felt his stomach revolt, his knees buckling beneath him. But still she refused to look away.

“You would never have come this far if you thought he was dead,” she said calmly. “All of you. The exiles. The Guard. No one.”

“You lied all this time?” He could hardly recognize his own voice.

“You wanted a king,” she said quietly.

“You lied.”

“I gave you a king. I gave you what you wanted.”

“You. Lied.”

“Stop saying that!” she shouted, and the others flinched at the fury in her voice. “There are worse things than a lie and there are better things than the truth!”

He stared at her in bewilderment. “Who are you?”

“Who do you want me to be, Finnikin?” There were tears in her eyes, and he wanted to tear at his own so he didn’t have to see her. Didn’t have to witness her deceit.

“I once asked you to trust me.”

He shook his head with disbelief. “Do you belong to the Charynites?” She clenched her fists as he stepped forward. “Or are you one of Sagrami’s dark worshippers, bent on more destruction?”

“If I am, then burn me at the stake, Finnikin,” she cried. “As they did the last time they found out a king was dead in Lumatere. Someone had to be blamed. Someone had to die. Because that’s what happens when logical men can’t explain why an old woman has the blood of an innocent on her hands, or why another can walk through the sleep of our people. What you can’t understand, you destroy.”

Perri made a sound of disgust, and she turned to stare at him. “It’s what your kin did to Tesadora and her people all those years, Perri. How your people taught you to hate. Your father made you watch. Made you take her hand and place it in that furnace and watch it burn. And you did, with tears in your eyes because you were a child and you believed what your father had to say. It’s what made you a savage.”

“You lied about the king!” Finnikin shouted. “What is there to understand? We have people waiting outside the kingdom. For their king.”

Trevanion placed a hand on his arm to calm him, but Finnikin pulled away, his eyes wild. “If harm comes to those people, with the power appointed to me as Sir Topher’s First Man, I will charge you with sedition,” Finnikin threatened bitterly, swinging onto his horse. “Curse your existence if we’ve led the entire kingdom-in-exile to a mass grave in the Valley.”

When they reached the crossroads, Finnikin felt Froi tremble as the thief held on to him. Perri and Trevanion drew up alongside, and he saw the grief and hopelessness on their faces. North pointed to Lumatere, the word he had rewritten not five days past. But five days past the world had been different and a prophecy promising the return of the king had been possible to fulfill.

He had sensed Evanjalin’s stare for the length of their journey as she rode behind him on Trevanion’s mount. He turned to look at her now, and she held his gaze as she slipped off the horse and untied her bedroll. She looked small and vulnerable where she stood, surrounded by all five of them, and then she pointed east, her hand shaking.

“Get back on the horse, Evanjalin,” Trevanion said wearily.

She shook her head. “I go east,” she said.

No one moved or spoke.

“We go north to the Valley,” Finnikin said firmly. “And you don’t have a choice. Get on the horse, Evanjalin.”

She shook her head again. “If it’s sedition you accuse me of, stop me with a dagger. If not, I go east. The gods whisper words to me as I sleep, telling us to take a path that makes sense only to them. But I trust it.”

“Ah, the privilege of the gods whispering in your ears,” he mocked. “Did you have to bleed for that, Evanjalin?”

The pain in her eyes was real. “The gods whispered to you once, Finnikin. And you listened. But they are proud and refuse to speak to those who do not believe that there is something out there mightier than the minds and intellect of mortals.”

But his heart could not be moved, and he turned his back on her. He could hear the crunch of the leaves as she walked and he dared not move until the sound faded away.

Froi slipped off Finnikin’s horse, quietly looking up at him and then the others before turning in the direction Evanjalin had taken. He removed his bedroll from the saddle and placed it on his shoulder.

“She and me? We the same in some fings. We live. The others, those orphan kids, they dead. Because she and me, we want to live and we do anyfing to make that happen. That’s the difference between us and others. I seen them. I seen Lumaterans die, and you know what I do to live? Anyfing. Do you hear me? I do anyfing. Just like her.”

Froi turned and followed Evanjalin, and this time it seemed he understood exactly which path he was taking.

One mile from their homeland, Finnikin stopped. In front of him stood the ridge. From there, it would be possible to see the Valley of Tranquillity, which had once seemed like a carpet of lushness leading to Lumatere’s main gate. He imagined what it would be like to see inside the kingdom, all the way to the rock of three wonders, where once he made a pledge with his two friends, believing in their omnipotence. That they could save their world. His scar throbbed with pain as if the blood they had sacrificed ten years ago had seeped into the earth and was welcoming him home.

Home.

“Finn? It’s just over the ridge,” Trevanion said.

Finnikin swung off his horse and stared up at the last place he had ever worshipped his goddess. “Take the priest-king,” he said quietly. “Our people need him in the Valley.”

“And you?” Trevanion asked.

Finnikin shook his head. “I just want to sit for a while.”

Trevanion walked up beside him. “I’ll sit with you.”

“No.” He shook his head emphatically. “The people will want to see the captain of the Guard. They need that hope if they have already returned.”

Finnikin turned to the priest-king, who sat astride Perri’s horse. There was a look of intense sadness on the old man’s face. “Blessed Barakah, what does the word resurdus mean in the ancient language?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

“King,” the old man replied.

Finnikin nodded.

Trevanion mounted his horse again. “Climb your rock, Finn,” he said firmly. “When you return, I’ll be waiting here.”

Finnikin walked toward the ridge, then stopped as Perri spoke.

“Warrior. Guide.”

Finnikin turned and met Perri’s eyes.

“I had a . . . friend once who knew the language of the ancients,” he said, his face impassive. “I asked her what the word for ‘warrior’ was. It was the only word I cared to learn. Resurdus. In the time when the gods walked the earth, a king was a warrior. But in other dialects it meant guide.”

Finnikin stared after them as they rode away. Then he began to climb. He had promised the goddess a sacrifice if she allowed Evanjalin to live, and there on the ridge he pierced his old wound and watched it bleed, his mind growing light.

Dark will guide the light, and our resurdus will rise.

He made a pledge to honor the prophecy that may have always been meant for him.

But there were no visions, and no sense of peace or euphoria.


The goddess was angry.

Her message was clear.

It was not enough.



It was almost dark when he climbed down from the ridge. Waiting with his father were Perri and Moss and Sir Topher. Finnikin swung onto his horse. Without speaking, he turned its head away from the Valley of Tranquillity and took the path the priest-king had said would be their salvation paved with blood.

The path to the novice Evanjalin.

And without questioning his decision, the others followed.
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They traveled through the night and by sunrise reached the tunnel that separated Belegonia from neighboring Osteria. It was a pass carved inside one of the mountains, hacked out of the granite over the centuries. Finnikin was the first to lead his horse through the low narrow entrance, placing his hands on the stone around his head to guide him. The ground was littered with fallen rocks, and his ankle twisted continuously on its awkward angles. When the light hit his eyes on the other side, the pain was intense, but he gulped the air with a hunger that came from a profound sense of relief.

The Osterian capital was the closest to Lumatere. The two kingdoms were the smallest in the land and less than a day’s ride from each other. As they rode over the hills from the west, Finnikin caught sight of the turrets of the Osterian palace in the distance. The small palace lay in a valley in the center of the kingdom, encircled by sixteen hills, which served to protect it from Belegonia to its west, Sorel to its south, and Charyn to its north and east. Finnikin knew the Osterian hills were home to several ethnic communities that had enjoyed autonomy since the time of the gods. They were watched over by a number of sentinels whose job it was to keep peace within the land, but Finnikin suspected that the sentinels were also there to keep an eye on Charyn, which lay beyond a narrow river to the north.

“So where can you be, Evanjalin?” Sir Topher asked as they rested their horses in one of the valleys. Finnikin had been surprised to find his mentor waiting with Trevanion, Perri, and Moss the previous evening. As the new leader of Lumatere, he would be better protected in the Valley under the watch of the Guard. But Sir Topher had been determined to find Evanjalin and Froi, and at times during their short journey to Osteria, Finnikin had seen the censure in his mentor’s eyes.

“She lied about the king,” Finnikin said quietly as the other men separated to see what they could discover beyond the northern hills.

Sir Topher did not speak for a moment. So much had changed since they climbed the rock to the cloister in Sendecane months before. Too much had happened, more emotions than they had felt between them in the last ten years.

“You wanted Balthazar to be alive, Finnikin,” he said gently. “He was a beloved friend, and in the mind of the child you were at the time, he seemed a mighty warrior who could conquer anything.”

Finnikin felt naive and foolish. “I know it doesn’t seem possible that one so young could have lived through such terrible events, Sir Topher. But Evanjalin and Froi and even I have been in situations of grave danger, and we lived. So I believed that he would too. That somehow he endured what took place in the Forest of Lumatere that night.”

“Do you know what I think?” Sir Topher asked, tears in his eyes. “I think Prince Balthazar made a decision that night. I think he was a warrior of the gods. You wanted him to live for all the right reasons, my boy. But more than anything, you needed him to live because you feared the inevitable.”

Finnikin was silent as Trevanion and his men returned. He could tell from the grimness of his father’s expression that their surveillance from the top of the hills had provided them with more than just a scenic view of Osteria.

“Tell us good news, Trevanion,” Sir Topher implored.

Trevanion shook his head, his mouth a straight line. “From our vantage point we had a clear view of the river and into Charyn. There are soldiers there. At least fifteen. Swords in hand. Exiles at their feet.”

“Sweet goddess,” Sir Topher said.

“I counted at least forty,” Moss said.

“Why are you so sure the captives are Lumaterans?” Finnikin asked. “Might they not just be Charynites camped by the river?”

“They’re exiles,” Moss said firmly.

“Evanjalin? Froi?” Sir Topher asked.

Trevanion shook his head.

“Do they move freely?” Sir Topher asked. “Are you sure they are under guard?”

“They have separated the men from the women,” Perri said bitterly. “Never a good sign.”

“Since when have exile camps been under guard?” Sir Topher asked.

“Since the rumor of the return of a king,” Trevanion said. “If there is one thing that will threaten the royal house of Charyn, it is talk of the curse on Lumatere being broken and the impostor king revealing the truth. Charyn would consider any group of exiles a threat.”

“I say we cross the river. We can take them by surprise,” Perri said. “They are weakened by ale and boredom. I can see it in their sluggish movements.”

“Except we have a guest. Remember?” Moss said, pointing up to the peak of one of the smaller hills to the east of them. Finnikin followed his line of sight and made out a figure crouching.

“He may belong to one of the autonomous communities,” Finnikin said. “It wouldn’t be rare for them to be traveling the hills.”

“Not a traveler, Finnikin. He is spying. On the Charynites and the exile camp. He cares little if we are aware of his location but does not want to be seen by the soldiers on the other side of the river.”

Finnikin sighed, shading his eyes with his hand, trying to think. He looked at the figure again. The youth was standing now. He was almost Finnikin’s height but much broader, dressed in clothing cut from the fur of animals. There was an aggression in his stance, an arrogance that instantly made Finnikin bristle. As if sensing Finnikin’s anger, the youth removed an arrow from the quiver strapped to his back and cocked his longbow, holding the arrow at eye level and pointing it straight toward Finnikin.

“Provoke him, Finn,” Trevanion instructed, aiming his crossbow in the direction of their intruder. “Let’s see what he does.”

Finnikin grabbed a blunt-tipped bolt from his quiver. “Do you want me to discharge?”

“No, leave that to us if he chooses to attack. He seems focused on you. Find another way to provoke him.”

Finnikin thought for a moment and then raised his hand and made a gesture with two of his fingers twisted together, pointing them toward the bridge of his nose and then jutting them forward with force.

The others stared at him, amused. Trevanion and Perri even barked out a rare laugh.

“I think that’s the River people’s way of telling one to do something quite obscene with their mother,” Moss mused.

“Just something I used to see you all do when I was a child,” Finnikin said with a grin.

“You’ll have to try another one,” Perri advised. “It won’t work as provocation. It’s purely a Lumateran insult. Unknown to the rest of the land.”

“How proud we must feel,” Sir Topher said dryly.

The men laughed again, but when an arrow landed close to Finnikin’s feet, they leaped back in alarm, diving for cover behind a cluster of rocks and cocking their weapons.

“Bastard!” Finnikin muttered.

With their backs against the rocks, the realization hit them all at the same time.

“He recognized the gesture.”

“An exile, perhaps?”

“But armed?”

Finnikin crawled over to his saddle pack and pulled out an ochre-colored stone, then retrieved an arrow from his quiver and handed it to his father.

“Hold it still while I write.”

Across the stem of the arrow he scribbled the words Finnikin of the Rock before stepping into the open and aiming toward the figure on the hill. He followed the arc of his shot, pleased when the youth jumped back, and he could tell by the youth’s stance that he was less than happy about the close proximity of the arrow between his legs. He picked up the arrow and then stared at it before disappearing. They were disappointed when he failed to reappear.

“We go to the river,” Trevanion said finally, “and ask the Charynites to kindly let the exiles cross.”

“Just don’t ask me to be kind for too long,” Perri muttered as they began to climb the hill.

They stood on the riverbank not five steps away from where the Charynite soldiers held the exiles captive. Finnikin thought it seemed wrong not to wade across and end it all right there. The moment they arrived, the soldiers had casually made their way toward the opposite bank. Huddled behind them were the exiles, divided into three groups: women and children, grown men, and then the youths. While the males were seated, the women and children stood, clutching each other with fear. One of the mothers held a hand over the mouth of her wailing baby, her face stricken with terror at the thought of what would happen if she failed to silence the child. Finnikin knew what the guards planned to do with these people. Worse still, the exiles knew it too. He could tell that most of them came from the main village of Lumatere. The villagers were merchants and craftsmen and had a distinct personality. There was a humility and dignity to them that the queen had encouraged her children to emulate. “If you do not get what you want in life, Balthazar,” Finnikin would hear her say, “take it like a villager. Hold your head up and accept the inevitable.”

One of the older exiles raised his head from where it rested on his knees and saw them on the bank. Finnikin watched as his expression changed from despair to recognition to elation. He nudged his neighbor, and an excited whisper went through the group. There was no such reaction from the Lumateran lads. Unlike their fathers and uncles, they had no idea who Trevanion and Perri were. As far as they were concerned, the five men standing before them on the Osterian side of the river could easily add more woe to their situation. Death was inevitable. Finnikin could see it in their faces.

A soldier stepped closer, his boot touching the water between them. “Go back to guarding the garbage,” he instructed his men. “I’ll take care of this.”

Finnikin felt Sir Topher stiffen beside him and was relieved that Trevanion, Moss, and Perri did not understand the Charyn language. As Perri had said, these men were bored. It was their job to guard a rarely used crossing two days' ride from the capital. Taking thirty unarmed exiles hostage and doing to them whatever they desired was a way to relieve the boredom. In the prison mines, Finnikin had asked his father how humans could treat each other in such a way. “Because they stop seeing their victims as human,” Trevanion had responded quietly.

The soldier with one foot in the river was young; Finnikin smelled his ambition and saw the look of dogmatism in his eyes. He would have preferred to have been dealing with a madman full of anger than someone so blinded by self-importance. The Charyn soldier stared at them. Finnikin imagined what he was thinking. Five men, swords at their sides, longbows in their hands. They had enough bolts in their quivers to create havoc among fifteen restless guards.

“On behalf of the government of Lumatere, we order you to release our people,” Sir Topher said in the Charyn language. Finnikin heard the tremble of rage in his voice.

The Charynite laughed, but with little amusement. “The government of Lumatere? Old man, if you were on this side of the river, you would be imprisoned for treason against our neighbor’s king for such a statement.” He spoke to them as if he were reprimanding disobedient children. Finnikin translated for Trevanion, Moss, and Perri.

“Translate for me word for word, Finnikin,” his father instructed, his eyes never leaving the Charynite. “Tell him that if we were on his side of the river, we would be the only ones standing. Tell him the present king of Lumatere is an impostor and a murderer falsely placed on the throne by the ignorant.”

Finnikin relayed his father’s message.

“To call the Lumateran king an impostor is an offense against every kingdom of the land,” the Charynite snapped, his anger growing.

“There have been worse offenses perpetrated against Lumatere by its neighboring kingdoms,” Finnikin translated for his father.

“And you are?” the Charyn soldier asked. The question was directed at Trevanion.

Finnikin translated the question, knowing the inevitable. The Charynite soldier would be assured a promotion to the Charyn palace with the capture of Trevanion, but Finnikin knew his father had no choice. The exiles would either live if Trevanion succeeded, or die if they failed. Nothing in between.

“Captain of the Lumateran King’s Guard,” Trevanion answered, looking the man square in the eye.

The head of every Lumateran lad shot up, their expressions astonished, and the flickers of hope that appeared in their eyes made Finnikin feel like a god. One or two of the lads extended their fists in a show of solidarity. Moss and Perri held theirs up in response, and the Charynite soldiers began to look uneasy, waiting for the translation. With great satisfaction, Finnikin watched the beads of sweat appear on their faces when he spoke.

“What is your purpose with these people?” Finnikin asked on Trevanion’s behalf.

“We have in our barracks a youth who claims to be the heir to the throne of Lumatere,” the Charynite said. “A throne belonging to another. Approved by our king ten years ago. Imagine what an insult it is to us when one takes it upon himself to render our king’s decision null and void. It is obvious that these people were harboring the claimant, and the moment we ascertain the truth, we will let these people go, Captain.”

“And the moment you let our people go,” Trevanion said after hearing Finnikin’s translation, “I will convince my men here to let you live, squad leader.”

“Lieutenant,” the man corrected. “You think we are frightened to cross to your side? You think the Osterians will go to war with us if we do? You think they won’t turn a blind eye to anything we choose to do at the arse-end of their kingdom to a bunch of dirty Lumateran scum? There are five of you, Captain, and many more of us. You have made a mistake today.”

The lieutenant grabbed one of the Lumateran lads by his hair and jerked him to his feet, holding a sword to his throat. There was a whimper from one of the women — the mother, Finnikin suspected — but his attention was drawn back to the face of the lad standing before him. All that separated them was a narrow body of water. Over the years Finnikin had seen many Lumaterans his age lying in unmarked graves or dying from fever or weighed down by the apathy of exile. But this lad was living and had a fire in his eyes, a fury.

“What needs to be done,” Trevanion murmured. Then he was in the river, less than a foot away from the Charynite, his bow pointed directly between the man’s eyes. Within seconds Finnikin had removed a bolt from his quiver, cocked his longbow, and was beside his father, his arrow pointed in the same spot. He could feel the breath of the Charynite and Lumateran lad before him. Around him every sword was drawn and behind him every arrow.

“Perhaps there are only five of us, Lieutenant,” Finnikin acknowledged, not taking his eyes off the Charynite, “but know this. Before any of your men raise their weapons, any one of us will have released at least five bolts. You will be my first hit,” he said. “Second, third, fourth, and fifth go to those guarding my peers. My father will aim for those with swords pointed at the women of Lumatere and my friends will finish off the rest with time to spare. So today you decide whether you live or die.”

The Lieutenant met Finnikin’s stare. Then his eyes flicked away for a brief moment, and suddenly Finnikin felt someone by his side. He did not look away from the Charynite but saw the tip of a longbow as the person beside him adopted the same stance as his and his father’s.

“Are we speaking Charyn?” Finnikin heard a gruff voice ask. “Mine’s a bit weak, although it is one of the rules of my father to learn the language of your neighbor. It could come in handy when you live at the arse-end of a country beside the biggest arseholes in the land.”

Finnikin heard Sir Topher choke back a laugh.

“So please excuse my poor accent,” the voice continued. “And may I draw your attention to the hills behind me?”

Finnikin watched the lieutenant raise his eyes and grow noticeably pale.

“May I remind you that Osterian goatherds cannot declare war on Charyn,” the lieutenant said snidely.

“Certainly, and I will inform you in return that we’re not Osterian,” the voice continued. “We’re Monts. Lucian of the Monts, if you please, and when it comes to speed and accuracy with an arrow, my father’s better than his,” he said, gesturing to Finnikin. “So if that is fear I read on your face, I commend you for being smart enough to recognize a threat.”

Finnikin felt weak with relief. His childhood rival and friend stood beside him. He was filled with a sense of hope. If the Monts were in the hills, then Evanjalin would be among her people. But the feeling did not last. The lieutenant had begun to loosen his grip on the lad, and when he raised his left hand, Finnikin caught sight of a ruby ring on his finger.

He shuddered as he realized that the Charynite had crossed paths with Froi. He tried to recall what the soldier had said. That in their barracks they had a claimant to the throne.

“Sir Topher?” he said quietly.

“I see it, Finnikin.”

“Do not react,” Trevanion said.

The Charynite watched the exchange.

“Lieutenant?” one of the other soldiers called out to him, fear in his voice. “They’re coming down the hill. Hundreds.”

He watched as the lieutenant swallowed, his eyes still on Trevanion.

“Let our people go unharmed and we will spare you,” Sir Topher said.

As more Monts appeared with their weapons raised, Trevanion lowered his longbow and moved closer to the bank, careful not to place his foot on Charyn land. He held out a hand to the women. One stepped forward with a sob, placing her two children in Trevanion’s arms. Slowly the business of crossing the river took place. Finnikin stayed in position beside Lucian, their bows trained on the lieutenant, who still held on to his prisoner. It was not until half of the exiles had crossed the river that the Charynite shoved the boy forward and then retreated.

They had little time to spare, but Lucian of the Monts took a moment to size up his old childhood friend. Finnikin thought there was more than a touch of arrogance in the way the Mont swaggered about as if he had single-handedly saved the day. But he was too sick with worry to respond.

“Do you have Evanjalin?” he asked Lucian, pulling him away from where he was shamelessly charming one of the exile girls.

“Who?” Lucian asked.

“She’s a Mont,” Finnikin pressed.

“We have no Monts named Evanjalin,” he said dismissively.

Finnikin gave up on Lucian and went searching for Saro, the leader of the Monts and Lucian’s father. The man embraced him. Older than Trevanion by at least ten years, his build was intimidating but he had a gentle smile. “How proud your father must be, Finnikin.”

“Thank you, sir. But we’re looking for a friend who has been traveling with us. A Mont girl named Evanjalin. Has she made contact with you these past two days?”

Saro shook his head, a look of confusion on his face. “You can’t possibly have traveled with a Mont, Finnikin. We have all our people. We accounted for every single one in the Valley that terrible day.”

“Her name is Evanjalin,” Finnikin repeated. “She claims to be a Mont. She was entrusted to us by the High Priestess at the cloister of Lagrami in Sendecane. Somehow she has led us here . . . with the belief that Balthazar was among you.”

“Balthazar?” Saro whispered. “My beloved nephew?”

“Balthazar’s dead,” Lucian said sharply. He stood behind his father, glaring at Finnikin. “It was fool’s talk that said he lived. And fool’s talk that these men claim to have him.”

“But they do have at least one of ours,” Finnikin insisted, searching the area for his father. There was a sea of faces around him but no one familiar. “We have been traveling with two young Lumaterans, a youth named Froi and a girl called Evanjalin. A Mont,” he said firmly, looking at Saro. “We separated two days ago and held great hope that Evanjalin made her way to you. She claims she walks through the sleep of those inside Lumatere, accompanied by a child,” he added.

Lucian and Saro looked shocked, and Finnikin felt frustrated that he would have to explain the sleep yet again.

“So far away?” Saro asked.

“What do you mean, ‘so far away’?” Finnikin asked.

“Some of our women have the gift of the walk,” Saro explained. “But they can only walk the sleep of those in our community. In close proximity. Here on the hill, or on the mountain when we lived back home. We have never had anyone who is able to walk through the sleep of those so far away.”

“Your women walk through people’s sleep?” Finnikin asked.

“Some of our gifted ones,” Saro replied.

“It’s called the ‘gift of the walk,’” Lucian said, glowering at Finnikin. “I feel you disrespect it.”

“Lucian,” his father instructed, “take Finnikin up to your yata. She will want to know about this girl. I need to organize these people. Trevanion and Sir Topher want them taken to the Valley of Tranquillity at first light.”

Lucian grabbed hold of Finnikin but he pulled away. He needed Trevanion and Perri. They would have to cross the river to find Evanjalin and Froi, and they could not afford to waste a moment. Finnikin walked over to the lad who had been the Charynite’s prisoner.

“Sefton,” the lad introduced himself, clasping Finnikin’s arm.

“Tell me what they said about the claimant, Sefton,” Finnikin said.

“I understood nothing of their language,” Sefton said, “but my aunt worked in the village and speaks some Charyn. Esta!” he called out to one of the women. “Esta! Finnikin needs your help.” He turned back to Finnikin. “Let me come along. I am fast with a longbow.”

Finnikin smiled at the lad’s eagerness. “Then they’ll need you in the Valley, Sefton. The Guard is training there. Tell them I sent you.”

A woman Trevanion’s age held a hand to Finnikin’s face. “Ask of us anything, lad.”

“The claimant in their barracks?”

She nodded. “I heard the Charynites speak. They arrested a boy in the woods and believed him to belong to our community. Whatever it was about this boy, he was the reason they came to arrest us.”

“Did they mention a girl? Evanjalin?” Finnikin asked.

She shook her head. “Just the boy.”

He squeezed her hand in thanks and stood in the middle of the chaos. Some of the exiles were still close to tears. Moss dealt with them calmly as Saro instructed his people. The decision was made to rest for the night under the guard of the Monts in the foothills, then go to the Valley of Tranquillity at dawn. Finnikin tried to breathe normally, but breathing made his chest ache, and the sight of Lucian approaching with Sir Topher, an expression of superiority on the Mont’s face, made him want to lunge at his childhood nemesis.

“Where’s my father, Sir Topher?”

“Go with the Monts, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said evenly. “Saro wants you to speak with Yata, who will be keen to hear of Evanjalin.”

Yata. Balthazar and Lucian’s grandmother, matriarch of the Monts, mother of the dead queen.

“We need to find them,” Finnikin insisted. “We need to cross the river. Don’t ask me to stand here and do nothing.”

“You’ve done enough, Finnikin. Your father and Perri will take care of locating Evanjalin and Froi. Rest. In the next few days, you are going to need everything inside of you. Everything.”

Lucian of the Monts stood by, arms folded, waiting. He pointed up the hill, and when Finnikin didn’t move, he grabbed him by the shoulder and shoved him along.

They said little to each other as they walked through the trees and began to climb. The day had turned cold and blustery, and Finnikin envied Lucian his long fleeced coat. He pulled his own coat tighter around him as they traveled up the hillside toward where he imagined the rest of the Monts were hidden.

“Sheep shit,” Lucian warned a second after Finnikin stepped in it.

The Mont sauntered ahead. Finnikin followed him, muttering. The path had become narrow and steep. When they passed a water trough on the track, Finnikin smelled the sheep instantly. Although the valley behind them was bathed in sunlight, there was little protection from the elements up on the hill. But the Monts had never been interested in creature comforts. In the mountains they had been sentinels for the Charyn border. Mont children were born to defend from the moment they could walk. It was what Balthazar had adored and envied about his cousin. Although Balthazar was the prince, more often Lucian was their leader. The better hunter. The better fighter. The fiercest and most loyal of allies. He had once carried Finnikin all day on his back when Finnikin was bitten by a snake. He had sucked the venom out himself and held Finnikin until help came. Like he would a brother.

“But they can’t control their emotions,” Balthazar would whisper to Finnikin, who had no idea, like the prince, what that meant.

Until he witnessed the grieving of the Monts on the first day of exile. Unabashed, unashamed. Sometimes he envied it, wanted to rage at the world, bite his knuckles, gnash his teeth. Spray the air with his fury. But Finnikin belonged to the Rock people, contained, like those of the Flatlands.

“Sheep shit.”

Bastard.

Finally they reached a wide summit. Scattered across the grass was an assortment of tents, beautifully colored, each one bordered with flowers and pebbles. Children ran among the tents, and women sat in circles, their heads close, their fingers busily sewing. Goats, cows, horses, donkeys, pigs, chickens, and perfectly aligned vegetable gardens dotted the hill settlement. The Monts had found their little corner of the world, one day’s ride from their homeland.

“Tents?” Finnikin scoffed. “You’ve been here ten years and you’ve never built homes?”

“So?” Lucian asked.

“Well, wouldn’t this be a home to settle in?”

“These are hills, fool. We’re mountain people. This is nothing like home.”

“Balthazar always said —”

Lucian shoved him. “And here we don’t talk about Balthazar or the princesses or the queen or the king. Do you understand?”

Finnikin shook his head in disgust. “You live in tents; you don’t talk about the past. You exiles are all alike,” he said. “Pretending it didn’t happen.”

“We are no exiles!”

Lucian’s fist connected with Finnikin’s cheek. The blow unleashed something in Finnikin, a need to cause as much pain as possible, to destroy. He pounded into Lucian with the full force of the rage that had built up inside of him. Each punch he delivered to the Mont’s face or body lessened the numbness he had felt since Perri’s revelation in the meadow. But Finnikin knew that something more than rage was driving him. He sensed the same emotion from Lucian, who now had him trapped with an elbow to the throat and a knee on the thigh, exactly where his pledge-wound lay.

“We’ve been with our people from the very beginning,” Lucian spat, “so we’re exiled from no one. And our yata lost five grandchildren and her daughter that night. It’s heartbreak, trog boy. Not pretense.”

And then both of them were at it again, hammering fists into each other until at last they exhausted their anger and, clutching on to each other, collapsed onto the ground.

Finnikin had no idea how long they lay on their backs, staring up at the sky, side by side yet refusing to acknowledge each other’s presence.

“Come,” Lucian said finally, his voice husky. He got to his feet and extended a hand to Finnikin. “We need to clean up. My yata will skin me alive if she sees us this way.”
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At the entrance of Yata’s tent, Lucian gave Finnikin a shove and a look of reprimand. “Don’t mention my cousins,” he said gruffly. “She may seem strong, but she will never recover from losing them.”

Finnikin nodded, and when Lucian called out a greeting, they entered the large tent. Candles burned brightly and flowers scented the air. The matriarch of the Monts sat weaving, her hair in long curls of gray, her eyes dark and probing. She was the symbolic yata to all the Monts, but the grandmother of Lucian and his cousins. She smiled up at her grandson and then at Finnikin. He could still see the handsome woman she had been when he was a child. In those days, her hair had been mostly black and there was more flesh on her frame, but the strength in her eyes had not diminished.

“Finnikin of the Rock,” she said, her voice husky. What is it with these Mont women? he thought. Sixty-five years old and he was still blushing at the sound of her voice.

He bent to kiss her cheek three times, following the Mont custom. One for the recipient, one for the giver, and one for the goddess, who was part of their union. “My father and his men and Sir Topher travel with me.”

“So finally we return home?” she asked, breaking a thread with her teeth and putting her work aside. She beckoned them toward her, and they sat on a fleeced blanket, where she poured them cold tea and fed them sweet bread.

“We return to the Valley of Tranquillity first,” Finnikin acknowledged.

“They have found another Mont, Yata,” Lucian said. “Her name is Evanjalin and she walks the sleep of those inside Lumatere. Finnikin has led her to us.”

“No, she has led me,” Finnikin corrected.

Yata’s dark eyes widened with surprise. “Inside Lumatere? Such power,” she said, shaking her head.

“I believe so,” Finnikin said. “She swears that Lady Beatriss of the Flatlands lives, as do the novices of the cloister of Sagrami and Tesadora of the Forest Dwellers.”

Yata placed a trembling hand to her lips. “How were the novices saved? And Lady Beatriss? Her babe?”

“She is certain that my father and Lady Beatriss’s child died,” Finnikin said sadly. “As for the novices of Sagrami, they were hidden during the five days of the unspeakable. I suspect by Perri the Savage.” He watched as Yata shivered, despite the warmth in the tent. “Can you tell me more about walking the sleep?”

“It began with Seranonna of the Forest Dwellers,” she said in a soft voice. “I was giving birth to my fifth child. Seranonna lived far away from the Monts, but she swore she heard my cries of pain and so she made a journey through the Forest, into the village, across the Flatlands, over the River, and into the Mountains. She delivered my daughter, a beautiful girl who would grow up to be queen.” She sighed, and Finnikin saw Lucian sit forward, ready to leap up if she needed him.

“I was ill for a long time after I gave birth, so Seranonna stayed. She had just given birth to a child who had lived only a week and her breasts were full of milk, so my babe suckled from the breast of one who worshipped Lagrami and one who worshipped Sagrami. Every child Seranonna delivered thereafter during her time with us had the gift of walking the sleep.”

“Perhaps Evanjalin and the child in Lumatere she walks alongside were delivered by Seranonna as well,” Lucian said.

“Not possible,” Finnikin replied. “The child was born after Seranonna’s death.”

“Evanjalin travels with another?” Yata asked, intrigued.

“Is that rare?” Finnikin said.

She nodded. “Most of our women who have the gift walk alone. Although sometimes I would walk the sleep with my daughter, the queen. Perhaps there is a strong bloodline between Evanjalin and the child.”

She pointed to the jug when she noticed that his cup was empty. “And do not be shy with the sweet bread. Lucian certainly isn’t.”

Finnikin glanced at Lucian, whose mouth was full but whose dark eyes were alert with interest. “What is she like? Evanjalin of the Monts?” he asked.

Finnikin thought for a moment. “Strong. In here,” he said, thumping his chest twice. “Humbling. Ruthless. Cunning. She can love people with a fierceness that I have not seen before.” He smiled when he realized he was talking too much. “And she looks like a Mont woman, so of course she’s very beautiful.”

“Does she belong to you, Finnikin?” Yata asked, her eyes piercing.

“No,” he said after a moment. “But she belongs to my heart. I feel her absence strongly and it brings me . . . sorrow.” He looked across at Lucian, who made a pretense of wiping a tear from his eye. Knowing he had said enough, Finnikin stood to politely excuse himself.

“My grandson has missed you all these years,” Yata said.

“Balthazar?”

Lucian sent him a scathing look, and Finnikin instantly regretted his stupidity.

“I’m sorry . . .”

“No.” She chuckled, holding out a hand to her grandson to help her to her feet. “Lucian has missed you.”

“I have not!” Lucian looked horrified.

She tugged his ear. “I walk your sleep, silly boy. Not a place your yata wants to be most of the time, but there are some moments that bring me joy.”

Lucian turned red. She kissed them both, and Finnikin found comfort in the feel of her hands on his face. Lucian had lost his mother young but had always had his yata close by. It was what Finnikin missed about his great-aunt Celestina and even Lady Beatriss.

The matriarch of the Monts studied Finnikin’s face carefully, as if she saw the things written on his mind and soul. “How you warm my heart, Finnikin of the Rock,” she said. “Bring your Evanjalin to us. If she guided you here, she wants to be with her people.”

That night, after he heard Sir Topher’s heavy snores and the world of the Monts seemed to be asleep, Finnikin crept out of the tent. He wrapped his arms around himself, his teeth chattering uncontrollably as he made his way toward Lucian’s tent. He knew what he had to do. He also knew he could not do it alone and that Lucian was his only choice. Although it annoyed him to have to ask the Mont for help, his desire to find Evanjalin was greater.

“Lucian!” he hissed. “Inbred. Get dressed. Get your sword and your bow. You’re coming with me. No arguing.”

“Already dressed. Sword in hand. You’re late, trog boy.”

Finnikin hid his surprise as Lucian joined him. The Mont wore a cap over his head, his bulky frame layered with a wool jerkin and trousers of animal hide. He threw Finnikin a fleece coat, and they crouched behind his tent, watching the three Monts on guard. The moon hung low in the sky, and it seemed to Finnikin that he could almost reach out and touch it.

“Are we finding your woman first or saving the boy?”

“She’s not my woman, Lucian, and only inbred Monts go around saying ‘your woman.’”

“Not your woman? Good. By the sounds of things, I could be very interested in this Mont girl. So now that you’ve given me permission . . . Finnikin? Did you just jab me in the back? If not, and that was something else pressing into me . . . really, I’m not interested in trog boys. But I can introduce you to my kinsman, Torin.”

“You talk too much, Mont! So shut your mouth and don’t ever think of her as yours.”

From where they crouched, Finnikin could see the camp fires of the exiles under the guard of Saro and his men in the foothills below. He wondered how they would sleep after a day that had begun in captivity and ended in the comfort and protection of their people.

Lucian took the lead as they half stumbled toward the woods that lead to the river. Finnikin knew the Mont would be familiar with every inch of these hills. After watching Lucian carousing with his cousins earlier that day, he suspected that they spent many a night getting up to no good, far from the watchful eyes of their elders.

They waded through the river, holding their weapons high above their heads. The only noise to break the silence was their breathing and the sound of the lapping water. When they reached the Charyn riverbank, Finnikin indicated for Lucian to follow the trail the soldiers had taken deep into woods. The foliage was so dense that little moonlight penetrated and at times they held on to each other for fear of being separated. Branches scratched their faces and raised tree roots caused them to trip and stumble. Then Lucian seemed to vanish into thin air, and it was only the thud of his body hitting hard earth that stopped Finnikin in his tracks. He knelt and patted the ground before him, feeling the place where the earth fell away to nothing.

“Lucian!” he whispered. “Are you down there?”

“Where else would I be?” Lucian hissed back.

“Shh! What can you see?” Finnikin could barely make out Lucian’s form crawling around in the darkness.

“There’s nothing down here,” Lucian said. “Just a big empty hole. Freshly dug, by the smell of things. Can you see me waving my hand to you?”

Finnikin heard the snap of a twig close by. “Don’t speak!” he hissed. He lay facedown, holding his breath, staying alert to the sounds around them.

“Talk,” Lucian finally said into the silence. “I’ll follow your voice and try to climb up.”

Finnikin moved closer to the edge, extending his arm and half his body into the hole for Lucian to grip on to, when suddenly a hand grabbed his leg. He swiveled around, kicking the intruder in the gut with as much force as he could muster. He heard a grunt of surprise and he scrambled for his dagger, only to have it jerked out of his hand. In the next second, he was thrust against the trunk of a tree with a fist at his throat.

“Finn?” his father said.

He shrugged free, shoving Trevanion away, furious that his father would plan the rescue without him. Perri was on his feet beside Trevanion, winded from the kick to his stomach.

“Lucian’s down the hole,” Finnikin muttered. He moved away and lay flat on the ground again, extending his arm into the empty space. His father held him by the feet, and when they could see Lucian’s head, Perri reached over and hauled him out by the scruff of his neck.

There was a moment of tense silence.

“You had no right to leave me behind,” Finnikin said tersely.

Trevanion grabbed him. “What do you think we are out here to do, Finn?” he said. “Have a chat with these animals? Do you think I want to drag you along to see what I excel in? Not languages, Finnikin. Killing. That’s what I do best, and if we ever want to see the boy again that’s what we’ll be doing.”

“And Evanjalin?”

There was no response. Trevanion motioned for Perri to lead the way, and they followed him to the edge of the woods. In the near distance, they could see flame sticks at the four corners of the soldiers” barracks.

“We wait here,” Trevanion said in a low voice, guiding them to the hollow trunk of a tree. They sat huddled together in the small space. An owl hooted, and slowly the sounds of the night creatures, some shuffling and measured, others with scuttling speed, resumed around them.

“If she’s —” Finnikin began.

Perri put a finger to his lips. He pointed toward the barracks and then pointed up, indicating that the Charynites may have soldiers posted in the trees close by. Finnikin watched as Perri took out his dagger and put out a hand to stop him.

“If she’s out here and not locked up in the barracks, I’ll know,” he said. He took a deep breath and whistled.

“You share a whistle?” Trevanion said in disbelief.

“Do you have a problem with that?” Finnikin asked.

“I have a few whistles,” Lucian murmured. “Very confusing sometimes.”

“Whistles are meant for combat,” Trevanion said. “Not wooing women. Women do not understand whistles.”

“Shh! Shh!” Finnikin jabbed his father with his elbow. “Did you hear that?”

Finnikin whistled again and held up a hand for silence. Even the night creatures seemed to obey. They waited. Nothing.

And then they heard it, faintly but coming toward them, and Finnikin felt as if he could breathe again. He grinned. “Is she not the smartest girl in the land?”

“And the biggest liar and the most unpredictable,” Perri muttered. Finnikin crawled out from the tree, but Perri was already on his feet. “Let me do the honors,” he said, disappearing.

Finnikin waited, thinking of all the things he had to tell her. That perhaps he was the resurdus of Seranonna’s prophecy, the one to break the spell at the main gate. And that she, Evanjalin, was the light of his sometimes very dark heart who would lead him.

Then he heard the crunch of footsteps and she was there and he opened his coat and wrapped her inside, holding her tight until the beat of their hearts slowed to the same pace and her lips were against the base of his throat. When he stepped back, he could see that she was wild-eyed and exhausted.

“Back to the tree,” Perri ordered.

Lucian made room for them as they squashed in together. The Mont took off his cap and gently placed it on Evanjalin’s head. She stared at him for a moment, and Finnikin saw her shudder. He sat her in the crook of his body, keeping her warm.

“I watched the barracks from a distance last night and through today and tonight,” she whispered. “There’s a courtyard with three men guarding it. One dog tied up. High walls. The rest of the men are sleeping inside the barracks. I believe that’s where they are keeping Froi.”

“What happened, Evanjalin? How was he caught?” Trevanion asked.

“We both were,” she said, her voice small. “We’d just arrived, and were walking through the woods early yesterday evening. We crossed the river to catch some food, and the Charynites found us. It was clear that they were going to kill us, for no other reason than we were Lumateran. I heard them say so, but I didn’t let on.” She stared up at them, shaking her head with anguish. “I told Froi I would make up some lie to create a diversion, and in the confusion, he was to run and not stop running. I ordered him. His bond was to me. To listen to every word I said.” She began to shiver again, and Finnikin held her closer to him.

“And he looked at me and told me . . . told me that people with magic need to live. He told me he was dispensable. He speaks our language like an idiot,” she spat out through her tears, “yet he knows the word dispensable. He still had my ruby ring, and before I could stop him, he was shouting out that he was the heir, Balthazar.”

“But they would have known he was too young,” Perri said.

“Everything happened too quickly. Froi waved the ruby ring in the air and yelled, ‘Run! Run!’ and then, ‘Balthazar, Balthazar, Balthazar,’ repeating that he was Balthazar, heir to the throne of Lumatere.”

Finnikin felt Lucian flinch each time his dead cousin’s name was spoken.

“So I ran and hid in a ditch until it was safe to climb a tree. And I watched them. Today the soldiers went out, and when they returned, they threw punches at each other and kicked the poor dog. Repeatedly.”

“That’s why they rounded up the exiles,” Lucian murmured. “They would have known the boy was lying and probably suspected that the true heir was with the exiles on the river.”

Evanjalin turned at the sound of Lucian’s voice. “I told you the Monts were here,” she said to Finnikin.

“No, you didn’t,” Finnikin accused gently. “You just pointed and said, ‘I’m going east.’”

Lucian stared at her. “Definitely a Mont. Yata and my father will be distraught that we did leave one behind.”

Evanjalin reached over and took Lucian’s hand in hers. “Yata,” she said in a trembling voice.

Finnikin watched as Lucian kept ahold of her hand, and then the Mont’s fingers traveled up her arm and Finnikin saw him shudder. “Lucian!” he warned gruffly.

Lucian sighed, not letting go. “My father and Yata will be very angry when they see what you have done, Evanjalin. To have cut yourself to bleed and walk the sleep.”

Finnikin could not make out his father’s and Perri’s reactions, but he felt deep shame as he reached over to reveal the horrific scars that not even the pale light of the moon could hide.

“You humble me, Evanjalin,” Perri muttered, and then he was on his feet. “Let’s go get our boy.”

They made their way to the tree where Evanjalin had spent the night and day hiding.

“Stay,” Perri said, disappearing up into its branches.

Trevanion took charge. “Perri and I go over the wall. Finn and Lucian, you climb the tree and cover us. The moment you see that Froi is safe, shoot anything that moves. The moment he’s outside the walls of the courtyard, you run at the speed of the gods. Evanjalin, you stay here on the ground.” She opened her mouth to speak, but he stopped her. “You stay here on the ground.”

Perri dropped quietly in front of them.

“Three guards and one dog tied up?” Trevanion asked.

Perri shook his head. “It’s not a dog,” he said flatly, and then he and Trevanion were gone.

“Stay,” Finnikin repeated to Evanjalin before he scrambled up the tree with Lucian and straddled a branch that gave him a good vantage point and room to move with his bow. He watched Perri and Trevanion scale the wall of the barracks, glance down for a moment, and then disappear over the side. The courtyard was lit with oil lamps, which made it easy to see what was taking place within. Finnikin realized why Trevanion wanted Evanjalin to stay on the ground as soon as he saw the quick movement of a blade against the throat of the first soldier. So effortless. So cold in its execution. Soldiers kill, he reminded himself. It’s what they are trained to do. He wondered what was going through his father’s and Perri’s minds. Was it satisfaction? Did it soothe their blood or make them sick to the stomach?

“Three down. Too easy,” Lucian whispered. “Perri is untying the boy she mistook for a dog. Why is your father going inside the barracks?”

Because his father was a soldier, Finnikin thought, and his blood ran hot with the need to avenge every one of their exiles who had died by the sword.

“Don’t ask questions. The moment Perri’s out with Froi, jump and take Evanjalin. I’ll cover the barracks until Trevanion’s out.”

“That’s not what they said,” Lucian hissed. “The moment Perri’s out with the boy, we both run. I don’t go without you.”

Finnikin kept his aim on the entrance of the barracks. “Would you follow their orders if Saro was in there?”

Lucian muttered a curse, and they watched as Perri lifted Froi in his arms and raced to the gates.

“They’re out!” Lucian began scrambling down the tree. With relief, Finnikin saw his father emerge from the entrance. Whatever Trevanion had done, it had been silent, for nobody followed.

Finnikin waited for his father to leave the courtyard. Waited . . . waited . . . waited . . . and then Trevanion was out and Finnikin climbed down, leaping from the last branch to the ground, and fell at Evanjalin’s feet. The three of them grabbed at each other and sprinted through the woods. They were barely aware of Perri’s approach, and then Trevanion was upon them and they ran, their boots pounding the earth, their blood pounding in their brains, needing to breathe, needing to get to the river with Froi in their arms and Evanjalin between them. To take them home.

When they had crossed to the Osterian side of the river, they stopped for a moment.

“Sagrami,” Perri cursed, dropping to his knees with Froi still in his arms. Finnikin watched Lucian flinch when he saw what the soldiers had done to Froi’s face.

“My father has alerted the Osterian soldiers, so I doubt the Charynites will cross, but I know a place to stop and rest before we get to the foothills,” Lucian said.

They followed the Mont through the cluster of trees. As Finnikin had suspected, he knew his territory and navigated easily through the wooded gully. Before long, he stopped at an overhanging rock and they crawled underneath it.

“Froi, speak,” Evanjalin said firmly.

He seemed to croak. His face was a mass of bruises, and blood was caked around his nose and mouth and ears.

“You never do anything stupid like that again,” she whispered with fury. “You could have been killed, you idiot boy. It’s part of your bond that I give instructions, not you.”

Froi mumbled, and Perri leaned closer to listen. “That’s very rude, Froi. And quite impossible for her to do with a bond.”

Finnikin and Lucian laughed in relief. Trevanion reached out to Evanjalin and pressed something into her hand. She stared at it for a long while before looking up at him. The ring.

“I lied about it, you know,” she said quietly.

“Why, Evanjalin, I can’t believe you would ever tell a lie,” Trevanion said, almost smiling.

She smiled for him. “It was in the exile camp, more than two years ago. I was watching a card game. There was a thief there, full of remorse now that the king was dead. He had stolen the ring one day while the king and queen and their children traveled from the Mountains to the Flatlands, years before the days of the unspeakable. But despite the remorse, there was a boast in his voice. So I challenged him to a game of cards. The winner kept the ring. I was fifteen years old and a girl, so nobody took me seriously and they let me join.”

“What did you have to offer?” Finnikin asked.

“I had been there for almost a year, and each night I would watch one of the women bury twenty silver pieces in a pouch near the trunk of a tree. So I borrowed it for the night.”

They heard Froi snort. “And I’m s’pposed to be the feef.”

“Wouldn’t you have felt guilty if you lost?” Lucian asked.

“I knew I would win,” she said pragmatically.

“But —”

“Lucian,” Finnikin warned. “Trust me. Her gambles pay off.”

“But you did return the twenty silver pieces?” Lucian pushed.

“No,” she said, shaking her head.

Lucian looked disappointed. Monts weren’t thieves. It was the worst thing to be accused of.

“I didn’t have time,” she said quietly. “The next morning, a group of Sarnak hunters surrounded our camp.”

Lucian swallowed. “Sarnak? My father and a few of his men traveled there, once we heard. To see if there was anyone left alive.”

“That night, I walked through the sleep of Lady Beatriss,” Evanjalin continued. “She dreamed of the cloister of Lagrami in Sendecane, and I knew it was a sign that I should go there. That after eight years I should stop traveling from one kingdom to another. I was tired and sick at heart, and for the first time since I was eight, I lost hope. But in the cloister of Lagrami, Finnikin came searching for me.”

“Because the priestess sent a messenger,” Finnikin said. “The messenger woke me and whispered Balthazar’s name.”

She shook her head. “There was no messenger, Finnikin. Someone whispered your name to me in my sleep. Telling me you would come. I told the High Priestess, ‘Finnikin of the Rock will come for me.’ To guide me.” Evanjalin smiled, and it was a look of pure joy. “To my people.”

“Let’s keep moving,” Perri said.

Finnikin grabbed his father’s arm as the others ran ahead. “She’s wrong. It was a messenger,” he said forcefully. “I know it was. I remember it well. I remember because I was dreaming of Beatriss and I was angry to be woken from such a dream.”

“What were you dreaming?” Trevanion asked.

“That you placed your babe in Beatriss’s arms and she held her to the breast, feeding her with so much love, and that . . . that . . .” Finnikin felt stunned, remembering things he had long forgotten.

Trevanion stopped, gripping his wrist. “Tell me more.” It was almost a plea.

“Beatriss had the child to her breast,” Finnikin went on, “and you were teasing her about the cloister of Lagrami, and Beatriss said, ‘Little Finch, what say you? Will we give her to the cloister of Lagrami to keep her safe? As you pledged? As you pledged?’ She kept repeating it.” Finnikin shook his head, trying to make sense of his thoughts. “And now it seems that Evanjalin or Beatriss or someone else called me to the cloister of Lagrami in Sendecane that night.”

Trevanion was silent for a moment. “Did she . . . seem happy?” he asked quietly. “In the dream?”

Finnikin knew he was speaking of Beatriss. “As happy as she always was when you were by her side,” he said honestly. “So happy that it made me travel to the end of the earth without questioning where it would lead me.”

When they stumbled into the foothills where the exiles slept, Trevanion called out an acknowledgment to the Monts who stood guard.

“Stay awhile,” he told Finnikin and Lucian. “Sleep first, and then in the morning take Evanjalin and Froi up to your people, Lucian. Perri and I need to return to the Valley tonight. Saro will know to follow soon.”

Lucian nodded, and Finnikin waited as Trevanion and Perri mounted their horses.

“Rest, Finn,” his father said. “I fear there will be much for you to do when you reach the Valley of Tranquillity.”

And with one last look at Finnikin, Trevanion and Perri headed west, where their exiled people waited.

At the edge of the camp, Finnikin and Lucian lay near one of the fires to dry their damp clothing. Evanjalin and Froi were already asleep, and Finnikin covered them with the fleece-lined coats.

“He was my hero. Balthazar,” Lucian said quietly, looking at Finnikin over the small blaze.

“I think you were his,” Finnikin acknowledged.

“No. I think half of him wanted to be Trevanion of the River and the other half Finnikin of the Rock.” Lucian laughed. “I, of course, wanted to be Perri the Savage, although after tonight I’m not sure I have the stomach for it.”

“There’s more to our Perri.”

Lucian leaned forward. “Anyway, I’m not sure Balthazar would have made the finest of kings.”

“Why do you say such a thing?” Finnikin asked.

“Perhaps better than his father, but not like his mother. My family says the queen married beneath herself.”

Finnikin snorted, careful not to wake Froi and Evanjalin. “Only you mountain goats would believe you’re better than royalty.”

“It’s not conceit,” Lucian said. “She had grit. She had a thirst for knowledge and a ruthlessness, passed on to her daughters, that any Mont would envy. The oldest princess, Cousin Vestie, would have been a great leader. Yata always said she had strength much like her mother, the queen. The king was . . . soft, especially with his cousin. So it was no shock to us that that scum beneath our boots found his way back into Lumatere as the impostor king.”

“The impostor king was a pawn who was placed there by the king of Charyn in an attempt to use Lumatere as a road to invade Belegonia.”

Lucian shrugged. “The king was weak with Charyn. He should have sent in the army the moment Charyn first stopped the goods wagons from the north.”

He looked over at Froi and Evanjalin. “Do you know why I was certain Balthazar had died that night?” he asked.

Finnikin sighed, wanting to sleep. “Perhaps because you think you know everything?”

Lucian was in no mood for humor. “Does your wound weep? The one from the pledge?”

Finnikin nodded.

“So does mine, and that’s how I know he’s dead and has been from that night.”

Finnikin said nothing.

“The wound lives because the pledge was real. It worked.”

“Lucian . . .”

“What did we pledge that day on the rock of three wonders, Finnikin?” he whispered urgently.

Still Finnikin didn’t respond. There was something about Lucian’s tone that was causing his heart to hammer against his chest.

“Balthazar pledged to die protecting the royal house of Lumatere,” Lucian said. “You pledged to be their guide. I pledged to be their beacon. And ten years later we are all here.”

“Not all of us.”

Lucian moved closer toward him. “Balthazar’s pledge was that he would die protecting the royal house of Lumatere,” he repeated, tears in his eyes. “Three witnesses saw him running through the Forest that night.” Lucian shook his head in disbelief. “Not possible. Balthazar would never have allowed himself to live that night if Isaboe died. That’s the difference between the king’s son and the queen’s daughters. The king’s first priority was the survival of his wife and children. But the queen’s? Survival of the people. Because the people were Lumatere.”

“What are you saying?” Finnikin asked.

“Balthazar took from his father,” Lucian said with force. “We all honored our pledge. And Seranonna of the Forest Dwellers and two others, who had no reason to lie, claimed to have seen a child running from the Forest that night. The child who stamped bloody handprints on the kingdom walls. I saw those handprints. All the Monts saw them that week we stayed in the Valley of Tranquillity. My father and his brothers had to drag my yata away from them.”

Finnikin could hardly form words. Lucian looked slightly crazed as he pointed at the figure lying beside Finnikin.

“Balthazar protected her. You were her guide. You brought her here because she sensed her people. I was the beacon.”

“Isaboe?” Finnikin said, his voice hoarse with shock. He stared at her sleeping figure as Lucian stood and drew his sword from its scabbard. Instantly the Mont was on guard, but Finnikin could not move. Isaboe. Why would he not have known? How could he not have recognized her? Worse still, he wondered with hurt and rage, why had she not trusted him? After all this time, when they had walked side by side? Yet he leaped to his feet beside Lucian. To do what he was born to do. Protect the royal house of their kingdom.

“You started this when you forced us to cut flesh from our bodies, Finnikin,” Lucian whispered. “But I would do it a thousand times over to see our queen lead us back home to Lumatere.”
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When the sun appeared in the sky, Finnikin woke her with shaking hands. The exiles had left for the Valley with Saro’s men at dawn. Still exhausted, Froi and Evanjalin begged for more sleep, but Finnikin shook his head. There was desperation in him, in Lucian too. To take her to Yata.

“It’s only a short walk,” he said quietly.

A few feet away, Saro of the Monts was talking with some of his men. He seemed surprised to see Lucian and Finnikin in the foothills and approached them with a questioning look on his face. Until he saw her.

“This is where it begins,” Lucian whispered.

A look of intense shock crossed Saro’s face. Sensing him, Evanjalin looked up from where she was crouched, tying her boots, then stood and walked toward him. When she reached him, she bent to kneel in respect for the Mont leader. Horrified, Saro pulled her to her feet in the same way Sir Topher had once reacted when Evanjalin tried to kneel at Trevanion’s feet. Sir Topher knew, Finnikin realized, had always known. A queen never bent to her people.

Saro of the Monts held his hand out to her, and she took it calmly. Finnikin watched as she walked alongside her uncle. The higher they climbed, the more hurried her footsteps, her fingers clenching and unclenching by her side. Saro looked down at her, and the Mont leader’s shoulders shook, overcome with the strength of his feelings.

But when they reached the settlement, she stopped and turned, and her eyes found Finnikin’s. He wanted desperately to protect her. To hide her. To take her away to a place where he could pretend she was a novice named Evanjalin. And there they both stood for a moment. Until she turned and walked toward Yata, who stood in the distance laughing at something with Sir Topher as they went about their morning chores. And then the queen of Lumatere broke free of her uncle’s hand, a sob escaping her throat as she sprang toward her grandmother, who stared like she’d seen an apparition.

“Yata!” Isaboe’s cry of anguish rang through the hills. Her body pressed against her yata, collapsing under the weight of her memories and grief as the names poured out of her mouth. Names of her sisters and brother, mother and father, echoing with a sorrow that seemed as if it would never end.

Yata’s tent, where the queen stayed, was heavily guarded that night. Out of respect for the family and a need to be alone, Finnikin had kept his distance. But his desire to see her was strong. The need to lie by her side and gather her to him was so fierce that it made him weak.

As he went to enter the tent, four of the queen’s cousins stepped in front of him, swords in their hands.

“I’m with the queen,” he said firmly.

The Mont who seemed to be in charge shook his head. “She’s with her family and the queen’s First Man,” he was told. “Who are you to her?”

Who was he to the queen of Lumatere?

Lucian appeared before he could answer. “He’s with us, lads,” he said, stepping back to allow Finnikin to enter.

He could not see her from where he stood. Saro and his brothers and wives and their children were clustered around the middle of the tent. He could see Sir Topher, his head bent close to Saro as the two men spoke.

“They trapped the silver wolf,” Lucian whispered as they sat at the edge of the tent. “In the hole we dug and covered with foliage.”

“Who?”

“Balthazar and Isaboe. That night. And when the assassin gave chase, Balthazar hid Isaboe in a burrow and led him to the trap.”

Finnikin stared, horrified.

“Isaboe later returned to the main gate,” Lucian continued, watching the scene around Yata’s bed, “but the bodies of the royal family had already been discovered and the gate was closed. She knew something terrible must have happened in the palace as it had in the forest. So she returned to the Forest and went searching for Seranonna and led her to where . . . Balthazar” — Lucian shuddered — “lay dead alongside the assassin in the dugout. Torn to pieces. The wolf still lived.”

“They buried the wolf alive with Balthazar and the assassin?” Finnikin asked hoarsely.

Lucian shook his head. “Isaboe would not allow her brother to be buried beside the assassin. She was afraid it would keep the gods from taking Balthazar to his rightful place in the afterlife. She killed the wolf with Balthazar’s crossbow. She said Finnikin of the Rock had taught her how to shoot as a child. Seranonna retrieved the bodies of both the animal and Balthazar and buried them together. Then the death bells from the palace began to sound. Seranonna knew that Isaboe might be the only surviving member of the royal family. She made sure that whoever the assassins were, they would be led to believe that Isaboe had died, not Balthazar. So they would never search for a girl child.”

“The clothes . . . hair . . .” Finnikin swallowed, not able to continue.

“Belonged to Isaboe. But the fingers . . . ears . . .”

“Mercy.”

The queen was sleeping, her head resting on Yata’s lap, as if the ten years of journeying had finally exhausted her. Yata caught Finnikin’s eye among the crowds of people, and she beckoned him with her hand.

“She asks for you each time she wakes,” she said, smiling as he approached.

Who are you to her?

He knelt beside the bed, wanting to reach out and touch the smooth flushed skin. “All this time she wanted to get home to you,” he said quietly.

Yata shook her head. “No. She is mine for these few precious moments, Finnikin, and I will be selfish and take every opportunity to hold her to me. But all this time she needed to get home to her people of Lumatere.” She took his hand and placed it alongside the queen’s cheek. “Is she not the image of my precious girl?” she asked, tears in her eyes. “My other sweet lovelies were the image of their good father, the king, who treated my daughter like a queen from the moment he first saw her. But this one? This one was our little Mont girl.”

Finnikin looked up at Saro. “If I could be so bold, Saro. Please send your people ahead to the Valley tonight and allow us to keep our traveling party small. It will be dangerous to draw attention to ourselves this close to Lumatere, and the protection of the queen is paramount. We must inform Trevanion that Queen Isaboe is returning to the Valley to take her people home.”

Saro nodded. “We will send word through my brothers.”

“We leave at first light,” Finnikin said.

They left the hills of Osteria the next morning with the last of the Monts. The queen rode in the middle of the group with Finnikin. At times he felt her tears against his back, and he knew they were for him as much as for her. What was about to take place in the Valley outside the kingdom was a mystery to them all, and he sensed her fear as her hands clutched him tight. Strong hands, he had once observed when they stole the horse in Sarnak. They would need to be to lead a kingdom. Heal a people. On either side of them rode Saro and Lucian, and in front Yata, Sir Topher, and Froi. They were quiet. They knew too much not to be. The entry into Lumatere would cost the Monts dearly, if not through the loss of their queen then through the loss of their men. After ten years of keeping their people safe from harm, Saro and his men would be the first to enter the gate after the Guard.

Before they reached the Valley, Finnikin stopped. They were traveling along a narrow path between wheat fields that shimmered on either side.

“I need you to come with me,” he said quietly to Lucian. “Saro, can you take care of the queen? We will not be long.”

She gripped his hand. “Let me come, Finnikin.”

“You’ll be safer here,” he said gently.

Lucian followed him to a place among the crops, and Finnikin wasted no time in speaking. “I need you to pledge,” he told the Mont when he was sure no one could hear them.

“Definitely not from my upper thigh.”

“We don’t have time to argue. Just bleed and pledge to the goddess.”

“Lagrami or Sagrami?”

“Goddess complete.” Finnikin held out his dagger, and Lucian stared at it for a moment before taking it and making an incision across his arm. He handed the dagger back to Finnikin and waited for him to repeat the action, but Finnikin shook his head.

“Just you.”

“Whatever it is, we pledge together, Finnikin,” Lucian said firmly.

“Pledge that you will kill me —”

Lucian stepped away from him in fury. “You go too far.”

Finnikin grabbed the Mont by his shirt. “Pledge that you will kill me if I am ever a threat to the queen.”

Lucian shrugged free. “I will kill anyone who is a threat to my queen,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Pledge, Lucian. Please.”

“A blind man can see what she feels for you and you for her. Your souls are not merely entwined; they are fused. There is your threat, Finnikin. Why can’t you just tell her you love her and pretend you live normal lives like the rest of us damned mortals?”

“Pledge it! I beg you as my blood brother.”

Lucian traced a line across Finnikin’s arm with his dagger. “Balthazar’s pledge,” he said forcefully. “That I protect the royal house of Lumatere. The queen.” He looked at Finnikin. “And the one she chooses to be her king.”

Froi leaned his head on Finnikin’s horse beside where the queen sat, desperate to see the captain and Perri and Moss. Then everyone would start scowling and yelling orders again and he would know that things were back to normal. The night before, he had overheard the Mont lads talking about Finnikin and the queen. He hated the way they called Evanjalin the queen, as if she wasn’t a person anymore. The Mont lads were whispering about the force needed to break the curse at the main gate and one of them called Finnikin a skinny trog and Froi wanted to tell them that he had seen Finnikin fight and that he was better than all of them. Then the other Mont lad whispered that Finnikin or the queen would probably die at the gate because the curse was so strong, and it would probably be Finnikin because he wasn’t used to the darkness. Froi knew the captain wouldn’t let Finnikin or Evanjalin do anything that would cause them harm, so he was glad when Finnikin and Lucian returned so they could get down to the Valley and the captain could take charge and forbid Finnikin from doing anything that could end in his death.

He watched as Finnikin swung onto the horse, his sleeve stained with blood. Froi liked the way Finnikin reached behind him and took Evanjalin’s hand, placing it around his waist. It made everything seem normal because Finnikin always wanted to touch her.

“Let’s go,” Finnikin said quietly, and like each time he had spoken on this day, everyone listened and followed.
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When they reached the hill overlooking the Valley of Tranquillity, Finnikin saw the tempest. It was impossible to approach the Valley and not see the dark clouds shrouding the kingdom beyond. But it was what lay just ahead of them that took his breath away. Not a valley, but a sea. Of people. Tens of hundreds of them waiting to go home. Finnikin heard the queen’s sob behind him.

“I want to walk,” she said urgently, slipping off the horse. He followed, trailing her, his hand resting on the handle of his sword, ready for anything that might go wrong. There were too many people, any one of them a threat to her. He was used to small camps of exiles, but not half the kingdom.

As they reached the edge of the crowd, he became aware of the energy around them. At the other end of the settlement was a training camp where weapons were being made and men were taking target practice. In other areas, people stood in clusters talking and arguing, and he recognized Lord August and Lady Abian with those from the Flatlands, distributing food among their group.

Finnikin caught a glimpse of Trevanion and the Guard patrolling the boundaries on horseback, and for the first time in days he felt relief. As if Trevanion sensed them, he turned to face the slope where Finnikin and Evanjalin stood. He exchanged a word with his men, and then the Guard was making its way toward them and Finnikin was nine years old again, his chest bursting with pride because he would never see anything as grand as his father astride a horse leading his men.

Trevanion dismounted, his hand coming out to grip Finnikin’s shoulder. Finnikin knew this was not just a greeting. It was an acknowledgment of what would take place in the next few days beyond the main gate. Trevanion’s men dismounted, and all around them groups of exiles stopped to see what was taking place.

And then the captain of the Guard reached the queen. He knelt and then lay prostrate on the path before her, his men following his lead as a hush came over the settlement.

Finnikin saw the tears in her eyes as she stared down at her men. She looked small and vulnerable and he feared for her, but then he remembered that Isaboe, the youngest daughter of the king and queen of Lumatere, had walked thousands of miles over ten years to get to this place. And it was this, he knew, that caused his father to bow down to her more than her royal bloodline. The Lumateran royal family truly came from the gods. Never had Finnikin believed it more than in this moment watching his father lie before their queen.

After some time, Trevanion stood. Finnikin held out his hand to her. Quietly, hesitantly, she walked the path among the exiles. There was silence, but Finnikin knew that these people were stunned. A hand snaked out toward the queen, and in an instant Finnikin had stepped in front of her, sword in hand. But she gently touched his arm and moved around him. Despite Finnikin’s hold on her, she was swallowed by the crowd, yet she pushed through them, becoming a part of them.

“Don’t let go of her, Finnikin,” he heard Trevanion say.

They were jostled from side to side, hands reaching out, wanting to touch the queen, to see if she was real, to convince themselves they were truly going home. Yet the queen seemed to take it in her stride, as if she had been born for this. Born to it. And at last Finnikin understood why he had felt so sorrowful and silent these last few days.

He knew how to be Finnikin of the Rock to Evanjalin of the Monts. But he had no idea who to be to Queen Isaboe.

Finnikin watched Lord August and his family come toward them, and then the queen was engulfed by the women. Behind Lord August, he could see Ambassador Corden and his entourage approaching, looking flustered. Instinctively, Finnikin pulled the queen toward him.

“Everyone must step back,” Ambassador Corden said, full of self-importance. “Finnikin, is that you behind all that hair? It is not right to touch the queen. Step away! Lady Celie, would you be kind enough to find some proper attire for Her Majesty?”

Lord August looked unimpressed. He fell in step beside Finnikin as they followed the entourage to the main tent.

“I’m presuming you knew about this the whole time as well,” Finnikin said, watching the ease with which the women conversed.

“Of course I didn’t,” the duke snapped, irritated. “Because I’m not married to an obedient novice of Lagrami, am I? I’m married to one who chose to tell me about the queen only as we entered this valley.”

“Do you suppose the queen told them while we were in your home last month?”

Lord August nodded. “Abie saw it instantly. She knew our previous queen well. And Evanjalin confirmed who she was to my wife and daughter.”

As they approached the main tent, a party of nobles dressed in silks came toward them.

“Lord Castian and his mob. Try not to fall asleep as he speaks,” Lord August muttered.

Long days of waiting followed. Two thousand and twelve exiles had returned, and more trickled in each day. Finnikin could not help but think of the Valley as it had been ten years ago on the day of the curse, back when they had no idea what lay ahead but the clearest memory of what they had left behind. Now the years had numbed their people into silence, as again they waited for the unknown, too frightened to hope for anything more than a queen in their midst. But there was no news of when they would attempt to access the main gate and little was seen of her.

Finnikin spent his time with his father and the Guard as they drew up plans for the attack.

“When we get past the main gate,” Trevanion informed his men, squeezed into an overcrowded tent, “we attack them on ground with as many as one thousand missiles in the first minute. I want the impostor king and his men decimated with the sheer volume of our arrows, and I want our body count close to nothing. Then the Guard takes the palace, along with the best of the archers and swordsmen among the exiles.”

“But how do we get past the main gate?” one of the guards asked.

“The queen will know what to do,” Trevanion said firmly, daring anyone to challenge him. He looked over to Saro, who had joined them with Lucian and a number of the Monts. “The moment the bastards know we’re in, they’ll ride to the mountains and attempt to cross the border to Charyn. The Charynites may be waiting there to invade once they see the curse has lifted. They will want the impostor king dead almost as much as we do, for no other reason than to stop him from talking. Saro, you ride to your Mountains the moment we enter. Take all your warriors.” Trevanion turned back to his Guard. “Make sure those of you working with a team of exiles explain to them their role before the fighting begins.”

“When will we enter the kingdom?” Saro asked.

Trevanion’s eyes met Finnikin’s across the crowded tent. “It is the queen’s decision,” he said. “She is waiting for a sign.”

Finnikin trained Sefton and the village lads who had been part of the group of exiles taken hostage by the Charynites. They were Finnikin’s age, strong and sturdy young men. They had recognized Finnikin when he entered the Valley and trailed around after him, keen to play a part in the upcoming battle. Froi was usually close by. The thief spent his time being a messenger, racing from one end of the Valley to the other, ensuring that communication between the Guard, the nobility, the queen’s First Man, the queen and the priest-king stayed open. Not once did the boy utter a word of complaint, and Finnikin felt a fierce protectiveness toward him. He came from strong stock, that was evident. But it was all they would ever know. There were no telltale signs of lineage. No memories of anything Lumateran before his days in Sarnak. Froi was one of the orphans of their land whose life as a Lumateran would begin at the age he was now.

On the fifth afternoon, while handpicking the swiftest archers from a group of exiles, Finnikin found himself being watched by Sir Topher and the priest-king. He had kept his distance from his mentor since the day they entered the Valley. The knowledge that Sir Topher had been aware of Evanjalin’s identity stung Finnikin like a betrayal.

“Sir,” Finnikin said politely. “Blessed Barakah.” He felt the sharp gaze of the priest-king on him.

“I’ll answer your question, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said.

“I haven’t asked one,” Finnikin said gruffly.

“But you’ve wanted to,” Sir Topher said gently, “from the moment it was revealed to you who she was.”

Finnikin sighed. He gazed around the Valley, where many of the exiles were reacquainting themselves with their neighbors as they had their names recorded in the Book of Lumatere.

“Sefton, can you take over?” he called out. He led Sir Topher and the priest-king away from the training ground, toward the camp.

“Did she tell you, or did you work it out yourself?” he asked bluntly as they approached the secured area where the queen was staying.

“She suspected I knew,” Sir Topher said truthfully, “but I never imagined that the youngest child of the king and queen would survive. That the tiny creature overshadowed by such brilliant and fearless siblings would be the one to live. Who would have thought?”

“Was it the ring?”

Sir Topher shook his head. “No. The ring was stolen in Lumatere years before the unspeakable. At first I thought her father must have been the thief. Trevanion explained the story she told about winning it back in Sarnak.” He paused. “I began to suspect from the moment I truly looked at her face in Sprie. I was there, you see, when the king brought home the queen as a young woman, and each day for the next twenty years I looked across at both their very dear faces. I knew the queen’s mannerisms, the king’s expressions, the other children’s traits. But then in Sorel, when you were imprisoned, she said something to me that I’d heard the king say more than once to each of his children. ‘Be prepared for the worst, my love, for it lives next door to the best.’”

“You never questioned me about the messenger who directed us to the cloister in Sendecane,” Finnikin said.

“Because there was such conviction in your voice. I trusted you, and look where that trust has brought our people. We have achieved what we always wanted, Finnikin. Our exiles together on a piece of land. That itself is enough to give thanks for.”

“But you didn’t trust me enough to tell me what you suspected.” Finnikin could not keep the hurt and anger out of his voice.

“Because I needed you to choose our path, Finnikin, and I was certain that the moment you knew that one of our beloveds lived, guilt would force you into retreat. A childhood delusion makes you believe that somehow your ambition and desires caused their slaughter. Whereas I always believed you were born with the heart of a king. A warrior. The true resurdus.”

Finnikin shook his head.

“But I do doubt you,” Sir Topher went on. “Because you doubt yourself. Isaboe isn’t just a queen, Finnikin. She is a valuable asset. A tool to use, and she knows that more than anyone in this kingdom. She was born with the knowledge, as were her sisters. If you choose not to be her king, then we will need to make the throne secure through alliances with Osteria or Belegonia.”

Finnikin clenched his fist, and the arrow in his hand snapped in half. Sir Topher looked at him with such concern that it made Finnikin’s eyes sting with tears.

“While you’ve been fighting the possibility of wearing the crown, perhaps others have been preparing you for it,” the priest-king spoke up.

“A stolen crown, blessed Barakah. A dead boy’s crown,” Finnikin said fiercely. “Is it beyond my control? And hers? Have I meant nothing more to her all this time than the fulfillment of a prophecy?” He shook his head bitterly. “The gods make playthings of us, but I would like to have some control over the events of my life.”

“Have you not done things according to your own free will, Finnikin?” the priest-king asked. “Because I heard a tale today. Of a twelve-year-old boy, who on a visit to Osteria, as a guest of our ambassador, came across his first exile camp. Nothing ever prepares you for that, does it, lad? You notice the strangest things. You see children whose thickest part of their body is their knees. I could never understand what kept them standing. This boy turned to his mentor that day and said, ‘Tell me how to say, Feed these people. ’ But our ambassador and the boy’s mentor would not respond. They were guests of the king of Osteria, and although they felt sorrow for the plight of their people they were unable to make it right. How many times had these grown men said to themselves, ‘There is nothing I can do.’ But the boy would not give up. So he learned the words from one of the Osterian servants, and that day he made his way up to the king of Osteria as he sat on his horse and shouted the words over and over again, ‘Feed these people.’ He even threw a rock at the king to get his attention. The King’s Guard dragged the boy away, of course, and it took our ambassador thirty days to secure his release. Thirty days shackled to a stone wall in the palace dungeon. The punishment for humiliating a king.”

Finnikin cast his eyes down.

“Look at me, lad,” the priest-king said firmly. “Those people were fed, weren’t they, Finnikin? Because grown men, including a king, were shamed by a twelve-year-old boy. And from that day on, the king’s First Man taught his apprentice to speak the language of almost every kingdom in the land. True?”

Finnikin nodded reluctantly.

“The gods do make playthings of us,” the priest-king acknowledged. “But it is we mortals who provide them with the tools.”

As Finnikin approached the queen’s tent, he saw Aldron standing guard.

“I need to see her,” he said coldly.

“You’re not on my list of people who are allowed in,” Aldron said.

“Then may I ask where this list is?”

Aldron tapped his head. “It’s up here.”

“It’s good to know that something is.”

Aldron smiled in spite of himself. “I will notify her of your presence and ask if she is interested in seeing you.” He turned his back for a moment and Finnikin swung him round, his face an inch from Aldron’s, anger in every muscle of his body.

“Don’t you ever turn your back on one who could be a threat to the queen,” he snarled. “Don’t you ever put her in that kind of danger again.”

Suddenly Lord August and Sir Topher were there, pulling him away. “What is going on here?” Lord August demanded.

Aldron stared at Finnikin, shrugging his clothing back into place while the others waited for a response. He nodded to Finnikin as if in acknowledgment.

“Nothing,” Aldron said quietly. “My mistake.”

Inside the tent, Evanjalin stood in a corner, her body tense. A wife of one of the dukes, a self-appointed chaperone, stared at Finnikin with a stony countenance. Evanjalin was dressed in the same plain calico gown her yata had sewn for her, and there was almost a hungry relief on her face to see him, to see anyone familiar.

“I will find a way,” he said, his voice husky, “to go through the main gate without your having to risk —”

“Finnikin, stop,” she said quietly.

Her blood will be shed for you to be king.

“I will find a way,” he said angrily, gripping her arms. “To keep you safe.”

“This is what I always feared,” she said. “That you would put me in an ivory tower and keep me hidden. Thank the goddess I didn’t reveal the truth six months ago, Finnikin. I would still be in the cloister of Sendecane, or in some boring foreign court being protected.”

“It’s not right for you to be in here, young man,” the duchess called out. “To be touching the queen in such a way!”

Finnikin ignored the woman and kept his eyes on Evanjalin. She was an asset. An article for trade. A commodity to sacrifice. He remembered Sir Topher’s words in Lord August’s home. The princesses were always going to be sacrificed for the kingdom.

“Lady Milla, would you be so kind as to leave us, please,” Evanjalin said.

She knew how to be strong as well as polite. It was an order, and with a sniff and a last glare at Finnikin, the woman was gone.

“I have said this before, Finnikin. You cannot complete this journey without me by your side. Seranonna prophesied it. You will hold the two hands of the one you pledged to save. My hands,” she said.

He recalled their conversation that night in the rock village in Yutlind Sud. When she had questioned the possibility of Balthazar surviving the reentry into Lumatere. All this time she had been frightened of dying at the main gate, yet nothing had stopped her. Her courage and fear tore up his insides.

It seemed a lifetime before he found his voice again. “Who is the dark and who is the light?” he asked.

“Perhaps we are both one and the other.”

“And the pain that ‘shall never cease’?”

Tears welled in her eyes. “That you should experience any pain because of me is an ache I can’t bear.”

“But what is the pain the curse speaks of?” he repeated gently.

For a moment she didn’t respond. “Mine, Finnikin. And that of the whole of Lumatere.”

“Then I’ll share that burden with you. Now. This very moment.”

She shuddered as if she had held her breath for far too long. It was there on her face. The acceptance of her fate.

“Do you need to speak to the Guard?” he asked. “To give them any instructions before I take you to the main gate?”

She nodded.

“We do this now, Evanjalin.”

“Isaboe. My name is Isaboe.”

Just before dawn they gathered in her tent. The queen, the queen’s First Man, the priest-king, the captain of the Guard, the ambassador, five dukes and duchesses, Saro of the Monts, and Finnikin of the Rock.

There was no room for ceremony in such a small space, and the queen sat on the hard ground with the rest of them. Sir Topher nodded for her to begin, but it took a while before she spoke.

“This is my bequest,” she said finally, “witnessed by the court of Lumatere in exile in the presence of the goddess complete.”

There was a muttering from Lord Freychinat at the mention of the goddess complete. The same Lord who had left his people behind in Lumatere without a second thought all these years, Finnikin thought bitterly.

“If the goddess wills that I am to enter the kingdom of the gods and not Lumatere this day, I appoint Sir Kristopher of the Flatlands as my successor to lead my people. In turn, Sir Topher, you are to appoint a leader for each province. My uncle is to govern the Mont people, and Lord August, the Flatlands. But those who are to govern the Rock and the Forest and the River will be chosen with the consideration of our people who have lived within the walls of Lumatere these past ten years.”

More muttering and this time Finnikin glared at the perpetrators.

“Sir Ambassador, upon our taking back Lumatere, you will send word to the king and queen of every kingdom of Skuldenore. Tell them that the impostor rules no more and that any nation who chooses not to recognize Lumatere as a sovereignty led by either myself or my successor will be our enemy.

“You are to ensure Sarnak is notified that no access will be given to our river if they do not bring to justice those responsible for the slaughter of our people on their southern border two years ago. Advise them that I am witness to the massacre that took place. Also ensure it is made clear to the rest of the land that the kingdom of Lumatere recognizes the original inhabitants of Yutlind Sud, and honors the southern king’s right to the throne in the south and the current king’s right to the throne in the north.” She turned to the priest-king. “Blessed Barakah, in time, and with the collaboration of both the worshippers of Lagrami and Sagrami, the goddess is to be worshipped complete.”

There was silence when she finished speaking, and Finnikin saw her look to Sir Topher for approval. The queen’s First Man stood and held out his hand to help her to her feet.

“May the blessing of the one goddess be with you all,” she said quietly, before turning to Finnikin. “I am ready.”

“Should the queen not be dressed . . . more appropriately?” Lady Milla sniffed.

Isaboe looked down at the shift given to her by her yata.

“At her coronation, the queen will be dressed appropriately,” Finnikin bit out. “Today, we might approach things from a more practical point of view, Lady Milla. Unless you would like to take her place at the gate and the queen can dress in silks and relax in her tent?”

There were more mutterings between the dukes and duchesses about “impudence.” Lady Abian gave them a withering look, but Lord Artor spoke up.

“If the queen enters Lumatere dressed —”

“The queen enters Lumatere dressed as she is!” Sir Topher said firmly. “There will be no more discussion about the queen’s dress.”

Isaboe gripped Finnikin’s hand as they left the tent. “Do I not look like a queen?” she asked in a distressed whisper. “Is that what people are saying?”

He leaned forward to whisper in her ear. “They are saying you look like a goddess.”

“It’s time,” Trevanion said.

Moss and Perri waited outside. “We’ve only got as far as the moat. A fierce force holds us back. As it always has,” Moss informed them.

“All the way around?” Trevanion asked.

“At every border,” Perri said.

Trevanion looked toward the tempest and then at Finnikin. “I will see you on the other side of the main gate,” he said. “Do what you have to do, and I will see you within the walls where you will fight by my side. Do you hear me?”

Finnikin nodded, still gripping the queen’s hand. Her face was pale, and her fear so potent that he felt nausea rise up in his throat.

“Perri will accompany you as far as he can,” Trevanion said, gently cupping Isaboe’s chin. There was a tsking sound from one of the duchesses, and Finnikin bit his tongue to not lash out at her.

“Tell them to move away, Sir Topher,” Finnikin said. “They’re upsetting the queen.”

Accompanied by the Guard, Finnikin and the queen walked toward the tempest, where Lucian and Froi stood waiting. The queen quickly hugged her cousin and then stared at Froi. Finnikin could see the tears of anger in the boy’s eyes.

“He had the better plan,” Froi said, pointing at Finnikin. “Second Lumatere. No blood curses or spells or not knowing whever you live or die. We can stay here. People like it in the Valley. I heard them say. They just want you here wif them.”

“Half her people are inside, Froi,” Lucian said quietly. “And this is not a way to live.”

Froi turned to Trevanion and Perri. “I’ll never do anover evil fing if we stay here. Never. I will do anyfing you want. How can you let them do this, Captain? It’s Finnikin and Evanjalin. I fort you loved him more than anyfing.”

Trevanion did not respond. His face was pinched and unreadable.

The queen took Froi’s hand and slipped something into it. He stared down before slowly opening his fingers. The ruby ring.

“It’s worth everything, Froi. Priceless. Whether I return or not, it belongs to you for the rest of your life. Not because you deserve it, for I do not know how to measure the worth of one so young and I will never forget what you tried to do to me in that loft in Sorel. But when I look at it, I think of how loved I was by the owner of this ring, and by my mother and my precious sisters and my beloved brother. You asked me once what my magic was. That is my magic.”

Froi held the ring miserably in his hand, clutching his body as if in pain.

Finnikin looked at his father one last time. Then he took the queen’s hand and walked up to the main gate accompanied by Perri, until the guard was stopped by a force that pushed him back. He watched the queen turn around. The Guard sat on their horses, swords ready. Behind them an army of exiles held bows trained toward the kingdom walls. In the distance he saw Sir Topher and the queen’s yata.

They took a step together, and suddenly Finnikin felt the path to the main gate beneath his feet.

On the grassy knoll, Trevanion stood with his men, holding his breath. And then the queen and Finnikin disappeared beyond the tempest and suddenly there was a gasp in unison across the Valley of Tranquillity.

“Sagrami,” Perri said in wonder. “We’re going home.”

Finnikin stared at the gate in front of them. At the intricate beauty of the inscriptions around the edges, written in the language of the ancients. When he turned, the queen took a step back, trembling.

“I should be brave like the gods,” she said quietly.

He held out his hand. “Each time the gods have whispered your name to me, their voices have trembled.”

Her eyes were fixed on the gate. “We would sneak out each night because I wanted to see the unicorn.”

Finnikin remembered the lies they would tell Isaboe, of the unicorn in the forest that would appear only to a princess.

“How did you get past my father’s guard at this gate?”

“One morning Balthazar and I were playing in the garden, along that narrow stretch where the walls of the kingdom and the outer walls of the palace merge into one. Balthazar decided we would scrape our names on one of the stones of the wall so that one day another young prince or princess might know that Balthazar and Isaboe had lived there. As we carved our names, we found that a stone in the wall had become dislodged. Perhaps it happened during the tremor of years before. For months after, deep in the night, we would sneak out of the palace through the cook’s chamber and crawl through the wall into the forest.” She looked at him with sorrow. “Because I wanted to see the unicorn. And all that time the enemy was watching us and that’s how they came into my home and slaughtered my family. Because I wanted to see the unicorn.”

“No,” he said gently. “Balthazar wanted to trap the silver wolf. It’s all we spoke about.”

He held both hands out to her, to fulfill the words of the curse. She took his hands and he heaved against the gate, hoping it might miraculously fall open. Nothing.

“The blood on your hands that night? Do you remember where it came from?” he asked.

“Here and here,” she said, touching her knuckles and palms. “From knocking at the . . .”

They both realized at the same moment and he took one of her hands and led her along the wall, his fingers tracing any mark. And then he saw them. So tiny and faded with years. The bloody imprint of Isaboe’s hand.

She slowly reached out and measured her hand over the imprint, her palm against the cold stone. With shaking hands he removed his knife from its scabbard.

“I’m going to have to cut you here,” he said, kissing her palm gently. “Did the blood come from any other wound?”

She shook her head. “I had little blood on me until I returned to bury Balthazar. What kind of a person leaves behind their beloved brother to be mauled by an animal?”

“A smart one, my queen.”

She took his face in her hands. “Do you know what Balthazar’s last words were? Find Finnikin of the Rock. He’ll know what to do. But I couldn’t find you, Finnikin. For so long I couldn’t find you.”

He wiped her tears tenderly. “When it begins, don’t look away from me. Keep your eyes fixed on mine. Remember my face when you lie between neither here nor there. Let it be your guide to come back from wherever the goddess chooses to take us.”

She nodded. “Let me hear you say my name,” she said softly.

“Isaboe.” He whispered it, his mouth close to hers. “Isaboe.”

“Do not despair in the darkness, Finnikin. It will be my despair you sense, but I have never allowed it to overtake me, so do not let yourself be consumed.”

As gently as he could, he pressed the tip of his dagger across both her palms and then his.

“Tell me about the farm,” she pleaded as drops of blood began to appear on her hands.

“The farm?”

“The farm that Finnikin the peasant would have lived on with his bride.”

“Evanjalin. That was her name. Did I mention that?”

She laughed through a sob. “No, you didn’t.”

“They would plant rows upon rows of wheat and barley, and each night they would sit under the stars to admire what they owned. Oh, and they would argue. She believes the money made would be better spent on a horse, and he believes they need a new barn. But then later they would forget all their anger and he would hold her fiercely and never let her go.”

“And he’d place marigolds in her hair?” she asked.

He clasped her hands against his and watched her blood seep through the lines of his skin. “And he would love her until the day he died,” he said. He placed his other bloody hand against those imprinted for eternity on the kingdom walls.

They had never spoken about what would happen at this point. Whether the gate would open and Lumatere would be revealed. If the darkness would disappear in front of their eyes and the bluest of skies welcome them home. But Finnikin only had a moment for such imaginings before the ground began to shake beneath their feet, and the tempest became one with him, its murky cloud entering his body. Polluting him. And so he heard every cry of those who had lost their lives during the five days of the unspeakable and those slaughtered in Sarnak and those who died in the camps. And he walked every one of the sleeps the novice Evanjalin had taken. Not just of the innocent, but of their enemies within the gates: the assassins, the rapists, and the torturers. Until her memories shattered the fragments of his mind, filled it with rage, and when he thought he could bear it no longer, she was there. He felt her. Inside him. Soaking up his darkness until it consumed her and she fell at his feet.

And then the earth stopped moving and the gate lay open and he heard the war cries from the Guard as their horses pounded past him. But Lumatere was already awash with flames. The silence Finnikin had imagined from within was a roar that blasted his senses as he stumbled with her in his arms into a blazing hell.
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Finnikin staggered away from the road that led to the palace, carrying the queen toward the bridge that would take them to a meadow in the Flatlands. He needed to lay her down so he could breathe life back into her. He needed to rid himself of the murky images of horror that were now part of his own memory. But like the rest of Lumatere, the meadow was ablaze.

Falling to his knees, he clutched her, covering her body with his own. The thick smoke smothered and blinded him, and he sobbed with fury at the futility of dying in this meadow in their homeland. If he could have found words, he would have opened his mouth and roared his anger to the gods. His only consolation was that Isaboe was unable to see the ruins of her beloved kingdom, a kingdom that had soaked up too much of her family’s blood. Cursed land, Sir Topher had once said. Cursed people.

His head spun as everything turned to white, and the emptiness was so soul-chilling that he almost prayed for the rot inside him to return. If this was death, where was the light he had been promised? Where was his mother, Bartolina of the Rock? From the moment he could understand words he had been promised by Trevanion that his mother would be there at his death. And where was Balthazar, the mightiest of warriors, who hid beloved Isaboe in a burrow and leaped into the mouth of a wolf to save their future queen?

He closed his eyes, wanting to see something that made sense. But he knew Isaboe would have scolded him for doing such a thing, so he stopped waiting for what made sense and instead turned to what brought hope. He staggered to his feet with the queen in his arms and walked forward blindly.

He heard it before he saw it, and prayed it did not belong to the impostor king and his men. And then it was before him, a horse and cart, steered by a white-haired creature. Ghost or witch?

“Lay the queen on the ground and step back!” she screeched, jumping from the cart, holding a double-edged sword above her head.

She was a tiny woman, but there was wildness in her eyes. Up close, he saw a face the age of Lady Abian, yet the woman’s hair was prematurely white. Slowly his senses returned and he heard men roar and the sound of arrows flying in the distance, but he refused to let go of the queen, a snarl escaping his lips when the witch stepped closer.

“Lay the queen on the ground I say!”

“You risk your life if you take another step!” he shouted above the noise. He looked over and saw three young novices crouched in the cart, terror on their faces as they looked from him to the woman. The creature came toward him with the sword in her hands.

“Step back or you die,” he hissed.

“You cannot hold the queen and kill me at the same time, boy,” she jeered, pressing the sword to his throat. “Lay her on the ground.”

“She stays with me.”

He wanted to hurt this creature. The feeling was so intense that it took everything inside of him to fight against it. He stepped forward with Isaboe in his arms and felt the witch’s sword press into the flesh of his throat. But still their eyes stayed locked.

“Stop!”

The word was accompanied by screams from the novices. Perri stood at the rear of the cart. His sword was already stained with blood, and Finnikin could see the battle rage in his eyes as he stared at the strange creature between them. Two of the young girls in the cart scuttled to its corners, while the third stared at Finnikin and Perri. “Demons,” she hissed.

“Step away from the cart!” the white-haired woman said. The vehemence in her voice was directed at Perri, but Finnikin saw the sword in her hand tremble.

Perri took a step back, and Finnikin read more in the guard’s face than he had ever seen before. “Give Tesadora the queen, Finnikin,” he said.

Tesadora of the Forest Dwellers directed her gaze back to Finnikin, slowly lowering her sword. “The boy from the rock with the pledge in his heart. I expected someone mightier in build.”

“Your father needs you by his side, Finn,” Perri said.

Finnikin refused to move, looking down at Isaboe. She felt cold in his arms, and he shook his head fervently.

“Finnikin, if you lay her in the cart, they will do all they can to help. Tesadora may be the only one who can save her.”

There was something in Perri’s voice that made him surrender the queen; he knew Perri trusted no one but the Guard and Trevanion. Perri moved toward Finnikin to help him lay her on the cart, but Tesadora hissed and the young novices cried out in fear.

“Not a step closer,” Tesadora threatened. “Put her on the ground and move away.”

“We will not touch your girls, Tesadora,” Perri said impatiently. “Let us place her on the cart.”

The novices stared at Finnikin as he settled Isaboe on the cart beside them. Stared as if he was some sort of fiend. Had he turned into one? Could they see the darkness in his eyes? Slowly he bent and placed his lips against Isaboe’s cold skin, and then the cart jolted away.

“Do not let the darkness consume you, Finnikin of the Rock.” With the reins firmly in her hands, Tesadora disappeared beyond the dark clouds of smoke with Isaboe safely nestled in the arms of the novices.

As Finnikin followed Perri into battle, the lust for killing consumed him. Each time he stared into the eyes of his enemy, he saw a madman responsible for the pain of every one of their people who had burned at the stake, died by the sword, swung from a rope, shuddered with the fever, ached with hunger. Worse, he felt the grief of their loved ones who had stood and watched helplessly. This was the agony that had made the novice Evanjalin stumble after she walked the sleep, her face pinched, her heart black with despair. He could save her from an enemy with a sword, but how could he shield her from her people’s suffering?

One thousand arrows had found their target within the first minute. As the enemy began to fall, Trevanion’s men and the Monts unleashed a wrath borne of ten years of exile. Axes broke bones. Blades sliced flesh. Men who once were farmers cut down the enemy like crops of wheat.

By early evening they had breached the palace gate and entered the grounds where half the impostor king’s men had retreated. Finnikin watched as the area that had been his playground as a child became a slaughterhouse. But there were reports that a mightier battle was raging farther in the kingdom. According to one of the Guard, Saro and the Monts were fighting an enemy group that included the impostor king, at the foot of the mountains. Leaving Perri in charge, Trevanion and Finnikin leaped onto their mounts. As they rode through the kingdom, Finnikin took in the inferno around them. Every Flatland village was on fire. He prayed that the villagers had escaped their burning homes. He could not endure the thought of having to search these cottages for the charred remains of their people in the days to come.

When they reached the foot of the mountains, they were confronted by the sight of a hundred men in fierce combat. The Monts were savage in their attack, and Finnikin knew that no Mont would allow the impostor’s men to reach the summit of their mountain. He caught glimpses of Lucian and saw what set him apart from the other lads. Not just sheer bulk, but a perfect symmetry in the swing of his ax, an ability to achieve in seconds what took others minutes. Lucian did not hesitate as he fought alongside his father. It was as if he had waited a lifetime to avenge his cousins, and this was the day of reckoning. But Finnikin wondered when his own need for revenge would be satisfied, whether thrusting his sword into enemy flesh and watching the blank open stare of death could make up for what had been lost these ten years. He had never seen anything as brutal as the battle to reclaim Lumatere. He fought close to his father, at times almost sobbing with fatigue, wanting to beg for a sword to be plunged into his body to end it all. But each time he sensed Trevanion by his side. “Stay with me, Finn. Don’t let me bury a son this day.”

They had always known they would lose some of their own, and as night descended, Finnikin saw Saro of the Monts fall, a sword through his throat. Where he fought, Lucian stopped for the first time in hours, his face registering the anguish.

“Fa! Fa!”

The Mont stumbled away from his opponent, and Finnikin watched with horror as the impostor’s soldier raised his weapon. Finnikin threw his dagger and caught the man between the eyes. “Lucian! Lucian! Protect yourself!”

Then Finnikin was running toward Lucian with his bow. Aiming, shooting, running. Aiming, shooting, running. But the Mont could only think of getting to Saro. He fell at his father’s side and gathered him into his arms, his hoarse cry mingling with the clash of steel against steel. Until Finnikin could hear no more sound from Lucian but saw the pure sorrow. And on a day he believed he could feel nothing more, his heart seemed to shatter as he flew onto the Mont’s body to shield him.

When he looked up, Finnikin saw the angel of death above him, an ax raised over his head. He knew he would die. The jagged blade would split his head like a watermelon. And in those seconds before death, he kept his eyes on his father fighting less than ten feet away. He wanted his last thoughts to be of this man. And of her.

But the ax, and the hand attached to it, went flying through the air, and the enemy crashed to the ground in front of him. Finnikin stumbled to his feet and stared into the face of the exile from Lastaria. The man held out a hand to him and pulled him to his feet, and then he was gone.

Without hesitation, Finnikin turned back to Lucian and stood guard, lobbing arrows toward anyone who dared to enter the Mont’s circle of grief.

Later, those who had lived the horror inside the kingdom for ten long years spoke of vindictive retribution. As if the bastard king, as they called him, had sensed that Lumatere was about to be reclaimed and set their world alight. Those of the Flatlands and the River hid with those of the Rock and watched as their kingdom was razed to the ground, watched from up high as their lost ones entered the gate and fought the bastard king and his men on the path leading up to the palace.

Some said it was the end of days and planned to climb to the highest point of the rock of three wonders, where they would plunge to their deaths.

But a sliver of hope stopped them. Hope created by a promise scratched into the arm of a child.

The promise that Finnikin of the Rock would return with their queen.
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When it was finally over and Trevanion stared into the face of the impostor, he wondered how such a pitiful human being had created such despair in all their lives. It had been his order to keep the impostor and nine of his men alive, but he fought hard against the urge to plunge his sword into this man’s heart.

“Trevanion,” Finnikin said quietly as one of the guards threw the prisoners into the back of a cart, their mouths gagged, their hands and feet chained. Trevanion knew that every member of his Guard itched to snuff the life out of these bastards.

“Don’t worry, Finn. They’ll get there alive,” he said soberly. “Perhaps just not in one piece.”

When he returned to the palace village, the dead and dying had been dragged into the main square. Villagers tended the wounded, and Trevanion suspected they had emerged from their cottages in the darkest part of the night, when the battle had raged at its worst. Now the world was silent, but for the sounds from those who lay dying. This was no place for triumph or celebration.

“Captain, you wounded,” Froi said, following Trevanion as he weaved his way toward Perri.

“How many lost?” Trevanion asked Perri.

“Too many,” Perri muttered. “The impostor king?”

“Imprisoned in the palace with the rest of his scum,” Trevanion said, looking at the wretchedness around him. When he asked about the queen, he could sense Froi’s anxiety, almost as if the boy had stopped breathing.

“With those from the cloister of Sagrami,” Perri said quietly.

“We need to count them,” Trevanion said, gesturing to where the dead had been laid out at the edge of the square.

Froi’s expression was one of acceptance. “I know. Make myself useful and count the dead.”

Trevanion grabbed his arm. “A sorry task. Mine, not yours. Return to the Valley of Tranquillity and tell Sir Topher that Lumatere is free from the impostor king. Then find the priest-king and bring him home.”

Trevanion looked over to where August of the Flatlands sat with his head in his hands, between the body of his sister’s husband and Matin, one of Augie’s men. He remembered the excitement that night in Augie’s home, the bantering and the fierce friendship between these kinsmen. The key Matin had showed him. “It is the key to my house in Lumatere,” he said. “I keep it in my pocket at all times as a reminder that I will return one day.”

Trevanion had seen Saro fall, as well as Ced, one of the younger guards. Ced had been the first into the palace grounds and the first of his men to die. Ced, the last of a bloodline. Already Trevanion felt their absence from the earth. In the makeshift morgue, he closed the eyes of one of the men they had rescued from the Charynites on the river not even seven days past.

And then Trevanion saw her. When the sun began to appear in the blood-red sky as Lumatere continued to burn. She stood with fresh linens in her arms at the edge of the square. Between them lay rows and rows of corpses and the wounded she had come to tend.

A child was by her side, a miniature Beatriss, with eyes the color of the sky.

He thought of the child they had created together, the child who had died in the palace dungeons where the impostor king was now imprisoned. His face reflected the rage and hatred he felt toward those who had taken so much from him.

And Beatriss of the Flatlands saw the fury as he looked at her child.

Saw the hatred.

And quietly she covered the child’s eyes and walked away.

Later, Trevanion returned to the foot of the mountain, where the Monts were collecting their dead. With a sickness in the pit of his stomach, he went searching for Finnikin. He found him with Lucian, sitting alongside Saro’s body, their heads bent with exhaustion and grief. Both stood when he reached them, and Trevanion placed his hands on Lucian’s shoulders, kissing him in the Mont tradition of respect.

“The last thing we spoke of, Saro and I, was how blessed we were as fathers, and the joy and pride we felt in our sons, Lucian.”

Lucian nodded, unable to speak.

“I need to take my father home,” he said finally.

“I will have the Guard take care of that, Lucian.”

“No. I will carry my father home now. So I can lay his still warm body on our mountain. It’s all he spoke of these past ten years. Returning to his mountain.”

Finnikin crooked an elbow around Lucian’s neck and pressed the Mont’s forehead against his face. Then Trevanion stood by his son as they watched Lucian tenderly lift his father’s body and carry him away.

“Will you come with me to the river?” Trevanion asked. Most of the Monts, except those tending the dying, had left.

Finnikin nodded listlessly. He was numb as he followed his father. In the morning light, villagers had appeared as if from nowhere. It was eerie to see so many faces, yet hear no sound. They looked different from the exiles. No better or worse, but damaged all the same. He wanted to feel a sense of home, as he had always dreamed he would. Lumaterans were connected to the land, yet he feared the dislocation for him would last forever. He had once read in a book from the ancients that one could never truly return home after years of absence. Was he cursed with such a fate?

He swung onto the back of Trevanion’s horse, and they rode through their smoldering land, following the waterway that wound through the Flatlands, where the blackened stumps and leafless trees looked like skeletons, specters of death. Cottages were burned to the ground, and the barges on the river were nothing more than black pieces of timber floating on stagnant water. Finnikin sat on the banks with his father. Above them in the Rock Village, Lumaterans emerged in the hundreds.

“Tell me,” Trevanion said, his face blackened with ash and streaked with blood. “At the gate with Evanjalin? What took place?”

“Isaboe,” Finnikin corrected quietly. He rubbed his eyes, wondering when everything would stop looking blurred. “She lied.”

There was silence before his father spoke. “The queen omits rather than lies, Finnikin. For a purpose. One that will humble us each time. I feel shame that I can hardly remember the child who grew up to be the novice Evanjalin. I remember the older princesses and Balthazar, but not the little girl.”

“She omitted. Walking the sleep was not the only part of the gift. Or curse.” Finnikin laughed bitterly. “Oh, to have such a gift. To sense the pain every single time a Lumateran suffers. She feels every death, every torture, every moment of grief. And when she walked the sleep of those inside, it was not just that of our helpless people.” He looked at his father. “She walked the sleep of the assassins,” he whispered, his voice catching. “Those of the impostor King’s Guard who were Lumateran.”

Trevanion cursed.

“The king died last. They made him watch, and what they did to those princesses and his queen I will never repeat as long as I live. But Isaboe knows, for she walked the sleep of a monster who was witness to it, and if I could have one wish in my life,” he said through gritted teeth, “it would be that I could tear from her mind the memory of such depravity. Sweet goddess, that I would have such a gift. I would give my life for it.” And then he was sobbing, despairing at his uselessness.

Trevanion watched Finnikin, unable to offer any hope. That men could conquer kingdoms and fight armies of such power and might, yet not be able to offer comfort to one so beloved. Where Finnikin’s wish was to have the power to remove the ugliness of memory, Trevanion’s was to have the gift of words needed to bring solace to his son.

“Finn, look,” he said after a while. “The river’s beginning to flow.”

As Trevanion and Finnikin rode back into the palace village, the first exiles from the Valley entered Lumatere through the main gate. Froi was leading the priest-king, and the silence of those walking into the kingdom seemed strained.

Lumaterans stared at each other as strangers. Those who had tended the injured within the palace grounds walked to a nearby hill and watched the procession of exiles coming toward them. Finnikin and Trevanion swung off their horse and made their way between the villagers. Finnikin could hear Trevanion’s name being whispered. And his. They must have looked frightening with their knotted hair and blood-soaked clothing. Beside him, he heard a sharp cry, and a moment later he was jostled out of the way by one of the women. She stood on her toes, her neck outstretched as she searched through the exiles coming their way.

“Asbrey, my brother,” she said quietly. She spun around to look at the older man standing behind her. “Fa? It’s Asbrey, your son, with a babe in his hands.” Her eyes stayed on the group behind Froi and the priest-king, and then she placed a hand over her mouth as if to hold back a sob. “And my ma.”

Finnikin turned to look at the man. His eyes were dull with shock, but his daughter began running, stumbling toward her family as she called out their names. Finnikin saw an expression of annoyance cross Froi’s face when he sensed the commotion around him. The thief stood in front of the priest-king while the exiles behind him began to push past, trying to get to the young woman. But one of them tripped at Froi’s feet, the one holding the baby, and the priest-king managed to catch the child and thrust it into Froi’s hands to keep it from being smothered. So Froi held it high above their heads as it proclaimed its freedom, the cries heard all across the village and the square beyond and the palace up above.

And it was this image that was stamped on the hearts and minds of all who were present that day.

Of Froi of the Exiles holding the future of Lumatere in his hands.


[image: ]


[image: ]

From where Trevanion stood, he could see nothing but burnt stumps and acrid smoke. It had been a week since they had entered Lumatere. Longer since the deposed impostor king heard the strange whispers from those inside the kingdom that spoke of the return of the heir. As a punishment, the impostor’s men had set fire to the kingdom, destroying most of the cottages and the arable land of the Flatlands. In this village, only the manor house had survived. Unlike other parts of Lumatere, where plowing and rebuilding had begun, the fields here would need to be cleared before they were fit to plow, a task that seemed backbreaking. Yet each day as he rode by, resisting the urge to stop, Trevanion watched them as they worked. This village of Sennington. Beatriss’s village.

He dismounted at the road and walked his horse down the long narrow path that led to the house. Several men were loading carts with rubble and bits of timber, the charred remains of a village. The workers stopped as he passed, exchanging glances and nodding in his direction.

He reached the front door and knocked. When there was no response, he entered tentatively, following the noise of chatter into the parlor. It seemed as if most of the village of Sennington was in the room. He recognized exiles among them. Some stood, but most sat around a long table, chewing on corn cobs and drinking soup. He guessed there was not much in their bowls but water and flavoring, yet their talk was cheerful.

And then they noticed him.

The room grew silent, and suddenly she was there, standing by the stove. She stared at him, pot in hand. Her hair, once long fine waves of copper, was short, framing a face darkened by the sun’s rays. She was thinner than he remembered, but neither the exiles nor those trapped inside had much flesh on their bodies. He felt uncomfortable under her gaze, like an intruder.

“Lady Beatriss.”

Still no one spoke and then one of the men stood. Trevanion remembered him as Beatriss’s cousin, a wealthy merchant who had spent much of his time traveling the land. Except in the last ten years.

“Captain Trevanion. Welcome home.” The older man bowed.

“Excuse my rudeness, Captain Trevanion,” Beatriss said finally as she came forward with a hand extended. Part of him wanted to laugh at the idea of them shaking each other’s hand. Strangers and acquaintances shook hands. Not a man and a woman who had created a child. Not lovers who had cried out their pleasure in unison during those early hours of the morning when the rest of the world was asleep, their bodies speaking silently of never letting go.

Her voice was the same, if stronger and firmer. But her eyes had changed. He could only remember them looking up at him with trust, or at one of the princesses and the younger children with laughter and affection. During the past week, he had seen from a distance her tenderness with her child, but her innocence and openness were gone.

The silence became uncomfortable. Trevanion desperately wished Finnikin were by his side. His son would know what to say. He would charm them all with his honesty, and impress them with his earnestness and knowledge. No one made a move to accommodate him, but Trevanion could not blame them. Lady Beatriss of the Flatlands would never have been arrested and tortured, would never have been subjected to such horror if she had not been his lover.

The child appeared at the door. Trevanion had seen her frequently during the past week, in the palace village where members of his Guard handed out provisions and instructions. Each time, the sight of this other man’s child was like a blunt ax carving up his insides.

She clung to her mother, staring up at him. He was suddenly aware of his appearance. He touched his hair, clumped in knots. There had been more pressing things to attend to during the past week, although Lady Abian had ordered him to stop by that very afternoon so she could attend to his hair and beard. He felt as he had when he was back in the mines of Sorel and Finnikin had first set eyes on him. Ashamed.

“I am sorry to have disturbed you,” he said quietly, and abruptly left the room.

He was halfway up the path and almost at his horse when he realized he was being trailed by the child. She said nothing, just watched him as she tried to keep up. Her tiny face was framed by thick copper curls, and she stared at him with large blue eyes.

“Vestie!”

They both turned and watched as Beatriss hurried toward them. She picked up her skirt to stop herself from tripping, and when she reached them, she took her daughter’s hand. He stared at the child’s arm, saw the scratches inflicted by their queen in her desperation.

“I’m sorry for her forwardness, Captain Trevanion,” Beatriss said. “There are many new people passing through and it must be overwhelming for our children.”

Their children. Not his.

He looked around the village, or what was left of it, for a distraction. “We would recommend that you move your people to Fenton,” he said gruffly. “There is a pocket of fertile land there, the exact size of Sennington.”

He watched her face pale. “Move my villagers away from their home?” she asked.

“There is nothing left here, Lady Beatriss.”

She looked at the blackened earth around her. “Burning my land to the ground, Captain Trevanion, has been a constant these past ten years.”

But Beatriss the Bold refuses to stop planting.

The child was looking from one to the other.

“In the coming week, will you welcome Sir Topher and my son, who is assisting him in the census?” he asked. “I have heard you and your villagers have kept the best records, and we need help in locating names . . . people . . . graves.”

She nodded and he walked toward his horse.

Her voice stopped him. “It brings me great joy that you have been reunited with your beloved boy.”

“Sadly not a boy anymore.” He thought for a moment and nodded. “But a joy all the same.”

“Finnikin,” the child announced.

Trevanion stared down at her, and his look seemed to frighten Beatriss. But not the child. She returned the stare, an inquisitive expression on her face as if she were attempting to recognize him. And when the awkwardness and silence became too much, Trevanion climbed on his horse and rode away.

When Finnikin returned home to the Rock Village, his great-aunt Celestina wept for what seemed an eternity. Although he now felt like a stranger among his mother’s people, he allowed them to fuss over him, though they did so with a certain shyness and hesitation. At first he thought it was because he was one of the few exiles from the Rock, but one night when his great-aunt kissed his forehead, he saw the sparkle in her eyes. “Is it true, Finnikin, that the queen has chosen you to be her king?”

“Do not speak of such things, Aunt Celestina,” he said quietly. “When there’s so much sadness in our kingdom.”

Although Sir Topher had sent messengers requesting his presence, Finnikin could not bring himself to walk the road to the palace. Instead he focused on the task the queen’s First Man had assigned him, to account for every one of their citizens based on the last census. It was with a heavy heart that Finnikin began his new role, yet what started as a task of asking heartbreaking questions turned into something that marked the end of years of silence for their people.

“Talk,” he would suggest gently wherever he went. It had been what the novice Evanjalin had allowed him to do on the rock in Sorel. What the queen feared had happened to her people: nobody had talked these past ten years. They had whispered words to survive. Muttered curses beneath their breath. Murmured plans in the deep of the night. Even exchanged words of love. But nobody had told their stories, until Finnikin asked them to.

In the days that followed, he listened, sitting at their tables, if they were fortunate enough to have a roof over their heads, or working alongside them harnessed to a plow, baling hay, thatching roofs. He heard tales of anguish from people as fractured as the land they were rebuilding. He saw more tears in that time than he had seen in his lifetime, but he wrote with a steady hand so the lives of these Lumaterans would not be forgotten. Perhaps, he thought, these chronicles would be read in centuries to come. Perhaps they would act as a deterrent. He could not believe anyone who heard such stories of wickedness would allow it to happen again. Never had he loved his fellow Lumaterans more than in those moments when they told their stories of terror.

“If we challenged or resisted,” Jorge of the Flatlands told him, “the bastard king’s men would return the next day and say, ‘Pick one.’” The man fought back a sob. “‘Pick one you love to die. If not, you sacrifice your whole family. Your whole village.’”

“Men were on their knees begging, ‘Take me. Take me instead,’” Roison of the River explained.

“We would sit and discuss our plan, Finnikin,” Egbert of the Rock whispered. “We would work out, as a family, who we would choose to die alongside us if we were forced to decide. Better to make the choice as a family, rather than in moments where there would be no time for good-byes.”

“So men would choose their sons?” Finnikin asked, sickened by the idea of Trevanion having to make such a decision.

The man looked at him with tears running down his face. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “No father would leave his daughter behind to be raped and abused. We chose our daughters. Always our daughters.”

As Finnikin and Sir Topher had expected, the royal treasury was almost intact; the curse meant that the impostor king and his men had not had opportunity to squander the gold. Horses and oxen purchased from Osteria and Belegonia provided much needed assistance to those plowing the Flatlands, and the construction of cottages became a priority. Both Osteria and Belegonia had volunteered to send workers to help with the rebuilding, but Trevanion refused to allow any foreigners into Lumatere and kept the borders heavily guarded. In the first week, the Guard brought back fruit and vegetables from Osteria and hunted the woods for game and rabbits. By the end of the second week, activity on the river had begun and the first of the barges came upstream from Belegonia. Finnikin stood with Sefton and the lads, watching his father as he supervised the goods being unloaded. Trevanion’s hair and beard had been clipped in the same fashion as the rest of his Guard, which made him seem more like the Trevanion of old. Yet there was still a haunted look in his eyes, and Finnikin knew it would be a long while before songs were sung on the riverbank and laughter rang through the air once more.

That afternoon Finnikin traveled with Sir Topher to see Lady Beatriss. He had caught a glimpse of her earlier that week in the palace village but was reluctant to approach for fear of not knowing what to say. But when he stood before her in the parlor of the manor house, he realized no words were required. She took his face in her hands and kissed him gently on the forehead, then gestured for them to sit, and began to prepare the tea.

“Please do not serve me, Lady Beatriss. It humbles me to have you do so,” Finnikin said.

“It should humble you to have anyone serve you, Finnikin,” she said without reprimand.

On the table before them, Sir Topher laid out the pages of their records. “We have already recorded the names of all the exiles. If there is a cross marked next to the name, it means we know they died outside the kingdom,” Sir Topher said. “If there are two strokes, we know they live.”

She looked at him for a moment. “Exiles? We called you ‘our lost ones.’” She looked at the records in front of her, her fingers brushing gently over the names. A small sound escaped her lips and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Lord Selric and his family?”

Sir Topher nodded soberly. “There was a plague in Charyn. Three years ago.”

“All of them?” she asked in a hushed tone. “All those beautiful children?”

Sir Topher cleared his throat and nodded again.

She went back to the list on the table. “The family of Sym the potter?”

“Sarnak,” Finnikin said flatly.

Her face paled. “Sarnak,” she whispered. “The queen spoke to us about it just yesterday, when I visited the cloister of Sagrami with Lady Abian. I could tell the queen exactly when the massacre had taken place. When my Vestie was three years old, she screamed for days until she had no voice left. I could only sit by and watch over her. Tesadora gave her a tonic that would make her sleep. We had no idea what had happened, only that it must have been catastrophic for our people.”

“The queen walked your sleep that night and said it was the reason for her journey to the cloister in Sendecane,” Sir Topher said gently.

“I was never aware of her walking my sleep. It was a shock when the queen spoke of it. For a long time we could not question Vestie, for she began to speak late, and even then it was only a few words. But I always sensed there was something different about my child each month during those days of walking.”

“Good or bad?” Finnikin asked.

“Unlike the queen’s or Tesadora’s experience, it was usually peaceful for Vestie. Tesadora was somehow able to keep the darkness away from her. But during the time of Vestie’s unrest, which we now understand to be the time of the massacre in Sarnak, I remember praying to the goddess Lagrami to protect the queen. And so our goddess sent her to Sendecane, where she was safe and at peace for a time.”

“So you knew it was the queen all along?” Finnikin asked.

She nodded. “Vestie’s only word for a long time was ‘Isaboe.’ But you had best ask Tesadora about the connection between Vestie and the queen. There are things about the curse and magic that I will never understand.” She looked up, sensing Finnikin’s gaze on her.

“So you spoke to the queen?” he said quietly. “Just yesterday?” He had not seen Isaboe since he placed her on Tesadora’s cart. “Yet the Guard has not been allowed inside the cloister.”

“Tesadora will not allow men near the girls.”

“We would never hurt them, Lady Beatriss,” Sir Topher said.

“The damage is already done, Sir Topher. Boredom made monsters out of the bastard king and his men. They went for the cloister of Lagrami first. It was close to the palace, and the novices had no protection. On the night the impostor’s men attacked, not one of them was left inviolate, not even the priestess. One night, they all disappeared, and although I suspected that Tesadora and the novices of Sagrami had taken them into their protection, it was many months before I knew for certain.”

“Wouldn’t the impostor king have known where the novices had disappeared to and attacked the Sagrami cloister?” Finnikin asked.

“Oh, he knew,” she said bitterly. “But if there was one person in this kingdom the bastard king feared, it was Tesadora. Her mother had cursed the kingdom and there were stories that the daughter was even more powerful.”

As he had many times in the past week, Finnikin wanted to tear someone apart with his bare hands. He wanted to be like Trevanion and Perri and forget protocol. Yesterday his father and some of the senior guards had entered the palace dungeon to question the impostor king and his surviving men. Finnikin knew that few words had been exchanged and that the howls from the prisoners could be heard all over the palace. He remembered the look on Sir Topher’s face when they later saw the blood-splattered dungeon walls. Horror, certainly. But mostly satisfaction.

“If I could make a request, Finnikin, on their behalf. Could you ask your father to remove some of the guards from around the cloister?”

Finnikin shook his head. “Not as long as the queen is within those walls,” he said firmly. “Tesadora will have to let them in soon. The queen’s yata and the Mont people will want her with them for a short while before she returns home.”

“Her yata is with her now.”

“Lady Beatriss,” Finnikin said, trying not to let his frustration show, “can you not see a problem with the fact that the queen’s First Man and the captain of her Guard have to obtain information about her well-being from you?”

She gave him a piercing look. “I do believe, Finnikin, that the queen would be happy to speak to you if you were to visit.”

“Has she made such a request?” he asked quietly.

“Does she need to?” This time there was reprimand in her tone.

“Finnikin will speak to the queen soon,” Sir Topher said. “After he follows his father’s example and has his hair clipped and looks . . . presentable.”

Finnikin stared at his mentor in disbelief, a stare that Sir Topher studiously ignored.

“It’s what the people of Lumatere expect from the one they believe will bond with their queen,” Sir Topher continued.

“What?”

Sir Topher sighed. “Finnikin, I know I can speak of such things in front of Lady Beatriss. The people of Lumatere will want the queen to choose a —”

The snarl that came from Finnikin stopped Sir Topher in his tracks. “The people of Lumatere are trying to rebuild their lives, Sir Topher. The last thing they’re thinking about is who the queen chooses to bond with.” Yet Finnikin knew it was a lie, for he had been asked a number of times during the past two weeks if the rumors were true.

“How wrong you are, Finnikin,” Lady Beatriss chided. “The queen is everything to our people. She’s the leader of our land. As a single woman she is vulnerable. When Lumatere celebrates our reunification, our people will expect her to be settled so she can carry on with running the kingdom. Ever since the word on Vestie’s arm hinted a return, the talk has been of you.”

“And was I ever to have a choice in the matter?” He was furious, but Beatriss did not seem fazed.

Sir Topher looked exasperated. “Finnikin, you have loved her from the moment you climbed that rock in Sendecane.”

“When she was a novice, not a queen.”

“Oh, I see.” There was disappointment in Lady Beatriss’s eyes.

“I don’t think you do, Lady Beatriss.”

“If you were king and she were a mere novice, would you have chosen her to be your queen?” she asked.

This time he could not lie. Not to Beatriss. “Yes,” he said quietly.

“Yet the queen cannot choose you?”

Suddenly he felt as if he were eight years old and Beatriss was reprimanding him for tying Isaboe to the flagpole by her hair.

“If this is about power, then perhaps you are not the right person for our queen after all, Finnikin.”

“The prince of Osteria has expressed interest,” Sir Topher announced.

“I’ve heard he’s a strapping boy,” Lady Beatriss responded pleasantly as she disappeared into the other room. Finnikin kept his hooded stare on Sir Topher, who yet again chose to ignore it and turned instead to Lady Beatriss as she returned with a large book in her hands. She placed it on the table before them.

“Here are the dead,” she said, opening to a page. “Marked next to each name is how they died.” She turned to another page. “Here are the arrests. Here are the attacks on our property, although we stopped recording them after the first two years.”

Finnikin pointed to the names marked in red ink.

She stared at him. “Informants.”

“Traitors?”

She shrugged. “Whatever it is they did or said kept them free from any type of punishment. I’m ashamed to say that the nobility were the worst. We could have done with Lord Augie and Lady Abian. And I would have imagined the same noble behavior from Lord Selric.”

“Your actions were beyond reproach, Lady Beatriss,” Finnikin said. “Your name has often been praised these past weeks in my travels. You went beyond the duty of a citizen.”

“Circumstances present themselves, and at times we have no choice. I had no choice but to work for the good of the people. Perhaps if I had been presented with different circumstances, I would have taken the path of my fellow nobles.”

“How is it that you survived, Lady Beatriss, when all exiles believed you to be dead?” he asked gently.

“Perhaps Lady Beatriss would prefer not to speak of such a time, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said.

Finnikin held her gaze. “My father mourned your loss for ten years.”

“Finnikin,” Sir Topher warned.

“The births,” she said quietly, leaving Finnikin’s question hanging in the air. “There are one thousand, nine hundred, and twenty-three of us, last count. It is hard to determine with the Forest Dwellers. There were some who survived, perhaps hidden by our people during those days. I have never seen them, but Tesadora has hinted of their existence in the woods beyond the cloister.”

“Yet Tesadora allowed you to be part of her world with the novices,” Finnikin observed.

Beatriss nodded. “But she was secretive all the same. There were so few of them in the end that they trusted no one.” She leaned forward to whisper. “We were very lucky to have her hide the novices of Lagrami, and later the young girls.”

Finnikin took her hand gently. “The impostor king and his men are no longer in power. You have no need to fear. So we must learn to speak with loud voices rather than in soft whispers. That, I know, is what the queen wants.”

She nodded. “The crops.” She turned another page. “The days of darkness.” She pointed. “The days of light.”

“Did that happen often?” Sir Topher asked.

She nodded. “The first five years were the worst. Some weeks there was day after day of darkness and we feared the crops would fail and we would starve. Even the surviving Sagrami worshippers had no idea how to control it or what it all meant. The answers seemed to have died with Seranonna.”

She pushed the book across to Finnikin and stood to refill their cups. Sir Topher walked to the window and peered outside. “Is that Gilbere of the Flatlands, Lady Beatriss?”

“My cousin, yes.”

“We studied together as children. Will you both excuse me?”

“Of course.”

Sir Topher left, and Finnikin began to copy the recordings from Beatriss’s book into his own.

“It’s because she returned to fulfill her mother’s request to save me,” Lady Beatriss said after a while.

Finnikin put down his quill. “Tesadora?”

Lady Beatriss nodded. “She’s very frightening when you first see her, isn’t she?”

He smiled, abashed. “She’s half my size, so it might be slightly humbling for me to admit that.”

“Well, I will admit it for you,” Beatriss responded with a laugh. Then her face grew serious. “Seranonna and I were locked in the same dungeon cell. The day before the curse, she was permitted a visitor. A novice from the cloister of Lagrami. The novice was there to give a blessing to the Sagrami worshippers so they could repent before death. I remember feeling ashamed to hear such piety coming from a novice of my order. But it was a deception. The novice was Tesadora, her hair shorn, dressed in the stolen robes of a Lagrami novice. She gave Seranonna a blessing in the language of the ancients and pressed into her mother’s hand a potion concealed in a tiny vial. It was a substance that would render her mother unconscious; she would be dead to all who saw her. But Tesadora knew enough to be able to revive her.”

Finnikin paled. “Seranonna gave the potion to you instead?”

Beatriss nodded. “We have never spoken of it, but I cannot imagine how Tesadora felt that day, watching the guards drag her mother into the square to be executed. When Seranonna screamed out that I was dead, Tesadora knew the words were meant for her. A message to retrieve my body and bring it back to life. I drank the potion after I gave birth, praying that I would not regain consciousness. I have no memory of what took place during the curse. All I know is that Tesadora took advantage of the confusion and came to find me. She said I was still holding your sister, Finnikin.”

Tears sprang to his eyes before he could stop them.

“She lived for only a few moments, and in those moments, I said her name out loud so she would one day be able to shout it through the heavens. I knew she could not possibly survive, because she was too tiny. I had carried her for less than six months. But she knew the important things before she died. That her father’s name was Trevanion, her mother’s name was Beatriss, and her brother’s name was Finnikin. I called her Evanjalin after Trevanion’s beloved mother, and when my precious Vestie was born five years later, I swear I heard her cry out that name when she first entered this world. As if somehow the spirit of Evanjalin lived within her. You may think I sound like a mad woman for believing such a thing, but there are moments when I see qualities of your father in Vestie, Finnikin.”

“I’ve learned to accept the unexplainable and not consider myself mad,” Finnikin said.

“When Tesadora revived me in the dungeons, I begged her to let me die. I was frightened. I knew the bastard king would come for me again. But she refused to leave me there. She half carried me out of the dungeons, both of us sobbing. Hers were tears of fury, mine of fear. How strange and unnatural a day it was, Finnikin. The palace village destroyed, the streets empty except for the dead who had been crushed under cottages. I could see people wailing against the kingdom walls, pounding them with their bare hands. On the road to the Flatlands, we passed those who looked like the walking dead, muttering about curses, claiming there was no way out of the kingdom. It was Tesadora and my villagers who buried my child. Down by the river.” She shook her head, lost in her thoughts. “I think I buried your father that day as well.”

“But he’s alive,” Finnikin said bluntly.

“One day I want you to take him down there, to the grave,” she said. “So he can begin to heal. I see so much hurt in his eyes.”

“Why can’t he heal with you?” Finnikin pushed.

“Because I am not even half the person he once loved.”

“Some things don’t change, Lady Beatriss. Can you ever bring yourself to love him again?”

“Oh, Finnikin,” she said with great sadness. “After everything that has happened, how do any of us begin to love again?”

Later, Finnikin traveled the road to the palace with his mentor.

“Did she speak?” Sir Topher asked.

Finnikin looked at him, surprised. “You left because you believed she would?”

“No, I honestly did want to see my childhood friend,” he said with a smile. “But I could tell she needed to talk, and I learned years ago, Finnikin, that people divulge things to you that they would not divulge to anyone else.”

“A good skill for the apprentice of the queen’s First Man?” Finnikin asked.

“Way beyond the skill of an apprentice,” Sir Topher said solemnly. “Or the queen’s First Man, at that.” He sighed, looking around. “Where do you think our boy is?”

“Froi? Who knows? If he’s left the kingdom, I don’t want to be the one to tell the queen. I’ve sent Sefton and the village lads out to search for him.”

They heard the pounding of horses’ hooves behind them, and a moment later Trevanion and Moss appeared.

“Something’s wrong,” Finnikin muttered, his heart hammering in his chest. Trevanion and Moss pulled up beside them, their expressions grim.

“Isaboe?” Finnikin asked.

Trevanion shook his head, and Finnikin could sense his father’s suppressed rage. “It’s the impostor king and his men,” Trevanion said bluntly. “They’re dead.”
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“Poisoned?”

Trevanion, Finnikin, Sir Topher, and Moss walked through the dungeons, covering their noses and mouths with cloths. The impostor king and his men had obviously suffered long and painful deaths. One had managed to batter his head to a pulp against the dungeon wall in an attempt to end the agony.

“How?” Trevanion asked, fury in his voice.

“We do not know,” the prison guard said quietly. “But we arrested the baker who supplied us with the loaves for the prisoners this morning.”

“He confessed?”

The guard shook his head.

“This could only be the work of one who knows their poisons, so I’m hoping we’ve removed the queen from Tesadora’s cloister,” Finnikin said.

“Perri’s already on his way,” Trevanion replied. “He will take the queen to the Monts until she is ready to return to the palace.”

“We must treat this with care,” Sir Topher said. “We cannot have a repeat of the past when it comes to those who worship Sagrami.”

“Agreed,” Trevanion said flatly. “But if Tesadora is responsible for what has happened here, she must be arrested.”

“Surely you are not suggesting she’s working with the Charynites to keep the impostor king from talking?” Sir Topher asked.

“We take no chances.”

It took most of the day to ride to the cloister at the northwest tip of the kingdom. On the way, they passed the cherry blossom tree that had been planted in honor of the dead queen’s youngest child, Isaboe. The cloister, where Perri had hidden Tesadora and the novices all those years ago, was one of the most ancient temples in the land. It was surrounded by woodland, where Trevanion’s men were now positioned, some in the open, others concealed.

The cloister’s entrance was a covered walkway, which led into circular gardens where the novices worked and meditated. Surrounding the gardens were the living quarters. Tesadora stood at the entrance, staring at the men impassively. Light played through the arched opening, and it made her look almost ghostly with her strange hair and beautiful face. Finnikin could not help wondering how such a tiny woman had managed to carry the much taller Beatriss out of the dungeons that day.

“There seem to be a lot of angry men in the vicinity, Captain,” Tesadora said by way of greeting. “They are disturbing my girls.”

“I’m hoping you made Perri’s acquaintance this morning, Tesadora.”

“The Savage and I are well acquainted, as you would know,” she said coldly. “He had the queen removed from our cloister, much to the distress of both the novices and the queen.”

Trevanion looked to one of his guards nearby. The guard nodded to verify her story.

“We would like permission to enter,” Sir Topher said.

“I will not have my novices alarmed any further. I fear you will also have me removed from the cloister by force if I allow you to enter.”

Finnikin was sure that Tesadora’s only knowledge of fear was how to instill it in others. “Out of respect for the role you played in the survival of Lady Beatriss, my father will restrain himself, Tesadora,” he said.

She stared at him, as if seeing him for the first time in the midst of the others. “Leave your men outside,” she ordered. She turned and walked down the passageway. Trevanion, Sir Topher, and Finnikin followed.

“Do not speak for me again, Finn,” his father warned in a low tone. “A poor captain I would make if all my decisions were based on how my loved ones were treated.”

They walked through the gardens, aware of the stares from the novices. Those belonging to Sagrami were dressed in blue, those to Lagrami in gray. Most were young. “Finnikin of the Rock,” he heard one whisper to another. “He belongs to the queen.”

They reached the main temple, where Tesadora lit a candle.

“We have the impostor king and nine of his men lying dead in the palace dungeons. Poisoned,” Sir Topher said after she had finished purifying the air with the scented smoke of the candle and a prayer to her goddess.

Tesadora held his gaze. “Are you accusing me, Sir Topher?” She turned to Trevanion. “Is this an arrest, Captain Trevanion? Or are you expecting me to shed tears for these . . . What did you call them? Men?”

“Our only evidence that Charyn was set to invade Belegonia through our kingdom has been destroyed,” Trevanion said. “What would you do in our place, Tesadora?”

She gave a small laugh. “In your place I would declare this a day of joy for the people of Lumatere.”

“Especially, perhaps, for those who worship Sagrami,” Finnikin said.

“These past ten years the bastard king and his men have not discriminated between worshippers of Sagrami and those of Lagrami. All Lumaterans were victims of their reign of terror.”

“The surviving Forest Dwellers?” Trevanion asked, indicating the woodlands. “Did they order the murder of the impostor king and his men, Tesadora?”

Tesadora ignored the question. “The Forest Dwellers have requested autonomy.”

“No,” Finnikin said firmly. “Your people belong to this kingdom. Autonomy will only make things worse for you.”

“Those who worship Sagrami did not feel as if they belonged to this kingdom during the five days of the unspeakable. Is that not what you call those days?”

“The queen would never allow anything to happen to the Forest Dwellers.”

“And if something happens to the queen? We were protected under our previous king and queen, yet the moment they were gone, we were hunted like animals and slaughtered. Would you like to carry out your census here, Finnikin? Before your five days of the unspeakable, there were four hundred and thirty-seven Forest Dwellers. Today there are less than forty.”

“They will be protected,” Sir Topher said firmly.

“Despite what happens to me?”

“Have we treated you as the enemy?” Finnikin asked. “We need what you can teach us. We need to know about the magic.”

“So you can control it? Cage it?”

“Perhaps to celebrate it,” Finnikin said. “So we can learn to be healers. Your young girls have skills.”

“And you expect me to believe this is your reason for visiting today? When I’m here, answering your questions in an interrogation room?”

“No one is arresting you, Tesadora, and this is a temple,” Sir Topher said.

“Yet your captain holds his sword, ready for attack.”

“The baker stands accused of murder unless you can shed some light on what took place in the palace this morning!” Trevanion snapped.

There was no response.

“He will suffer for something you planned, Tesadora.”

“And Beatriss suffered for something you did, did she not, Trevanion? The captain of the Guard who chose not to lie prostrate at the feet of the bastard king. But by our goddess,” Tesadora swore, “they ensured that his lover lay prostrate at their feet. Continually. Dragged by her hair out of her home night after night. She was once the most envied of women in Lumatere when she was loved by the captain of the King’s Guard. But nobody envied her during our years of captivity. She was their perfect weapon to keep our people in place. When they discovered she was alive and re-arrested her, the bastard king chose not to have her executed. No, he found a better use for the former lover of the captain of the King’s Guard. ‘See this woman,’ he would taunt whenever his men dragged her broken and bruised body into the square. ‘This is what will happen to your loved ones if you dare to challenge a king.’”

Sir Topher hissed with fury as Trevanion walked out of the room. Finnikin could not imagine what images had just passed through his father’s head. He had been told tales of Beatriss’s fate but had foolishly hoped his father would never hear.

Sir Topher stared at Tesadora. “I have a better tale to tell,” he spat. “The one where the captain sensed what would happen between himself and the impostor king. So he sent a message to his trusted friend Perri the Savage, telling him to take Lady Beatriss from her manor to the Valley of Tranquillity, where Lord August and Lady Abian had taken refuge. To leave her with them so she would be protected. But Perri was nowhere to be found that day and never received the message. You see, Perri was on his way to warn a childhood nemesis. Someone he believed his family had wronged for many years. Someone he believed deserved to live. I heard the sorry tale from Perri himself, still grief-stricken after all these years that he let his captain down. Imagine, Tesadora, if Perri had received Trevanion’s message. Imagine the life Beatriss would have had with Lord August and his family in Belegonia.”

Tesadora’s mouth twisted with bitterness, but she failed to prevent the tears from welling in her eyes.

“Yet Perri never regretted his decision to travel this far to hide you and the novices of Sagrami. And I never believed he should regret it, nor Trevanion. Until perhaps today.”

Finnikin went searching for his father. He found him stooped over with his back to the cloister, one hand against a tree. When Trevanion turned, he was wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve, his face ashen. Sir Topher stood at the cloister entrance and they walked toward him in silence.

“We have no more business here today,” Sir Topher said.

Tesadora appeared in the passageway behind him. Her face was still impassive, but her eyes had softened.

“It began with Beatriss’s first child,” she said. “Your child, Trevanion. My mother went to the stake with the child’s blood on her hands. We believe that the blood, mingled with Balthazar’s and Isaboe’s, got caught up in the dark magic of the curse. And became its light.”

Trevanion was silent.

“Because both the royal children and the babe were pure of heart?” Sir Topher asked.

“No,” she said and Finnikin flinched as her eyes met his. Despite the strangeness of her hair and the darkness of her spirit, she was probably the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

“No,” she repeated. “I believe it’s because a young boy made a sacrifice to keep the princess safe. Flesh from your body, Finnikin. But it cost you more than that.”

He dared not look away.

“I was there in the square the day my mother died,” she said, anger in her voice. “Even through her curse, while others ran, I stayed. She watched me come into this world, delivered me herself. So I watched her leave it. The perfect balance, don’t you think?”

No one spoke.

“I saw you that day,” she continued, her eyes fixed on Finnikin’s. “Saw what you did. I keep a dagger with your name on it, Finnikin of the Rock. My only consolation in mourning my mother is that she did not feel those flames for too long.”

Finnikin heard Trevanion’s and Sir Topher’s intake of breath, saw the shock on their faces.

“What did Finnikin’s actions have to do with making contact with Queen Isaboe outside Lumatere?” Sir Topher asked.

“I know as much as you do, Sir Topher. The dead do not send a guide or explanation. We work things out for ourselves. I met Lady Beatriss in the dungeons of the palace, where she lay clutching a dead child. After returning her to Sennington, I did not see her again for another five years. The darkest of years. And then one day, in the fifth year of our captivity, Lady Beatriss arrived on the doorstep. Just over there,” she said, pointing to the entrance. “In the early hours of the morning. And she did not come alone.” She turned to where a young woman knelt in the garden, planting. “Japhra?”

The girl walked toward them, and Finnikin realized she was one of the novices who had been in Tesadora’s cart the day they entered Lumatere. She was short, almost stout. Her eyes were deerlike, her sable-colored hair thick and lush.

“Friends of Lady Beatriss, Japhra,” Tesadora said. “Can you fetch us some tea?”

When the girl left, Tesadora walked them back inside to one of the rooms in the cloister.

“The night she came to me, Beatriss had smuggled Japhra out of the palace and they rode through the dark to find us. Japhra of the Flatlands was twelve. Taken from her family by the bastard king to do with whatever he pleased. She was almost catatonic, and even today her spirit is damaged.”

Finnikin shuddered.

“I had been trying unsuccessfully to contact my mother through the magic of the goddesses and had failed repeatedly. That all changed the night I was reacquainted with Lady Beatriss. Japhra wasn’t the only reason she came to see me. Let’s just say it was for . . . medicinal purposes.”

“She was with child?” Trevanion asked.

“I don’t think I need to tell you that if this conversation ever goes beyond us —”

“You’ll poison us?” Trevanion said.

She sent him a scathing look. “It would shatter Beatriss’s heart if you knew why she came to see me that night, and we don’t want to go around doing that, do we, Captain?”

“She wanted to rid herself of the babe inside her?” Finnikin asked.

“I don’t think she knew what she wanted. But she was exhausted from the ride, so I allowed her to stay the night. The girls and I had had very little contact with the rest of the kingdom up until that point. I had twelve of the forty remaining Forest Dwellers in my care in the cloister, as well as the priestess of Lagrami and her girls. I trusted no one with their lives.”

The girl returned and poured the tea with trembling hands.

“Thank you, Japhra,” Trevanion said quietly.

She nodded and left them.

“That night, the spirit of my mother came calling. I felt her. As if she were holding me somehow. She spoke words to me that I could not recall the next morning, until Beatriss told me of her strange sleep. She had dreamed she held her first child in her arms. And the child had spoken to her. Delivered a message.”

The three men waited.

“‘The child of Beatriss will share dreams with our heir, who will set us free.’”

She took in the looks of shock and disbelief on their faces.

“You could argue that it was the need of two grieving women, one for her mother and one for her child. But at such times, gentlemen, you grab at any sign of hope. You grab it with both hands and breathe life into it, day after day. You do anything to keep it alive.

“We talked about it, the priestess of Lagrami with us, all day and night, putting forward different theories. Seranonna and the child died on the same day and we believed that my mother carried Beatriss’s child to the heavens to be protected by our goddess. That night in our cloister, your child came looking for her mother, Trevanion.”

“What magic did you use to contact Isaboe?”

“None. It’s beyond even my power or knowledge. I can heal because my mother taught me what plants and flowers to use. It’s what I teach the novices. Japhra is one of our most talented. But healing and magic are different things. One must be very powerful to make contact with another through the sleep. A spirit so strong, full of all things good and all things wicked. An ability to look into the darkness and find a light.”

“Isaboe,” Finnikin said.

Tesadora nodded. “She found us. She found Vestie, but I believe her sleep spirit was searching for Beatriss’s first child, Finnikin’s half sister. Somehow, blood caused a bond between Isaboe and any child that Beatriss would give birth to. All because Finnikin made a sacrifice to keep the princess safe, and I’m presuming he used the same dagger for the sacrifice as he did to end my mother’s suffering.”

Finnikin did not respond.

“Of course, Beatriss was petrified about the message, but she knew she had no choice. I promised her that if she gave birth to the child, I would take it and she need never be reminded of who it was or what it represented. She agreed. She had nothing left to give. Oh, but the moment she saw Vestie,” Tesadora said with a sigh, “I believe that if anyone had tried removing that child from Beatriss, they would have lost their life. I think many people were strengthened by the sight of them together. Villagers would visit Beatriss, afraid to speak but not afraid to hope, and somehow Beatriss gave them that hope. ‘What needs to be done,’ she would tell me.

“Then one day the blacksmith of the River village of Petros came to see me. Confessed to me that he had turned a Sagrami worshipper out of his home after the deaths of our beloveds. He begged me to take his daughters for protection.”

“It was good of you to agree,” Trevanion conceded.

“I didn’t,” she said flatly. “So that night, while his family slept, he smothered his wife and three daughters and then plunged a dagger into his own heart. He couldn’t bear the idea of what the bastard king and his men would do to those girls.

“Beatriss threatened that if I did not agree to come up with a plan to protect the young girls of Lumatere, she would refuse me access to her child. A child whose first word was ‘Isaboe.’ It was our earliest indication that the heir and Vestie had walked the sleep together. We were stunned by the knowledge that it was the princess who had lived and not the prince. When I argued that there was nothing I could do, Beatriss spoke about the potion my mother had once given her. She left me no choice but to take in the young girls. Unbeknownst to many, Beatriss of the Flatlands is quite a bully when she sets her mind to it. One can imagine who she learned that from,” Tesadora said snidely, looking at Trevanion.

“You had a choice,” Finnikin said. “You protected the priestess of Lagrami and her novices long before that night.”

“Don’t paint too sentimental a picture of me, young man,” Tesadora said sharply. “It will only make you look like a fool.” Her expression was hard, and Finnikin could tell that she had said as much as she was going to. She stood up to walk them to the entrance.

“We will be questioning the baker tonight,” Trevanion said as they followed her.

“I doubt that very much,” Tesadora said.

Sir Topher and Finnikin exchanged glances.

“The queen has already arranged for his release,” she advised them.

“Is that what you convinced her to do?” Finnikin asked angrily.

Tesadora gave a humorless laugh. “I hear the queen allows only one person to convince her, Finnikin.”

“Once the queen knows what took place in the dungeons —” Finnikin began.

“There is little that takes place in this kingdom that the queen does not know about,” she said, a glint of victory in her eyes. “I would take her advice, Finnikin, and concern yourself less with truth and more on what is for the greater good of her people.”

Finnikin shivered as he realized the truth. He saw by their expressions that Sir Topher and Trevanion had come to the same conclusion. This was no random act from vengeance-seeking Forest Dwellers. The poisoning of the impostor king and his men had come from the highest office in the kingdom.

“Where is she?” he asked, as Moss approached them. “Where is she?”

“Remember your place,” Trevanion said firmly. “In Lumatere the queen rules, Finnikin.”

“Perri has taken her to the Monts,” Moss said quietly.

Finnikin was on his horse before another word was spoken.

Trevanion felt Tesadora’s furious stare as Finnikin rode away.

“Remember his place?” she said angrily. “For the sake of this kingdom, gentlemen, I am hoping that you have not prepared your boy to remember his place among royalty, but rather to recognize it alongside the queen.”

“A very hard task indeed with your mother’s premonition ringing in his head since he was a child of eight,” Sir Topher replied.

“The boy remembers her words the way he wants to remember them,” she said, “but the man must understand them the way they were intended.”

Finnikin caught up with the queen and Perri as they rested at the foot of the mountains. Isaboe was sitting next to the guard, her back against a weeping willow, her knees tucked under her chin. The ride had done nothing to quell Finnikin’s rage. When Perri saw the horse’s fast approach, he was on his feet in an instant, his sword ready. Isaboe stood behind him, her eyes dark and piercing. Perri returned his sword to its scabbard and she stepped past him as Finnikin dismounted.

“I hope you’ve come to tell me that Froi’s been found,” she said, anger lacing her words. She wore a violet dress, scooped at the neck with gold trimmings, falling loose to her ankles to give her the freedom to mount and ride a horse.

“What have you done?” he asked, his fury barely contained.

Her hands were clenched. “What I needed to do,” she responded.

“We needed proof,” he spat, “of what Charyn had planned. Yet you ruin any chance of bringing to justice those who were responsible by destroying the ones who could prove it.”

There was so little guilt in her eyes that it fueled his rage. Over her shoulder, he could see Perri poised for action, a look of warning on the guard’s face. Finnikin knew he would be flat on the ground the moment he stepped out of line.

“You feel no remorse?” he said. “Regret nothing?”

Hatred blazed in her eyes. “I regret not being able to watch them suffer. I heard it was long,” she said through clenched teeth, “and my heart sang to hear just how painful.”

“Belegonia has been —”

“Wanting a chance to invade Charyn for as long as this land has existed,” she shouted. “Waiting for any justification.”

“They have every right to know that Charyn was planning an attack on them through us.”

“Belegonia will not care for those who are caught in the middle, Finnikin. They will take Charyn, not out of revenge but for what they can get from that kingdom. And they will use Lumatere as the pathway.”

“So the truth stays hidden?” he asked.

“Better than a truth revealed that will lead to war involving our three kingdoms. Not to mention Sarnak and every other kingdom on our borders. Let Charyn pay, Finnikin. Let Trevanion and Perri do what they do best. Let’s not pretend the captain and Perri know nothing about slipping into a palace and cutting the throat of a savage foreign king who deserves to die. But do not ask me to sacrifice my people.”

“That’s called assassination, isn’t it, Perri?” Finnikin called out to the guard. “To do exactly what was done to our king and —”

“Don’t!” she shouted, sobbing the word. Behind her, Perri shook his head at Finnikin in warning.

“Do not compare the slaughter of my family to the killing of the monster who planned it and the traitor who carried it out. We are not ordering the deaths of innocents here. We are taking revenge, while ensuring that Lumatere is not bled dry.”

“Your people need to know the truth, Isaboe.”

“What my people need to know is that the beast and his men who razed our kingdom to the ground are dead. That they suffered. That the beast and his men who raped their wives and children no longer exist. Do you know how they punished the men who dared to stand up to them? How they kept them from resisting? Do you know how they came for their young daughters in daylight hours? Do you know how many drowned themselves in the river rather than endure what was happening? And I felt every one,” she sobbed, hitting her chest with her fist. “Every single one, Finnikin. Oh, that leaders of kingdoms should feel the pain of every one of their citizens who they send out to fight their wars. Put me out of my misery now, rather than allow me to feel the deaths of my people fighting for such a truth to be known.”

Finnikin gripped the hand pounding her chest, and she leaned toward him, emotion strangling her voice. “If you want to help run my kingdom, you do so from by my side and not from your rock village,” she said.

“What makes you presume that I have a desire to run your kingdom?” he said coldly. But she was standing too close and he wanted to rest his forehead against hers. Take everything she was offering.

“Is it not what Seranonna predicted?” she asked quietly. “In the Forest when we were children? Light and dark. And what else was it that she said, Finnikin? What is it you fear so much?”

He shuddered. “Why don’t you fear me?” he said, his fingers digging into her arm. “Why don’t you fear me shedding your blood to be king?”

He saw her wince with pain and felt Perri’s arm around his neck as he was pulled away.

“You are a fool,” she said, the tears spilling down her cheeks. “Do you believe you are not man enough for the task? Perhaps I should give that privilege to the prince of Osteria, who begs to come calling to strengthen ties between our kingdoms.”

Finnikin bit his tongue until he tasted blood. Something savage inside him wanted to kill any man who dared touch her.

“But know this, Finnikin. I will despise you for the rest of your life if you force me to take another man to my bed as my king.”

She walked away and he ached to follow, but Perri refused to let him go, his lips close to Finnikin’s ear. “Speak to the queen or touch her like that again,” he threatened in a quiet voice, “and you will find yourself, on your father’s orders, guarding the barren border at Sendecane.”

Finnikin broke free, his breath ragged. “Make sure you leave someone behind to protect her as you would, Perri. For it looks like sometime soon you’re going to Charyn,” he said bitterly. “To kill a king.”

“If that is what my queen wants of me, Finnikin, that is what I will do.”
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A week passed and then another. Cottages began to appear, built from mud bricks and straw, their roofs thatched and floors earthen. But the exiles had slept in worst conditions and many of them relished the idea of having a door and space and privacy. Those who had been trapped inside became accustomed to greeting their new neighbors. In each village, plowing and planting continued and routines began to be reestablished.

One morning, Trevanion stood with Perri and Moss watching Lord August work the land alongside his young sons and the villagers. The sun was hot, but August looked content among the men. Their lives were beginning to return to something close to normal, and talk of crops and planting at times erupted into healthy arguments. Trevanion noticed the workers seemed to enjoy the task of turning over the soil with the hand-held plow, despite the demanding nature of the work.

“Where are the oxen?” Perri asked, holding out a hand to take the plow from Lord August.

“We share them with the rest of the Flatlands on rotation,” the Duke said, wiping sweat from his forehead. “I think the village of Clough has them today.”

“Sennington was extensively damaged, Augie,” Trevanion said. “Can you not have Abie convince Lady Beatriss to move her village to Fenton? They lost most of their people in the fever camps. There are acres of fertile land with no one to work it.”

Lord August gave a small humorless laugh. “Have you been in the same room as my wife and Lady Beatriss and Tesadora?” he asked. “Terrifying. The moment I tried to make such a suggestion, I was cut down. Then I displayed greater stupidity by suggesting to the viper Tesadora that since the queen had been removed from her cloister and the guards were no longer there, I could request some sort of protection for her and her girls. Just in case.” He shook his head, shuddering. “I’m sure she cast a spell on me with one flick of her eyelid.”

“You’re scared of the women?” Trevanion asked, amused.

“I am not ashamed to say so, and you are a fool if you’re not,” Lord August said pointedly.

“Lucian has volunteered to send the Monts down to work on Fenton,” Perri said as he returned with the plow.

“I fear the boy is too young and does not have the heart to lead the Monts,” Lord August said.

Trevanion shook his head. “He carried his father’s body up that mountain over his shoulder, Augie. That has less to do with physical strength and more to do with heart. Finn has spent much time with him and his people, and they are doing what Monts do best. Getting on with life.”

“I’m presuming Finnikin is not there now,” Lord August said disapprovingly.

“He’s in Sarnak. On palace business,” Trevanion replied, frowning at Lord August’s tone.

“On his own?” Perri asked.

“He took some of his lads from the village. Why are you so certain that he wasn’t with the Monts?” Trevanion asked.

“Because the queen is with them, and some say that Finnikin can be found wherever the queen is not.”

Trevanion bristled. “Another contribution from the women? If anyone has a problem with my son’s movements, Augie, I will tell them to politely mind their own business, whether it’s your wife or Tesadora.”

“You left out Lady Beatriss,” Moss said.

“I could not imagine Lady Beatriss concerning herself with Finnikin’s business, but if the question arose, I would be just as firm with her.”

“Finnikin needs to bring the queen home to the palace, Trevanion,” Lord August pressed. “Not her Guard. Not Sir Topher. Finnikin. And Lucian of the Monts will need to be looked out for. He’s still a young man who will have to work hard to gain people’s confidence, no matter whose son he is. Those mountains are Charyn’s entrance into our kingdom.”

“Why are you telling us what we already know, Augie?” Perri asked tersely.

“I have Lucian looked out for,” Trevanion said. “He has his uncles and his yata, and the Mont lads are under constant training.”

“And who is guarding the novices of Sagrami?” Lord August continued. “It’s too secluded out there in the west, and if we ever have a repeat of —”

“Tesadora and the novices are protected,” Perri said firmly, “whether they know it or not. Men trained by me, Augie. So anyone who decides to walk into that part of the kingdom for no good reason may find himself with the sharp edge of a dagger across his throat. Now, do you have any other questions about the protection of this kingdom?”

Lord August stared from Perri to Trevanion and Moss.

“Tell me our Perri’s not sharing the viper’s bed?” he asked Trevanion.

Moss chuckled. “Brave man indeed who strips himself bare in front of that one.”

Trevanion saw Lady Abian walking down the path to the manor house on her return from the palace village.

“Gentlemen!” she called out with a wave.

They held up their hands in acknowledgment.

“Finnikin?” she asked. “Where is he? I have seen little of him, Trevanion.”

“In Sarnak. On palace business,” he called back. “I’ll have him come see you as soon as he returns.” He heard a snort of laughter beside him as Lady Abian shook her head in disapproval and proceeded toward the house.

“Oh, you really told her to mind her business,” Perri mocked.

Later, Trevanion, Moss, and Perri traveled farther into the kingdom, as they had done each day since their return. Trevanion knew the people of Lumatere felt comforted by the presence of his men, and he made it a priority to ensure they were visible in as many villages as possible. He was careful, trying to find the fine line between authority and protection. It was Lady Abian who suggested that the Guard not wear formal uniforms. Both the exiles and those trapped inside had been victims of the violence delivered by guards across the land. Instead, they wore gray and blue, colors representing both goddesses.

In the afternoon, they reached a village at the edge of the Flatlands, where men and women worked together to prepare the soil. Before the others realized what was happening, Perri had leaped off his horse. “Froi,” he said with satisfaction.

Trevanion sighed with relief. In addition to his own fondness for the boy, he had feared the queen’s anguish if they had lost him.

Froi saw Perri and Moss coming toward him, and he couldn’t stop the smile, couldn’t stop the happiness he felt inside as he put down his tools. And then Perri was grabbing him and they both pretended it was a tussle but really it was a hug.

“Where’ve you been, Froi?”

“Been here. Working a strip,” he told them.

“Has our boy got some crazy notion he’ll earn enough to buy a small pocket himself?” Moss asked, and Froi liked the way Moss said “our boy” as if Froi belonged to them instead of belonging to no one. Sometimes, during their travels, he had imagined there was someone inside Lumatere searching for him. But there had been no mother like Lady Abian or father like Trevanion waiting. No kin who recognized him as theirs.

Perri ruffled his hair. “Moss, go see the bailiff and tell him Froi’s coming with us.”

Perri began to walk back to the road, and Froi followed to where he could see the captain astride his horse. But then Froi looked back to where his work lay unfinished and it made him sad because there had been something about the touch of earth in his hands that made him feel worthwhile.

“Disappear like that again, boy, and I will send you back to Sarnak, where they found you,” the captain growled when Froi reached him. “Where I’m certain Finnikin is roaming the streets looking for you as we speak.”

Froi felt his eyes smart, but he kept his anger and hurt inside because anger made him want to spit and that was the last thing he wanted to do to the captain.

“What have you been doing, Froi?”

“Plowing, Captain,” he said quietly.

“Plowing?”

“Soon they’ll begin the planting. Barley and oats and onions and cabbage. There they’ll plant ten apple, five pear, and two cherry trees,” he said, pointing up to the mountains. “The ones donated by Osteria.”

“Get on my horse, Froi,” the captain said, holding out a hand to him. “You belong with us.”

And as much as Froi wanted to belong with them, he stared at the hand the captain was holding out to him but didn’t take it. “To do what?” he asked.

“The Guard protects the kingdom, Froi. The people of Lumatere honor us by allowing us to protect them,” Perri explained.

“But I can’t,” he said, and he could feel the captain and Perri staring at him and he wanted to say all the right things to them. He had tried to explain to one of the workers the other day how being with the Guard and Evanjalin and the priest-king and Finnikin and Sir Topher had made him feel, but he hadn’t been able to find the words for it.

“That’s respect,” she told him later when she understood what he was trying to say. He had never heard that word before and although he knew what he felt for them was fierce, it didn’t mean he could protect the kingdom with them.

When the captain leaned down to hoist him onto the horse, Froi tried to speak but it came out like a whisper. “How can I be part of the Guard and protect this kingdom when I feel nofing for it? Captain Trevanion, they made a mistake. Finnikin and Evanjalin and Sir Topher. I’m not from here. I can tell from the way the others watch me. It’s as if they sense fings of me. Fings I don’t know myself.” He stared down at the ground because he didn’t want the captain to see his face.

“Everyone looks at each other that way these days, Froi. Brothers and sisters, fathers and sons. Even those who were once lovers,” the captain said.

Froi looked from Perri to the captain. “How can I die for any of the Guard? It’s what you’re supposed to do, isn’t it? If somefing happens?”

Perri nodded.

“I wouldn’t,” he said truthfully. “I’d protect myself first.”

Moss approached them, looking happy, but the smile left his face when he saw their expressions.

“You’re Lumateran, Froi. You’d fight for this kingdom,” Perri said, but Froi shook his head.

“It’s just a word. Lumatere. Feel nofing for it, except for this patch of land I’ve worked on.”

“Nothing. For no one?” Moss asked.

Froi thought for a moment. “I fink I’d die for Evanjalin. Probably Finnikin too.”

“She is the queen,” the Captain said firmly. “She’s not Evanjalin, Froi.”

“Whoever she is, I fink I’d die for her and Finnikin. Because that time in Sarnak when she came searching, sometimes I fink she didn’t come back for that ring. It was for me.” He realized it was the first time he had ever said anything like that out loud and it made him think of saying other things in his head that were the truth. “But I wouldn’t die for anyone else. Not even you free or the priest-king or Sir Topher. I’d sell you out the first moment someone convinced me.”

The captain gave a short laugh of disbelief, but he seemed amused all the same, and then Perri joined in.

“He would,” Perri agreed. “I believe him.”

Froi felt ashamed, but Perri flicked him under the chin with his thumb. “So would have I, Froi. At your age.”

“I don’t understand,” Moss said. “Finnikin’s lads from the village are begging us to let them train with the Guard.”

“Climb up on my horse,” the captain said with a sigh, his arm still extended.

Froi didn’t dare disobey, and with a heavy heart he held on as they rode toward the palace. As he took in the Flatlands on both sides of the road, he realized that it scared him, all these people and all this work they had to do and the way some of the villagers who had worked around him would drop their planting tools and just cry. Men, too, not just women, and it was a different crying from what Lady Celie had done in Belegonia. It was the type of crying that gave him tears and most times he pretended there was dirt in his eyes. Deep down, Froi wanted it to go back to the time when it was just them hiding in the woods and there weren’t so many people to feel sad for.

The captain slowed down at a Flatland village where everyone seemed to be working, and he could see the towers over the trees in the close distance and he knew they were almost entering the palace village.

“It’s Lord August’s estate,” the captain explained. “Here is the deal, Froi. You can work the land, but we choose whose land. You continue your lessons with the priest-king. You make the queen happy.”

Froi looked at him, not understanding.

“Perhaps you are right. You’ve not known this kingdom long. It takes time to love a land and a people and want to protect it, especially when those around you have eyes full of mistrust. It would be wrong for us to expect more from you now.”

“But one day we will ask you again,” Perri continued.

Froi stared at them. “But if I am the enemy?”

“Enemy to whom, Froi? To our queen?” Perri asked.

“Never. Not her.”

“Then that is a start, Froi.”

He thought about it for a moment and then looked at the village of Sayles. “As long as I don’t have to live inside the big house with Lord Augie and Lady Abian,” he said. “Because if they’re going to spend every night screwing —”

“Froi!”

The captain laughed for the second time that day, and Froi liked the sound of it.

“Queen’s orders that you stay close,” Perri said. “Do us a favor, Froi. Do not defy the queen’s orders. She is frightful these days up in those mountains.”

Froi nodded. “I’ll stay. But you’re wrong about the queen,” he said, swinging off the captain’s horse, looking out at the village he was to be a part of.

“About her being frightful these days?”

“No. About her being in the mountains. I saw her. This morning, but I kept my distance. Didn’t want to shame her. She was wif the Monts and everyone around me ran to the road to greet her. She was off to help in some village. Bal . . . Bal . . . ?”

“Balconio,” the captain said. He cursed as he exchanged looks with the others. “I’ll go,” he said. “Perri, can you go back to the palace and escort Sir Topher to the village of Balconio?”

Froi looked up at the captain, confused. “Everyone wants Finnikin to bond with her and not that prince from Osteria. Why is Finnikin not wif her?”

The captain sighed. “Same reason as you, Froi.”

“Because he’s not worvy?”

The captain placed a hand on Froi’s shoulder as they made their way down the path toward Lord August’s house. Froi liked the feel of it and understood why Finnikin always puffed out his chest when his father was around.

“He is in the queen’s eyes,” the captain said, “and she measures worth better than anyone I know.”

Trevanion saw the queen the instant he arrived. She was dressed in peasant clothing like those around her, and she was hacking at the earth with the same determination he had seen when she walked ahead of them on their journey to Lumatere. One of the villagers with her pointed to Trevanion, and she turned and watched as he dismounted and strode toward her. He saw the slump in her shoulders as if she knew the time had come. Her guards appeared beside her, and Trevanion grabbed hold of them both in anger.

“You said they weren’t to let me out of their sight, Captain Trevanion, and they haven’t,” the queen said calmly.

“They do not need defending, Your Highness,” he said, glaring at the two guards before letting them go.

She handed the hoe to the worker alongside her. “Can you continue without me, Naill?”

“Of course, my queen.”

She followed Trevanion to the manor house. “There’s much work to be done here,” she said.

“Yes,” he acknowledged, “but not by you. We still have the borders closed for fear of reprisal from those kingdoms who have not yet acknowledged your reign,” he explained. “There are collaborators of the impostor king who are yet to be rounded up. The Forest Dwellers have not come out of hiding.”

“If I return to the palace, you’ll lock me up like you and Sir Topher did that time in Pietrodore,” she accused. “Or have me surrounded by at least ten of the Guard.”

“Yes,” he said truthfully. “Because if something happens to you, my queen, I don’t think we would survive.”

“Then I must teach our people how to survive,” she said. “Because they can’t keep giving up every time something happens to their king or queen.”

“Sir Topher’s on his way,” he said, and the sadness in her eyes stopped him from saying any more.

Later, when the sun began to disappear and the wind felt fierce on their skin, Sir Topher sat on the hill alongside the queen, watching the workers below.

“Next summer we will have a surplus of grain and barley and oats, and all the kingdoms around us will be keen to import our produce,” she said. “The ambassador has also managed to secure interest from the Belegonians for produce from the river, and the export from the mines will please those kingdoms who no longer want to deal with the Sorelians for tin. And we have enough in the treasury to keep our people from starving until then. Within two years, Sir Topher, we will be on the road to some kind of prosperity.”

“And perhaps at war,” he said soberly.

“I walked through the meadow in the village of Gadros,” she continued as if he had not spoken, “and I imagined that it could look like the one near the crossroads where I took ill with the priest-king. So I’m going to plant hollyhocks and wild strawberries and daffodils and daises and calendula and columbine.” Despite her words, she was weeping and he forgot all protocol and placed his arm around her.

“I’ve crossed this kingdom many times over the last few weeks, Sir Topher,” she whispered through her tears. “So many people. So many sad stories. To be responsible for so many souls. How did my father do it?”

“With the same expression on his face each day as you have now, my queen. With fear and with hope.”

She wiped away her tears.

“Isaboe,” he said gently. “These people do not need another peasant to help plow their fields. They want their queen. They want her in the palace, leading them.”

“And a king?” she sniffed.

“I believe you have already chosen a king,” he said quietly.

She rolled her eyes. “When I’m with the Monts, he hides himself in the Rock Village, when I’m in the Rock Village, he’s in the Flatlands, and when I return to the palace, he’ll hide himself with the Monts. I’ve become accustomed to passing him by.”

“While he’s been . . . traveling around the kingdom, he has written the constitution of the new Lumatere, which he wants you to look over, and I think he has convinced the king of Sarnak to try those who were responsible for the massacre of our people.”

“In the Sarnak royal court or here?”

“Negotiations are taking place as we speak. Last correspondence I received from Finnikin had the king of Sarnak inviting us to the palace. We will be advising you not to attend, of course. Not until we know it is perfectly safe. Finnikin is also against the visit from Osteria and he’s right. It’s too soon. When we allow visitors into Lumatere, we must look as if we are truly back on our feet.”

She sighed and stood, looking over the village where some of the guards were helping to thatch cottage roofs.

“When he returns, Isaboe, he will have made the most important decision, not only of his life but for this kingdom. You must have patience.”

“Ask me to also maintain my pride, because it slowly dwindles away each day that he does not come to see me.”

“You know how he feels about you, Isaboe.”

“I know nothing,” she said sadly. “He gives me nothing and I cannot rule with nothing. But I know what my people want. For me to have a king. So a king I will give them, even if he’s not my first choice.”

Trevanion waited for them on the road to the palace with several of the Guard and the horses. “Will you mount the horse, my queen?” he asked as she approached, holding the reins out to her.

“I’d prefer to walk,” she said quietly. It was the road the impostor king and his men had used to take the women and girls of Lumatere to the palace. The road where they used to hang the children of men who chose to rebel.

“It would be easier for us if you rode, my queen,” Sir Topher suggested.

She stopped for a moment, shame on her face as she looked up at both men. “If the truth be told . . . I don’t think I’m ready to return . . . to my home.”

Trevanion was silent, remembering the first time he had reentered the palace. It was still full of memories of the horror he had witnessed that terrible night all those years ago.

“We have prepared the eastern wing for you, Isaboe,” Sir Topher said gently. “It has not been touched for the last five decades.”

She nodded, relief in her expression. “If I promise to return on the next day of rest, then we can invite the people to celebrate with me. It could be a celebration of our journey back to some kind of normality.” Her eyes held a plea.

“That is five days from now,” Sir Topher said reluctantly.

“The priestess of Lagrami has moved her novices back to their original cloister and is keen to have me visit. The cloister is not far from the palace, so it may be the perfect place to stay until then. I can visit the people of the palace village. They were once my neighbors, and they treated my sisters and brother and me as if we belonged to them.” She fought to hold back her tears.

Sir Topher caught Trevanion’s eye and nodded. “I will ride ahead to the cloister and have Lady Milla organize the festivities to celebrate your return to the palace.”

As they traveled on, Trevanion politely repeated his request for her to mount the horse.

“I hear you found Froi,” she said, politely ignoring it. “Keep an eye on him, Captain Trevanion. Let him play peasant farmer, but remind him he belongs to the queen.”

“He doesn’t think he’s worthy.”

She stopped for a moment. “Froi? Humble?”

A hint of a smile touched Trevanion’s lips. “For a moment or two.”

“When I choose to call him back, he will have no right to refuse.”

“Yet you haven’t exercised the same right to call Finnikin back.”

She stopped again. “You speak out of place, Captain, and too much conversation today has revolved around your absent son.”

He nodded. “And for that I apologize.”

“For what part are you apologizing?” she asked.

“For what part would you like me to apologize?”

She held his gaze, and he remembered this steadfast look of hers from the time in the prison mines. He sighed, gazing beyond her to where the Flatlands were beginning to look rich and dark, the soil in perfectly aligned mounds.

“I belong to queen and country first,” he said after a while, “but I am his father, Isaboe. You will have to pardon me on this occasion for speaking bluntly, but I will always want to tear out the heart of anyone who causes him pain, and whether you’re the queen or Evanjalin, you have that power. You always have. For feeling that way, I apologize.”

“And you think I’d use such power?”

He didn’t answer, and she continued to walk.

“When the time comes to tear out the heart of anyone who causes him pain, Captain Trevanion, know this,” she said fiercely. “I will fight you to be first in line.”

After a moment, he smiled. “Will you mount the horse, my queen?”

“No,” she replied, also with a smile.

They entered the village of Sennington, and the villagers ran toward the road to greet her.

“Is Lady Beatriss home, Tarah?” she asked one of the peasant women, whose cheeks flushed with pleasure at the queen using her name.

“Should be soon, my queen. She’s down by the river with Vestie.”

The queen smiled her thanks and took the small gifts made for her by the children. “Could you locate Lady Beatriss, Captain Trevanion?” she asked without looking up from the villagers. “I would like to rest here before I present myself to the priestess.”

Trevanion knew exactly where to find Beatriss. He had watched her disappear behind the manor house and walk down to the river many times. Part of him wanted to keep his distance and call out rather than join her by that tree, but the yearning inside him was too strong and he found himself walking toward her. Yet he could not go all the way. He knew what lay before him. A grave. With more buried than their dead baby. Like most days, Beatriss was with the child, and he wondered at her ability to adore a reminder of the times her body had been savaged by the impostor and his men.

“The queen is waiting to see you, Lady Beatriss,” he said from his position on the slope.

She nodded, as if it was the most natural thing for him to be there, and then walked toward him. “She is returning to the palace?” she asked.

“Yes.”

The child looked at him from where she stood by the grave, and he returned her stare, this strange miniature Beatriss. But then she went back to busying herself with her seeds.

“Your silence makes things difficult, Trevanion,” Beatriss said quietly. “It would be wrong to pretend we have nothing to say, so I will be the one to speak. I cannot go back to being who I was, or desire what I once felt. The thought of a man touching me, any man . . .” She swallowed, unable to finish, and he nodded, choking back something inside of him that ached to be let loose. He turned to walk away, feeling as if his insides were splintering.

Her voice stopped him. “I woke with your name on my lips every morning. Like a prayer of hope. For now, that’s all I can offer.”

He hesitated, remembering something Finnikin had said to him on their journey. That somehow, even in the worst of times, the tiniest fragments of good survive. It was the grip in which one held those fragments that counted.

“Then for now, my Lady Beatriss,” he said, “what you have to offer is more than enough for me. I’ll wait.”

She sighed and shook her head. “How long will you wait, Trevanion? A man like you?”

“A man like me will wait for as long as it takes.”

They stood and watched the child sprinkle seeds around the grave, humming a sweet tune to herself. When she dropped the little cup that held the seeds, Trevanion walked over to where she stood by the headstone and read the words inscribed upon it: Evanjalin. Beloved child of Trevanion and Beatriss.

He bent to pick up the cup, placing it into the child’s hand. On the earth beside the grave was a stray seed. As he laid it on the rich mound of dirt, he felt tiny fingers press into his.

“Like this,” Vestie said, patting his hand. “So the seed can take.”
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That night, Finnikin of the Rock dreamed he was to sacrifice the rest of his life for the royal house of Lumatere.

The message came to him in a dream from Balthazar and his sisters as he slept in the cottage of the queen’s yata in the mountains. Yata did not seem surprised the next morning. “They visit me often, my babies do,” she said, pressing a kiss to his temple. “It’s time for you to go home, Finnikin. You do not belong in these mountains. You have other places to be.”

Five days past, he had returned from Sarnak and somehow found himself traveling to the Monts. He stayed, completing the census and the trade agreements with several of their neighboring kingdoms. As he left Yata’s home that morning, he knew that a part of his life was complete and that whatever path he chose, he would experience the ache of unfulfilled dreams. For a moment he allowed himself to feel regret at the thought of never building a cottage by the river with Trevanion. Or living the life of a simple farmer connected to the earth. Or traveling his kingdom, satisfying the nomad he had become. To be Finnikin of the Rock and the Monts and the River and the Flatlands and the Forest. To be none of those at all.

Yet he also knew that to lose the queen to another man would be a slow torture every day for the rest of his life.

Lucian walked with him down the mountain. “I will meet with her this evening,” Lucian told him, “when we celebrate her return to the palace.”

Finnikin did not respond.

“She said it’s cruel that everyone she loves is together while she is miserably alone. I could have told her you were turning into a miserable bastard yourself, but instead I told her how much time you’ve spent working on the archives, flirting with your scribe. Your sweet and passive scribe who lets you be in charge.”

Finnikin shook his head, amused in spite of himself.

“I think she was jealous, you know,” Lucian continued, waving to a family of Monts who had settled further down the mountain. “Said she would have me beheaded if I said another word.”

“We don’t behead people in Lumatere,” Finnikin said dryly.

“Ah, Finnikin, in Lumatere we do whatever our queen wants.”

At the base of the mountain, Lucian embraced him and handed him a package. “Yata wants you to give this to Lady Beatriss of the Flatlands. Can you find time to pass by today before the celebrations?”

Celebrations indeed, Finnikin thought bitterly. It would be a long time before the kingdom remembered how to celebrate.

Finnikin knocked on the front door of the manor house in Sennington, the package under his arm. When there was no response, he entered the house and walked toward the kitchen.

“Finnikin?” he heard Lady Beatriss call, her tone warm and welcoming. He reached the doorway but stopped when he saw Tesadora standing by the stove, her arms folded, an expression of disapproval and hostility on her face. Lady Abian sat with Lady Beatriss at the table.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered, cursing himself for his bad timing. “But Yata of the Monts requested that I pass by this way to give you a package.” He placed it on the table as the three women stared at him.

“Stay, Finnikin,” Lady Beatriss said. “Drink tea with us. You must be exhausted after your travels, and you’ll need to rest before tonight.”

“Your appearance is a disgrace,” Tesadora said sharply.

He touched his hair self-consciously. It resembled tufts of lamb’s wool. Yata had managed to braid it, although she had found it difficult to separate the knotted strands. The color had dulled to a murky shade.

“I will have it taken care of tomorrow,” he conceded.

“Sit,” Tesadora said firmly. “You are fortunate that I have time today.”

Fortunate indeed, he thought. He reluctantly sat, and Lady Beatriss handed Tesadora a cloth to place around his neck.

Tesadora tugged at his hair as she cut at it with a knife. It was easy to hate her. There was no gentleness in her hands, no softness in her eyes, despite the beauty of her face. He watched the thick clumps of his hair carpet the floor. Already he felt naked with half of it gone. As he went to feel the bristles of his hair, Tesadora slapped his hand away.

He stared at the package on the table and then at Lady Beatriss. He realized too late that she had expressed no interest in it. She looked at him solemnly.

“What is it that you fear, Little Finch?” she asked gently.

“I fear that the queen accuses me of running the kingdom from my rock village, yet she runs it from the hearts of you women, along with her yata,” he said, anger in his voice. “Is this where you planned the poisoning of the impostor king?”

There was silence.

“No,” Lady Abian said finally. “But if such a thing were to be spoken about, Finnikin, it would have been in my parlor. Next to the room where my three sons play. Oh, to think of a world where I would have to give them up to a futile war.”

“Why is it that you keep our queen waiting?” Tesadora demanded.

Finnikin longed to leave, but Tesadora had the knife against his scalp.

“I believe I know what it is, Finnikin,” Lady Beatriss said. “To be king would mean your father would one day lie prostrate at your feet.”

Tesadora held him down by his remaining hair as he tried to leap to his feet. “I will never allow my father to lie prostrate at my feet!”

She kept a firm hold on his hair. “Then you are not the man for our queen. So let her go, Finnikin. Go to her now and tell her that she must choose a king. When she hears it from you, she will know there is no future between you. She will not listen to anyone else. The prince of Osteria will have no problem with your father lying prostrate at his feet and in time she will find happiness with him. I hear he’s a strapping boy.”

Finnikin snorted.

“Nothing will make Lumaterans happier than to know our beloved queen is being taken care of by one who loves her,” she continued, pulling viciously at his hair. “Waking each day in the arms of a man who will keep her marriage bed warm and fertile.”

He realized he did not hate Tesadora. He despised her. “What would a novice of Sagrami know about a bed being kept warm and fertile, Tesadora?” he sneered. “It seems to me that you hate all men.”

“Never presume to know my needs or who warms my bed! And if you believe it is men I hate, you are wrong. I despise those who use force and greed as a means of control. Unfortunately for your gender, such traits are found more often in the hearts of men than women. But place me in a room with those women who aligned themselves with the bastard king and I promise there will be a bloodbath I would relish soaking in.” She grabbed him by the chin. “What is it about you that stirs the blood of the strongest in our land? For she is the strongest, make no doubt of that.”

“Do not underestimate her vulnerabilities,” Finnikin said, fuming. “I’ve seen them. They can destroy her.”

“Do you see my hair?” Tesadora asked, tugging at the white strands. “It is this color because I walked some of those sleeps to protect Vestie from the horror of what she would see. This is what the darkness and the terror of the human soul did to me. But the queen? It is not her youth that keeps her hair from going white at such images of horror, Finnikin. It is her strength.”

He was silent for a moment. “Then why was she almost lost to me . . . to us,” he corrected himself, “when we entered the kingdom?”

“Because your grief at what you saw in those moments was too much for her to bear. Your pain made her weak. Her pain made you strong. Light and dark. Dark and light.” Her ice-blue eyes stared into him. “I wonder what it was that my mother saw in you that time in the forest. To look at a boy of eight and see such strength in his character. Enough strength for our beloved girl who would one day rule. Do you remember what Seranonna said to you? Because I remember clearly what she told me that very night when I was no more than your age now.”

“Her blood will be shed for you to be king,” he said quietly.

“No.” Tesadora shook her head. “For you to be her king. There’s more than one way for you to shed her blood, fool!”

The women stared at him, and he felt his face redden. Lady Beatriss smiled and it embarrassed him even more.

“It’s why my mother cursed you with Isaboe’s memories as you entered our kingdom. Not as a punishment. ‘His pain shall never cease.’ How can it, Finnikin, when your empathy for her is so strong? It’s so our beloved will never feel alone. Have you not seen her in those moments, Finnikin? When she disappears inside herself and almost lets the darkness consume her. I saw it in the cloister when she was with us. It chilled me to the bone. Your power lies in never allowing her to get lost in those voices.”

He remembered a morning the week before, when he was passing the royal entourage on one of their visits to the River people. He watched her from a distance, the distance he had carved out between them since he had discovered her true identity. For one moment, she seemed removed from what was taking place around her. She stood completely still, her gaze fixed on a distant point. She had gone inside herself, as she’d done many times on their journey back to Lumatere. And now he knew what it was that weighed her body down. The agony of those voices he heard as they entered the main gate. The ones she had lived with for years. So he whistled from where he stood and her body stiffened with awareness and slowly she turned in his direction. He held her gaze, knowing her moment of despair had already passed.

And there it was, he thought, as he looked at the women in Beatriss’s kitchen. The memory of a look that spoke to him of power. His. A look that made him want to kneel at the feet of his queen and worship her.

Because it made him feel like a king.

“I must go,” he said huskily.

“Not in those clothes,” Lady Abian said, unwrapping Yata’s package.

He walked toward the palace, wearing perfectly cut trousers, a crisp white shirt, and a soft leather cape, his hair cropped to his crown. Many Lumaterans traveled with him, talking quietly, shyly greeting strangers whose paths they crossed on their way to the celebration. He heard them speak of their weariness, but stronger was the desire to be there for their beloved Isaboe, so she could feel the presence of a mother who loved and a father who doted and sisters who cared and a brother who teased. No one was more an orphan to the land than their queen.

He hurried past the priest-king’s home, where the holy man sat with Froi, greeting those who were traveling to the palace.

“Finnikin?” the priest-king called out.

“I can’t stop, blessed Barakah. Can we speak later?” He could see turrets in the near distance, and his pulse quickened.

“Do not approach her unless you have something worthwhile to say,” the priest-king advised.

Finnikin returned to where the priest-king sat, and knelt before him. “And if you hear word that I have said something worthwhile, blessed Barakah, will you sing the Song of Lumatere at first light?” he asked.

The holy man broke into a grin. “On my oath to the goddess complete.”

Finnikin nodded and sprang back to his feet.

“Finnikin?” Froi said.

“Yes, Froi.”

“You must give her somefing.” The boy’s eyes were bright.

“If you offer the ruby ring, you die, my friend.”

Froi laughed and shook his head. “Not offering the ruby ring to no one.”

“Then I have nothing to give but myself.”

He reached the outer edge of town where the bridge marked the end of the Flatlands and the beginning of the palace village. Trevanion was there with some of his men, watching one of the lads training. Finnikin knew that tonight the area around the palace and the queen would be heavily guarded, three circles of guards who would slow him down.

He was suddenly conscious of his appearance. He mumbled a greeting to his father, then called out over his shoulder, “I’ll come by later.” He crossed the bridge where the river flowed at great speed, as if its life force had not been extinguished for ten long years.

“Finnikin?” he heard his father say. Just his name. But the emotion in that one word made him turn and walk back to where Trevanion stood. He took his father’s face in both his hands and kissed him. Like a blessing.

“Your mother walks that path with you,” Trevanion said. “With such pride that as I speak . . . it fills my senses with things I can’t put into words. Go,” he added gruffly, “or you’ll have my Guard thinking I’m soft.”

Finnikin broke into a run through the village square, weaving his way among the Lumaterans before him. As the path leading up to the palace became steeper, he could see over the roofs of the cottages on either side, all the way to the land where the Rock Village stood to the west and the mountains to the north.

At least ten guards were stationed at the portcullis of the palace, and Finnikin’s arrival was met with a chorus of jeers and laughter. He expected nothing less from his father’s men. Kisses were blown his way, accompanied by mock whistles of appreciation. He thanked the gods that Aldron was not among them, for his ridicule would have been the loudest. There were taunts and high-pitched declarations of love as Moss grabbed Finnikin, rubbing his knuckles over Finnikin’s short berry-colored hair.

In the palace grounds Finnikin heard some of the villagers call out his name in greeting, while others whispered it with feverish excitement. The courtyard on the northwest corner was set up with trestle tables, and palace staff placed huge wooden casks of wine alongside platters of roast peacocks, wood pigeons, and rabbits. Another table was covered with pastries and sweet breads. In the corner by the rosebushes, minstrels played their tunes. The beat of the drum and the twang of the lute caused those around Finnikin to begin to sway, as if their bodies had not forgotten the beauty of music.

“Finnikin?” he heard Sir Topher call out from above. He looked up to where his mentor was standing on the balconette of the first floor, adjusting the cuffs on his sleeve.

“Sir Topher, I need to do something. I promise we’ll speak later this night.”

Finnikin felt his anxiety take over, his desperation to get to where he knew she stood beyond the cluster of people in the courtyard. He jumped onto one of the empty trestle tables and leaped up to the latticework of the balconette. From up high he could see her in the middle of the courtyard, elevated on a makeshift platform and surrounded by Lady Celie and the young novices of both Lagrami and Sagrami. The Guard formed a circle around them, and he could see Perri allowing people to pay their respects one or two at a time. There was gaiety in the air. She was a giggler, the queen was. He remembered that about Isaboe as a child. Her giggles back then would turn into snorts and then laughter. He saw traces of it in these girls, their eyes closed, their hands covering their mouths as they laughed at what she had said. There was no restraint in their mirth, despite the clucking of the overprotective hens of the royal court, who seemed to be battling the Guard to take control of the girls. He remembered what Beatriss had said to him one afternoon. “What was it about those beloved, spirited princesses?” she had asked, tears in her eyes. “I will miss them for the rest of my life. You know how it is with Isaboe, Finnikin? The way she intoxicates you with her hope and her capacity to love.”

From his vantage point he could only stare. At the one who intoxicated him. There was a suppleness to her now that showed good health, curves that were lovingly outlined by the ivory silk dress she wore, its wide sleeves pinned to her side. In her thick dark curls she wore flower buds, and on her head was her mother’s crown, sparkling with rubies.

She was gracious in her attention to her people. He could tell by the gestures of those who got close that they were complimenting her, and she was accepting the compliments with a poise and charm that had them beaming. She leaned forward to hear their stories, gently asking her guard, Aldron, to move back when he held up a hand of restraint to one who dared to step too close. Beatriss’s child was clinging to her sleeve, jumping up for attention. He watched the way the queen gathered the child to her, letting Vestie cling to her waist as she swung the girl from side to side.

“Do not allow her to lead the negotiations, Finnikin. You know how stubborn she is.”

Finnikin looked at the queen’s First Man with irritation. “This is a private matter, Sir Topher,” he said, perspiring from the effort it took to grip the lattice.

Sir Topher laughed, shaking his head. “Privacy? Finnikin, climb down that trellis, and this moment between you and me will be the last private moment you will ever experience.”

But Finnikin no longer cared. Amid shouts of reprimand from the palace staff, he jumped onto the trestle table and then to the ground.

His seed will issue kings, but he will never reign.

For she would be Queen of Lumatere.

But he would be king to her.

He saw Lucian as he approached, standing with two of the Mont lads and Sefton, leaning against the northern wall and watching the throng before them.

“They are beautiful,” Sefton said with a sigh. “But very haughty.”

“What are the others doing?” one asked, trying to catch a glimpse of the platform through the crowd.

“Preening,” Sefton said. “Lucy, the stonemason’s daughter, won’t even look my way these days, and we were neighbors as children.”

“Patience,” Finnikin said. “And it’s not haughtiness or preening. They have suffered greatly, and if any of you hurt them in any way, you will have me to reckon with.”

“I have no idea what Lady Celie’s problem is,” Lucian muttered. “We used to play together as children, and the other day I heard her refer to me with disdain as ‘the Mont cousin.’”

Finnikin stared at him. “Lucian, you sat on her head when we were children. And wouldn’t move until Balthazar counted to one hundred.”

Lucian shrugged arrogantly. “A Mont girl would never carry such a grudge.” He took in Finnikin’s appearance, his dark eyes growing serious. “Wish our boy luck, lads,” he said. “When the time is right, I will stand by your side to display her kin’s support and approval. It’s the Mont way, Cousin.”

Finnikin clasped Lucian’s hand tightly. Then he turned to make his way to the queen. As he pushed past the crowds of people, he heard Balthazar’s chuckles and Isaboe’s giggles and Lucian’s snorts. He felt the love of his mother, who had died giving life to him, and took heart in the strength his father had shown during his darkest moments in the mines of Sorel. He heard the voices that had drowned his mind as he entered the kingdom, and within all the cries of anguish, he heard the songs of hope. He sensed the first babe of Beatriss and Trevanion and the presence of Vestie, the child who had walked with the queen and whose arm bore the answer to the question, “Is hope coming?” His name.

When he reached the circle of guards, Perri gestured for him to enter, but then grabbed him by the back of his cloak.

“I must confess that I dropped you on your head once or twice as a babe,” Perri said, “and if you walk out of the palace grounds tonight without a title, I’ll do it again.”

Finnikin shrugged free. “My father will hear about this.”

Perri chuckled and swiped him affectionately across the back of the head before propelling him toward the platform.

She saw him instantly, surprise on her face at his appearance. They faced each other in silence.

“My queen.”

“Finnikin.”

Aldron stood between them, his expression impassive. Lady Celie and the novices looked on solemnly. The crowd behind pushed forward, and he found himself shoulder to shoulder with the young guard.

“I can take over from here, Aldron,” Finnikin said.

“Not your decision, Finnikin,” Aldron said arrogantly. “Nor is it the queen’s. I take my orders from Trevanion or Perri.”

Isaboe stared at Finnikin, waiting. But the smirking Aldron stood in the way, and anger welled up inside of Finnikin. Everything he wanted to say was stuck at the back of his throat. “If I agree to become king,” he began, “you . . .”

She gasped with fury. “If you become king, I would prefer that you see it as something you want, rather than something you have to agree to.”

He took a moment to regain his composure. He heard the hiss of whispering around him. “Finnikin of the Rock is speaking to the queen.”

“If I become king,” he began again, “will you promise me no more impromptu visits throughout the kingdom until the borders are secure?”

“If you become king, perhaps I will invite you along on one of my impromptu visits,” she said airily, turning toward the novices, who looked at him as only novices trained by Tesadora could.

He shoved past Aldron and took hold of her arm to swing her back to face him. The music had begun to play again, and he could hardly hear himself. “Your security is not a laughing matter, Isaboe!”

“Do you see me laughing, Finnikin?”

Aldron yanked him away and the circle of girls closed around her, but he pushed through as gently as he could. “Excuse me,” he said politely to Lady Celie before moving her aside. “If I become king, do I have to ask your guards and your ladies permission each time I want to touch you in my marriage bed?”

Her eyes blazed. “When you become my king, Finnikin, you can touch me whenever you want. Wherever you want.”

He had the satisfaction of watching Aldron gulp. The novices gasped. Lady Celie giggled behind her hand.

He drew as close to Isaboe as he could, but still Aldron refused to move, and he could sense every pair of eyes in the kingdom watching them. “If I become king, will you sometimes humor me and allow me to win?”

“Isn’t it enough that you have won me if you become king?”

A hint of a smile appeared on his lips.

“If you become king,” she said, pushing Aldron’s head to the side so she could have a better view of Finnikin, “you will work on the archives without the help of a sweet Mont girl as your scribe.”

Finnikin’s smile broadened. “If I become king, I will continue my work on the archives with my scribe, who happens to be Lucian’s great-aunt, on his mother’s side. Lots of hair on her chin. Looks like Trevanion in those days after the mines.”

She bit back her own smile as he shoved Aldron’s head out of the way for a better view of her. The guard growled. “If I become king, when the prince of Osteria comes visiting, I will be the one to meet with him,” he said firmly.

“Pity. I hear he’s a strapping boy.”

“Strapping boys are overrated. Sometime there’s nothing up here,” he said, pointing to Aldron’s head.

“And sometimes there’s too much up there,” she replied.

“If I become king, we declare war on Charyn,” he said soberly.

“Without involving Belegonia.”

He nodded. Suddenly he seemed to have more space. The girls had stepped back, but not Aldron. He reached over the guard’s shoulder. “This I like,” he said, touching her hair.

“I knew myself better without it,” she said honestly. “I miss yours. It made you look softer. Kinder.”

“Soft and kind will happen when you get rid of this between us,” he said, shoving Aldron, “and allow me to guard you. Do you think you should warn him that I’m going to kiss you?”

He loved the flush that appeared on her face, and there was an intake of breath from the girls.

“Aldron,” she said, clearing her throat, “if he agrees to become king, I’m going to let him kiss me. Please don’t stop him.”

Aldron thought for a moment and sighed, holding up his hand. “Wait there and do not move,” he ordered Finnikin, before calling out to one of the other guards who stood on the platform. “Ask Perri if he’s allowed to touch her if he’s agreed to be king.”

Suddenly a great cheer erupted from the crowd around them, and then another and another as the news spread across the courtyard. The novices formed a circle around Isaboe and Finnikin to keep everyone out, standing with their backs to the couple. For a brief moment they were in their own private cocoon.

“This hand says you spend the rest of your life with me,” he said, holding out his left hand, “and this one says I spend the rest of my life with you. Choose.”

She bit her lip, tears welling in her eyes. She took both his hands in hers and he shuddered. “I will die protecting you,” he said.

There was a look of dismay on her face.”Just like a man of this kingdom, Finnikin. Talking of death, yours or mine, is not a good way to begin a —”

She gave a small gasp when he leaned forward, his lips an inch away from hers. “I will die for you,” he whispered.

She cupped his face with her hands. “But promise you’ll live for me first, my love. Because nothing we are about to do is going to be easy and I need you by my side.”

Lady Celie cleared her throat. “Hurry up and kiss her, Finnikin. The Mont cousin is coming this way with alarming speed.”

“Then turn the other way, Lady Celie,” Finnikin murmured before placing an arm around the queen’s waist and lifting her to him, his mouth capturing hers.

Hours later, when everyone seemed to have gone home except for Trevanion and the Guard, Finnikin and Lucian sat on the roof of one of the palace cottages with Isaboe sleeping between them. They spoke of the past. And of Balthazar. About the ten years in exile. About their fathers, and the mothers they missed.

About the queen.

Finnikin heard a cry in the distance as a hint of light began to appear. He leaned down to whisper into her ear. “Wake up, Isaboe.”

He helped her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her, his cloak engulfing them both. They watched the light crawl across the kingdom, illuminating their land piece by piece. Its mountain and rock, its river and flatlands, its forest, its palace. She placed his hand against the beat of her heart and he felt its steady pace.

“Listen,” he whispered.

And then they heard the first words of the priest-king’s song traveling across the kingdom, and they saw flickers of light appear across the landscape of their world.

“My king?”

“Yes, my queen?”

“Take me home.”
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They call her Quintana the curse maker. The last female born to Charyn, eighteen years past.

Reginita, she claims to be. The “little queen.” Recipient of the words writ on her chamber wall, whispered by the gods themselves. That those born last will make the first, and blessed be the newborn king, for Charyn will be barren no more.

And so it comes to be that each autumn since the fifteenth day of weeping, a last-born son of Charyn visits the palace in a bid to fulfill the prophecy. But fails each time.

They weep for fear of hurting her. But she has no tears for herself. “Come along,” she says briskly. “Be quick. I’ll try to think of other things, but if your mouth touches mine, I will cut it out.”

Most nights she concentrates on the contours of the ceiling, where light from the oracle’s godshouse across the gravina shines into her chamber. She holds up a hand and makes shapes in the shadows. And inside of her, in the only place she can hide, Quintana sings her song.

And somewhere beyond the stone that is Charyn, the blood of a last born sings back to her.
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Froi’s head was ringing.

A fist against his jaw, an elbow to his nose, a knee to his face, and they kept on coming and coming, these old men, he had called them. They came for him one after the other, and there was no mercy to be had this day. But Froi of the Exiles wasn’t born for mercy. Not to receive nor to deliver it.

Behind his attackers was a sycamore tree waiting to die, its limbs half dragging on the dry ground beneath it, and Froi took his chance, diving high between two of the men, his hands reaching for one of the branches, his body swinging, legs jutting out. A boot to a face, one man down, then he pounded into another before the branch collapsed under his weight. He pulled it free from the tree, swinging the limb high over his head. A third man down and then the fourth. He heard a curse and a muttered threat before the flat of his palm smashed the next man who came forward. Smashed him on the bridge of the nose, and Froi danced with glee.

Until he was left facing Finnikin of Lumatere and Froi felt the feralness of his nature rise to the surface. “No rules,” they had declared, and the dark goddess knew that Froi loved to play games with no rules. And so with eyes locked, they circled each other, hands out, waiting to pounce in the way the wolves in the Forest of Lumatere fought for their prey. Froi saw a bead of sweat appear on the brow of the man they called the queen’s consort, saw the quick fist come his way, and so he ducked, his own fist connecting with precision. But all it took was the thought of the queen, her head shaking with bemusement and a smile entering her eyes, to make Froi think again about where to land his second blow. In that moment’s hesitation, his legs were kicked out from under him and he felt his face pressed into the earth.

“You let me win,” Finnikin growled, and Froi heard anger in his voice.

“Only because she’ll kill me if I bruise that lily-white skin,” Froi mocked through gasps.

Finnikin pressed harder, but after a moment, Froi could feel that he was shaking from laughter. “She’ll thank you for it, knowing Isaboe.” Finnikin leaped to his feet. They exchanged a grin, and Froi took the hand held out to him.

“Old man, did you call me?” Perri, the captain’s second-in-charge, asked behind him. “Because I’m sure I heard those words come out of your mouth.”

“Not out of my mouth,” Froi said, feigning innocence and spitting blood to the ground from a cut in his lip. “Must have been someone else.”

Around the sycamore, soldiers of the Guard were picking themselves up, curses ringing the air while the lads in training began collecting the practice swords and shields.

“If he goes for my nose again, I fink I’ll hang him up by his little balls,” one of the Guard said, getting to his feet. Froi tried to ignore the mockery.

“Nothing little about me,” he grunted. “Don’t take my word for it, Hindley. Ask your wife. She seemed happy last night, you know, with the size and all.”

Hindley snarled, knowing there was no truth in the words, but the danger was in having spoken them. Froi saw the snarl as an invitation, and all hope of ignoring it failed as he lunged at the man, wanting nothing more than to connect a fist to Hindley’s nose for the third time that day. Because no matter what, the taunts still stung. Three years ago, when he hardly knew a word of Lumateran, his tongue would twist around all the strange pronunciations of his new language, causing great amusement among those who saw Froi as nothing more than street scum. Here comes the feef wif nofing to show for, they’d taunt. Finnikin had once told Froi that the greatest weapon against big stupid men was a sharp mind. It was one of the reasons Froi had agreed to continue his lessons with the priest-king. Three years on, he had exceeded everyone’s expectations, including his own.

Today they had set up their drills in a meadow close to the foot of the mountains. Finnikin and Sir Topher had business with the ambassador from the neighboring kingdom of Sarnak, and they had chosen the inn of Balconio as the meeting place.

“You’re not as nimble as you used to be,” Perri said as they walked toward the horse posts by the rock hedges of a Flatland farm that had long been deserted. Lumatere was filled with empty farms and cottages, a testament to those who had died during the ten years of terror, which ended three years ago, when Finnikin and the queen broke the curse and freed their people.

“He’s talking to you,” Finnikin said with a shove.

“No, he’s talking to you,” Froi replied with an even greater shove. “Because I’d probably kill a man who called me nimble.”

Perri stopped in his tracks, and Froi knew he had gone too far. Perri had a stare that could rip the guts out of a man, and Froi felt it now. He knew he would have to wait it out under Perri’s cold scrutiny.

“Except if it came from you, Perri,” he said seriously. “I’d prefer the word swift, though. And you can’t say I’m not swift.”

“What have I told you about talking back?” Perri’s voice was cold and hard.

“Not to,” Froi muttered.

He knew he should have counted. It was the rule to count to ten in his head before he opened his mouth. It was the rule to count to ten if he wanted to smash a man in the face for saying something he didn’t like. It was the rule to count to ten if instinct wasn’t needed but common sense was. It was part of his bond to Trevanion and Perri and the Queen’s Guard. Froi did a lot of counting.

They began walking again, silent for what seemed too long a time. Then Finnikin shoved him with a shoulder and Froi stumbled, laughing.

“He’s filling out more than we imagined, Perri,” Finnikin said. “Perhaps it’s true what they say, after all. That he comes from River folk.”

“Wouldn’t mind being known as a River man,” Froi said.

Still nothing from Perri.

“Not as a Flatlander?” Finnikin asked.

Froi thought about it for a moment. “Perhaps both.”

He saw Perri’s look of disapproval.

“You can’t stay working on Augie’s farm much longer,” Perri said firmly. “Sooner or later, you’ll have to join the Guard.”

The topic of where Froi belonged came up more often these days. What had begun as a roof over his head three years ago with Lord August and his family had become home. And Froi’s kinship with the village of Sayles had strengthened as he toiled alongside them, day in and day out, to restore Lumatere to what it had been before the unspeakable. But Froi’s place was also with the captain and Perri and the men of the Guard in the barracks of the palace, protecting the queen and Finnikin and their daughter, Princess Jasmina. Once a boy with no home, Froi now found himself torn between two.

“I can do both.”

“No, you can’t,” Perri said.

“I can do both, I tell you!”

“You’ve a warrior’s instinct and the skill of a marksman, Froi,” Perri said. “You’re wasted as a farm boy. It’s what I tell Augie every time I see him.”

“Lady Abian says I’m probably eighteen by now, so you’ll have to start treating me as one of the men,” Froi muttered. He hated being called a boy.

This was followed by another stare from Perri. Another round of counting to ten from Froi.

“I’ll treat you like a man when you act like one,” Perri said. “Agreed?”

Finnikin shoved him again, and Froi tried not to laugh because Perri hated it when Froi didn’t take things seriously.

“When I’m as old as my father, they’ll still be calling me a boy,” Finnikin said. “So why shouldn’t you endure the indignity of it all as well?”

“Oh, Finn, Finn, the indignity of it all,” Froi mocked, and Finnikin grabbed him around the neck, squeezing tight.

At the horse posts, Froi tossed the stable boy a coin as they collected their mounts. The boy gave Finnikin a note, and Froi saw irritation and then a ghost of a smile appear on his friend’s face.

“I’ll ride ahead to the inn,” Finnikin said.

“Not unescorted, you won’t,” Perri said.

“It’s around the bend in this road. Nothing can happen to me from here to there.”

Froi rubbed noses with his horse. He knew this argument would last a moment or two.

“Anything can happen,” Perri said.

“Suppose around the bend are ten Charynite scumsters, waiting to jump you,” Froi said, mounting the horse.

Finnikin shot Froi a scathing look. “You’re supposed to be on my side, Froi. And how do you suppose Charynite —”

“Scumsters,” Froi finished.

“How do you suppose Charynite scumsters got up the mountain and passed the Mont sentinels?”

“All it takes is for one of them to slip through,” Perri said.

But Finnikin was already on the horse, trotting away.

“I’ll see you at the inn,” he called out over his shoulder. He broke into a gallop and was gone.

“I think he forgets his place sometimes,” Perri murmured, staring after Finnikin. “He still believes he can come and go as though he’s some messenger boy.”

There was silence between them again as they rode to the inn. Froi watched Perri carefully. He wondered if Perri would stay mad for long. Despite most things from Froi’s mouth coming out wrong, he hated disappointing Perri or the captain.

“I can take leave from the farm, Perri,” he said quietly. “Especially when it comes time to travel into Charyn and do what we have to do.”

Perri was silent for a moment. “What makes you think I’m taking you to Charyn?”

“Because you’ve taught me everything I know about . . .” Froi shrugged. “You know.”

“Killing,” Perri said bitterly.

“And when I’m not training with you or working on the farm, then I’m with the priest-king being taught to speak the tongue of our enemy.” He gave Perri a sideward glance. “So the way I see it, that says you’re taking me to Charyn.”

Perri was silent for a moment. “You know what the priest-king says?”

“Sagra!” Froi cursed. He knew he was going to get another serving from Perri.

“He says that you don’t have time for your studies anymore. That you think there’s no merit in learning and stories.”

“I’ve learned all I need to,” Froi said. “Studies and learning and stories won’t protect the kingdom, and they won’t reap harvests.”

Perri shook his head. “I would have given anything to be taught at your age. The priest-king says you’re a natural, Froi. That you pick up facts and foreign words and that you understand ideas that are beyond many of us. Who would have thought that hidden beneath all the talking back and fighting was a sharp mind? But it means nothing to the captain or me when you show little control over your actions and words.”

Froi took a deep breath and counted, making sure he didn’t take it out on the horse.

“You’re not training anyone else, are you, Perri?” he managed to ask, trying to hold back his fury at the thought. “Not Sefton or that scrawny fool from the Rock? They think too much. You can see it on their faces. And they’d never bear a torture. Never.”

Perri looked at him and Froi saw his eyes soften.

“And you would?”

“You know me, Perri,” Froi said fiercely. “You know that if you wrote me a bond and told me what to bear, I’d bear it. You know me. Have I let you or the captain down once these past three years, hunting those traitors?”

In the distance, a Flatlander was harnessed to his plow, working a field on his own. Froi and Perri held up a hand in acknowledgment, and the man waved back.

“When the time comes, we will have only one chance to get into that palace,” Perri said. “There will be no room for mistakes. Their army combined is more than our entire people, and if we make the slightest of errors, there will be a war to end all wars across this land.”

There was a flash of anguish on Perri’s face. Froi saw it in everyone’s expression once in a while, especially those who remembered life as it once was. Froi didn’t feel the sadness. Despite Isaboe and Finnikin’s belief that he was one of the children lost to the kingdom thirteen years ago, when the impostor king took control, Froi remembered nothing about Lumatere. All he had known was life on the streets in another kingdom, where a chance meeting with Finnikin and the queen changed his life. In a secret part of him, Froi reveled in what he had gained from Lumatere’s curse. He never looked back, because if he did, he would have to think of the shame and the baseness of who he had once been without his bond. He would do anything to prove his worth to the queen and Finnikin. Even kill. It was what he had been taught to do these past years. Over and over again.

Although every Lumateran had been trained to use a bow to defend the kingdom, Froi had stood out and was handpicked by Trevanion and Perri to work alongside them. He was swift and had mastered any skill thrown his way. The first time Froi was sent into the home of a traitor with a dagger and sword, Captain Trevanion had made him vow it would not end with death. They needed the man alive. What they required was information about the bodies of ten Flatland lads who had gone missing in the fifth year of the curse under the cruel reign of the impostor king. Froi studied the information and had gone in with vengeance in his heart. This man had been a traitor, a collaborator. He had spied for the impostor king and betrayed his neighbors. In the end, Froi had kept the man alive. Barely. From the information he forced out of him, they found the remains of the lads and were able to put them to rest seven years after they were slain. If the lads had lived, they would have been a year or two older than Froi today. Despite the passing of time, the grief from the families on the day of the burials was indescribable. What Froi had done to get that confession was worse.

But the punishment of most other traitors was different. When the palace was certain beyond doubt of their guilt, Captain Trevanion and Perri would ensure that retribution was quick and out of plain sight of the people of Lumatere, who had already seen enough bloodshed.

“Don’t you just want to tear out their hearts?” Froi had asked both his captain and Perri one day when they had marked a traitor from a distance and shot an arrow into his chest. That the man died quickly with no fear or pain disturbed Froi.

“You can’t go around feeling too much,” Captain Trevanion had explained, watching a moment to ensure that the man was indeed dead. “Because if you feel too much, enough to want to kill them so savagely, then one day you’re going to feel enough to spare their lives. Don’t ever let emotion get in the way. Just follow orders. Most times the orders you follow will be the right ones.”

Most times.

Sometimes it was a snap of the neck. Other times a dagger across the throat or a blade piercing the heart. But it was always clean and quick. More than once they had found a small band of the dead impostor king’s soldiers in hiding, deserters from his army, seeking refuge in the forest at the far corner of the western border. Many of them had fled when Trevanion and his Guard had entered the kingdom to set their people free. Although the impostor king was half Lumateran, he was also a Charynite and his army was mostly made up of Charynites. Those soldiers now filled Lumatere’s prison while Finnikin and Sir Topher endeavored to prove guilt or innocence by collecting evidence and testimonials. More than a hundred prisoners had been released and returned to Charyn.

Perri and Froi came to the outskirts of Balconio, where cottages began to appear. They passed a fallow field, and Froi heard Perri murmur words that he had heard over and over again each time anyone passed a fallow field. It was a prayer to the goddess that the soil would regain its fertility. In the last days of the curse, the impostor king had set alight most of the Flatlands.

“There’s talk that Isaboe and Finn will sell the village of Fenton,” Froi said.

“Queen Isaboe and the queen’s consort,” Perri corrected.

Froi made a rude sound. “Every time I call Finn the consort anything, he wrestles me, and he’s no skinny thing anymore.”

“It’s hard for him,” Perri said quietly. “No matter how strong his union with the queen, he has much to prove.”

“He doesn’t have to prove himself to her,” Froi said.

“But he has to prove himself because of her.”

Froi was distracted a moment by the rotted crop of cabbage that lined the road. He leaped off his horse and crouched, feeling the soil, shaking his head at the waste of it all. This year Lord August had decided to use a water system created by a soldier in the impostor king’s army. It was the only thing of worth the enemy had contributed, apart from some of the most stunning horses Froi had ever seen. But many of the Flatlanders refused to adopt the Charynite methods, despite the fact that their crops were dying.

“They are fools,” Froi said, looking up at Perri.

“Don’t underestimate how deeply felt the hatred is,” Perri said. ‘They see it as the method of an enemy, and they don’t want a part of it.”

“So they’d prefer that their crops die and their people half starve! I told Gardo of the Flatlands that he was a horse’s arse just the other day. What kind of man wastes his crop for the sake of pride?”

“You need to refrain from insulting the villagers, Froi,” Perri said, laughing. “They have daughters. You’re going to have to bond yourself to one of them sooner or later.”

Froi stiffened. “I have a bond to my queen.” He mounted his horse and steered it back onto the road.

He heard Perri sigh. “Froi, it was a worthy promise at the time, but you can’t spend the rest of your life refusing the pleasures of lying with a woman.”

“Why not?”

“Because it alters nothing of the past,” Perri said firmly. “You can’t change who you were. If anyone realizes that, I do.”

Froi looked away. He didn’t know how much Perri knew. Didn’t want to know, really. It brought him too much shame. Three years ago on their travels, when the queen was disguised as the novice Evanjalin, and Froi was a filthy thief they had picked up along the way, he had tried to force himself on her. On the streets of the Sarnak capital, where he grew up, the men had taught him that power was survival. The Lumaterans had spent three years trying to unteach what he knew. Some nights he woke in a sweat remembering what he had done. The queen had spoken about it only once since they entered Lumatere. It was when a member of her Guard, Aldron, was sent on palace business with Finnikin, and Froi had been chosen to replace Aldron.

“Are you sure?” he had asked her quietly as they stood at the bailey, watching Finnikin and Aldron ride away.

“That you can protect me?” she said, her eyes still out in the distance where Finnikin and Aldron were tiny specks on the horizon. “Trevanion claims there’s no one better than you, Froi. But if you’re asking if I’m sure you won’t hurt me, then yes, I am.”

Froi had felt pride and relief.

Her dark eyes were suddenly on him, and he shivered at the memory of their fierceness. “But I’ve told you before, I will never forget. Ever. And nor will you. It’s part of the bond you made to me that day we freed you from the slave traders. Do you remember?”

Froi would never forget. “That if I ever harm a woman, you’ll have me hanged and quartered.” And she would. That he knew.

Most days, he feared that a monster of great baseness lived inside him, fighting to set itself free. Killing the traitors of Lumatere for Isaboe made sense. But killing also fed the monster. He could not bear the idea of letting that monster free among the girls of Lumatere. So Froi kept away from them.

“It’s the only way of proving myself to the queen,” he muttered to Perri as they entered Balconio.

“Find another way,” Perri said.

Froi shook his head. “I don’t trust myself.”

They reached the inn, where they would wait until Finnikin’s meeting with the ambassador of Sarnak was over. The village of Balconio sat on the Skuldenore River, at the foot of mountains. It could easily have been a village of ghosts. Many of its people had died in exile. But the queen and Finnikin had decided that an inn in such a place would attract customers and give life to Balconio. They had approached the people of one of the surviving villages and proposed their plan. Froi had once heard Lord August tell Lady Abian that it was a smart decision. One day, when the gates of Lumatere were open to the rest of the land, the inn would be the perfect place for trade. Despite their wariness of foreigners, the queen and Finnikin knew that to survive they would have to do business with neighbors. This inn and the export of silver from the mines to their neighboring allies, Belegonia and Osteria, was the first step. Most nights, the Balconio Inn was filled with Monts on their way to the palace village or merchants and farmers trading their goods and skills, but this past year, the people of the neighboring villages had begun to venture out of their homes for enjoyment rather than necessity. It helped that the inn also boasted the best ale in the kingdom.

Captain Trevanion met them at the gate of the inn. He was one of the most impressive men Froi had ever seen: mighty in build, with a face that even men would call handsome. He was Finnikin’s beloved father, and Froi knew they still felt the pain of having been separated from each other when Finnikin was a lad of nine. The captain had also believed for ten long years that his beloved Lady Beatriss was dead, but she had lived, and during the past three years, there had been much talk about whether they would rekindle their love.

“We’re old men, I hear,” Trevanion said, cuffing Froi.

Froi laughed. “If you and some of the Guard weren’t old men, then being called old men wouldn’t insult you so much.”

“We’re only some forty years, Froi.”

“He calls Aldron an old man, and he’s not even ten years older than him,” Perri mused, looking around. “Where’s Finn?”

“I thought he was with you.”

“He rode ahead.”

Froi watched the two men exchange worried looks and followed them into the inn.

Inside, they jostled through a crowd. Tonight it was mostly filled with the Queen’s Guard, but Froi also recognized a handful of Rock villagers and the lads who traveled with the queen’s cousin, Lucian of the Monts, which meant the Mont leader was somewhere in the vicinity.

In a corner close to where the innkeeper was serving from barrels of ale, Froi saw the Monts speaking tensely among themselves. Most were cousins to Finnikin through his marriage to the queen, but Finnikin and Lucian were nowhere to be seen. Froi sensed Trevanion and Perri’s unease and followed them to the bar. The lad assisting the innkeeper looked up when they approached. He was young and nervous, and it was evident that he had never come face-to-face with the captain of the Guard before.

“You’re new,” Trevanion said.

“Yes, sir. Just started.”

“Did you recognize the queen’s consort?”

“No . . . no, sir, but he introduced himself.”

Trevanion looked relieved. “Where is he?”

“He’s with a . . . a . . . w-w-woman, sir.”

Perri, Froi, and Trevanion stared at the lad in disbelief.

“A woman?” Trevanion snapped. “What woman?”

“A woman waiting in his room, sir. She had left a message.”

“What room?” Trevanion demanded, already halfway up the staircase.

Perri dragged the nervous lad along with them. “Was she armed?” Perri barked.

“What message?” Trevanion shouted.

“She said, ‘Tell my king I’m w-waiting in his chamber.’”

Trevanion stopped just as they reached the top of the stairs. Froi watched the captain’s expression change from fear to exasperation.

“Her king?”

Trevanion muttered his favorite string of curses. The captain had spent years in a foreign prison among lowlifes from every kingdom of the land, and at times, even the Guard flinched at some of his expressions.

A palace soldier stood outside one of the chamber doors, shrugging haplessly when he saw his captain.

“I can’t control her any more than you can control him, sir,” he tried to say. Trevanion pushed him out of the way, knocking sharply before entering the room.

Near the window, Finnikin stood with both hands against the wall, his head bent over her. As always, the intimacy between them made Froi ache.

“I promise you,” Finnikin said. “I’ve already shouted at her and used a very, very reprimanding tone.”

“I was quivering,” the queen said, stepping out from behind Finnikin.

Froi hid a grin, but Trevanion and Perri failed to hide their anger.

Isaboe was dressed more for comfort than for style, but still she managed to take Froi’s breath away. When he had first laid eyes on her in that Sarnak alleyway, her head had been bare. Now her hair was thick and black and fell down her back, contrasting with the deep purple of her simple dress that fell loosely, from her shoulders.

“Surround the entire inn and send away every person who does not belong to the Guard or the Mont cousins,” Perri barked to the soldier outside. Trevanion disappeared with the man.

“That will make us popular,” Finnikin said, his arm around his wife. “Not only have we finally decided to collect taxes, but now we’re getting in the way of their drinking.”

Isaboe caught Froi’s eye. She grabbed Finnikin’s face to reveal to Froi an already purple eye.

“You?”

Froi pointed to himself questioningly, feigning surprise and hurt.

“Where are his bruises?” she asked Finnikin.

Froi made a scoffing sound at the thought.

Trevanion returned to the room. “Where’s Jasmina?”

“In the next chamber,” the queen said, “and if any of you wake her, Captain, I will have to kill someone tonight.”

“I need to check —”

“No,” both Isaboe and Finnikin said.

Trevanion stared at them.

“I’ll see that —”

“No,” the queen said again. “You can see your granddaughter when she wakes up.”

Trevanion looked disgruntled.

“She’ll know it’s you the moment you walk in,” Finnikin complained, “and she’ll think it’s a game and call out ‘Pardu Twevanion’ all night. I’ve not slept for two years!”

Trevanion fixed his stare on the queen, his anger still present.

“I finished the business with the Osterians earlier than predicted,” she explained with a sigh. “I thought I’d come and visit before Finnikin’s meeting with the Sarnaks. Coincidentally, Lucian is also here, so I get to see my husband and my cousin. I’m very lucky in that way.”

Finnikin and Froi laughed. Trevanion and Perri didn’t.

“Where is Lucian?” Trevanion asked.

“Apparently checking the privy and mouse holes for Charynites.”

“I’m glad you’re amused about the safekeeping of this family, my queen,” Trevanion said.

The queen regarded him coolly, and in an instant the mood in the room changed.

“Not amused at all, Captain,” she said. “I’m never amused about the safety of our family.”

Froi saw a flicker of regret on Trevanion’s face.

“It’s just safer for you and the child to be in the palace, Isaboe,” he said, his voice softening.

“I’m sorry,” she said with remorse. “But it seemed so harmless, and you know what it feels like after three days speaking about mines and goats with the Osterians. It’s what keeps them protected from invasion — the ability to bore the enemy to tears.”

There was a knock, and without so much as an invitation to enter, Lucian of the Monts joined them, his stare going straight to the bruise on Finnikin’s face. Although not as tall as the River lads, Lucian had an imposing build and a temper to match. There was ruddiness to his cheeks, courtesy of the mountain weather, and a bluntness in all things about him that set Lucian apart from the other leaders of Lumatere. Froi remembered little of Lucian from those few days he spent with the Monts before Lucian’s father died in the battle to reclaim Lumatere. But many believed he was a changed lad since. Lord Augie said over and over again to Lady Abian that he was too young to control his kin on the mountain and protect the kingdom from the Charynites.

“Bastard,” Lucian said, turning to Froi. “Bastards, both of you. Fists only?”

“Bit of wrestling thrown in,” Finnikin said. “You can’t see his bruises, but I promise they’re there.”

Lucian had been the childhood companion of both Finnikin and Isaboe’s brother, Balthazar. The two friends still spoke of the slaughtered heir to the throne as if he were there among them, but Froi had never heard them mention Balthazar in front of Isaboe.

“How’s Yata?” she asked, pecking her cousin’s cheek with a kiss.

Lucian sighed. “The Guard is going to have to come up the mountain after all,” he said, not wasting time. “There’s been an incident.”

Froi recalled the tenseness of the Mont lads downstairs. He knew it could only mean one thing. At the foot of Lucian’s mountain on the Charyn side was a cavernous valley that belonged to Lumatere. Half a day’s ride east on horseback was the closest Charyn province, and at the end of winter, Charynites had begun to take refuge in the caves that perched over the valley and alongside the stream. A bold, desperate few had sent messages through Lucian, asking for refuge in Lumatere. The queen declined, but the Charynites refused to go away and their numbers grew each day.

Froi saw fear on the queen’s face. The threat of the Charynites was always, always on her mind.

“For two weeks now, we’ve had a message sent up from the valley through Tesadora. A Charynite, through a contact, has requested to meet with the queen or Finnikin.”

“Since when does a Charynite request anything of us?” the queen demanded. “They’re fortunate enough to be using our valley.”

“Who is the contact?” Finnikin asked.

Lucian looked away, and Froi realized he was avoiding the question.

“Lucian?” the queen ordered.

The Mont turned back to her and still there was a moment of hesitation. “Phaedra.”

The room was quiet for a moment.

“The wife you sent back?” the queen asked.

“Do not call her that,” Lucian snapped.

“Watch your tone, Lucian,” Finnikin warned.

The Charynite girl was an unspoken source of tension between the Monts and the queen. At the beginning of spring, the leader of Alonso, the closest Charynite province, had traveled up the mountain with his daughter Phaedra in tow, insisting on a meeting with Lucian. The provincaro claimed that when his daughter was born, he had entered a pact with Lucian’s father to betroth their children. After almost two years of petty skirmishes between the Mont lads and the sentinels of Alonso, and talk that the provincaro of Alonso was out of sorts with his own king, Finnikin and Isaboe had agreed that perhaps they could use the situation to Lumatere’s advantage. Lucian had been furious. The girl was said to be frightened of her own shadow, spending most of her day sobbing in the corner of Lucian’s cottage. Froi had met her once. She had politely spoken to him in Lumateran about the endless rain, her pronunciation poor at times. Froi had repeated to her a lesson taught by the priest-king about what to do with particularly strange pairings of sounds. Phaedra had thanked him, and he saw gratitude and kindness in her eyes.

The Monts despised Phaedra for more than being a Charynite. Mont women were strong and walked side by side with their men. Phaedra could barely boil water. Six weeks later, the girl left. Some said that Lucian threw her out, others that she walked out herself, but this was the first time her name had been mentioned by Lucian.

“And what is Phaedra doing in an unprotected valley when one would presume she should be back in her province living with her father?”

“She works alongside Tesadora as a translator and registers the newcomers as they arrive.”

Froi watched the queen pretend to be confused. He knew that Lucian didn’t stand a chance in this exchange.

“Let me get this right. Phaedra failed at being a good Mont wife, but she can run a camp of hundreds of fleeing Charynites, translate for Tesadora, and has somehow managed to be affiliated with a faction demanding a meeting with my king and me?”

Lucian turned to Finnikin for support.

“Don’t look at me, Lucian,” Finnikin said. “Don’t even try to involve me in this one.”

Lucian held up his hands in exasperation. “She was useless, I tell you! Even Yata would agree.”

“Why is she still in the valley?” Isaboe demanded.

Froi watched the flicker of regret cross the Mont’s face.

“According to Tesadora’s girls, the provincaro refused to take his daughter back into his home. Phaedra lives in the caves now.”

The queen nodded. Froi knew that nod. It was the gesture she used when simmering with fury.

“The wife of the Mont leader is living in a filthy cave?”

“You show respect for her now, my queen,” Lucian said angrily. “Yet you failed to attend my bonding ceremony.”

“You married her in Alonso, Lucian.” The stare she sent him was cold, and apart from Finnikin, Lucian was the only man who ever dared to match it. Isaboe and her Mont cousins did this often. All of them. They fought fiercely. Loved each other fiercely. Laughed fiercely. Finnikin said it was best to leave the room and let them shout. It would all blow over soon, but for Lucian’s sake, Froi would have welcomed sooner rather than later.

“Tell the girl that I do not meet with Charynites, and if they dare make the command again —”

“I haven’t actually told you the worst of it,” Lucian interrupted.

The room grew quiet. Tense. Froi felt the hairs on his arm rise.

Lucian kept his stare focused on his cousin. “And may I stress that no one is hurt.”

There was a deadly silence in the room.

“This morning in the valley, a Charynite took a dagger to Japhra’s throat,” he said, referring to one of Tesadora’s novices.

Froi leaped to his feet. He heard the queen’s cry, Finnikin’s hiss of fury. The captain’s fists were clenched tight. Perri was gone from the room before another word was spoken.

“Japhra’s staying in Yata’s home for the night but insists on returning with Tesadora to the valley tomorrow.”

“And the Charynite?” Trevanion asked.

“He’s under guard.”

The queen looked at Finnikin. Froi saw fear in Isaboe’s expression that sickened him. The queen’s anxiety about a possible attack from the Charynites had grown tenfold since the birth of her child.

“You go with your father and Perri,” she said to Finnikin.

Finnikin looked torn. “The Sarnak ambassador —”

“I’ll speak to the Sarnak ambassador,” she said.

“No!” Finnikin shouted.

“And what would you prefer?” she asked him sharply. “That I travel up to the mountain and interview a potential Charyn assassin?”

“I’d prefer that Aldron take you and Jasmina back to the palace,” Finnikin said. “I’ll speak to the ambassador, shorten our meeting and then travel up to the mountain.”

“And while you’re at it, why don’t you plow every field in the kingdom and check the nets in the river?” she said sharply. “Then go up to the Rock quarry and break your back working alongside your kin. And perhaps work in the mines after that.”

She was no different from Finnikin. Froi knew everyone in the room wanted to say that. Both the queen and Finnikin refused to believe they had the privilege of palace life, and both could be found at any time working alongside their people during their visits across the kingdom.

“I don’t want you dealing with the Sarnaks, Isaboe,” Finnikin said. “Don’t let me have to imagine how it will feel for you to be in their presence.”

“And it feels any different for you?” she cried. “You can’t be everywhere at the same time, Finnikin. I will take care of Sarnak. They are no threat to us. You take care of Charyn, and perhaps sometime this week we may be able to pass each other on the road and wave from a distance.”

Finnikin sighed, and Froi watched the queen’s expression soften.

“This is an attack from the Charynites, my love,” she said. “Heed my words. This is the beginning.”
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Finnikin watched Isaboe from the entrance of the dining hall of the inn where she sat alongside Sir Topher and their ambassador. Standing behind Isaboe was her guard Aldron, and opposite was the ambassador of Sarnak, his scribe and two of his guards.

The atmosphere in the room was strained. The ambassador of Sarnak was used to speaking to Finnikin about matters between the two kingdoms, and Finnikin was used to keeping his wife from having to deal with Sarnak after what she had witnessed there in her fifteenth year.

“Come, Finn,” his father said quietly at his shoulder. “Lucian is waiting for us.”

Finnikin wanted to stay a moment longer. Isaboe had faced more hostile opponents since she came to power, but this was different.

The Sarnaks waited for her to speak. Finnikin imagined that her silence spoke of an arrogance to the visitors, a sort of play to show who had the power in these negotiations. But he knew what her silence meant.

She looked up and caught his eye. It wasn’t magic or curses, this thing that lay between them. It was more profound than that. He couldn’t even put it into words, and at times it made him want to walk away and take refuge from the ties that bound them both.

I can do this, he read in her eyes.

You can do anything, he was saying in return. But I wish you didn’t have to.

“My queen,” Sir Topher prodded gently.

She nodded in acknowledgment. “Gentlemen,” she began, her voice husky but strong. She had a habit of changing her words moments before a speech. Today seemed like one of those times.

“To be honest, these days I don’t know what to say,” she continued. “You see, our daughter is almost two years old, and she is speaking up a storm. I know the time will come when she’ll ask questions. And I won’t know what to tell her.

“When she asks why we don’t sleep in the larger chambers of the palace, will I find the words to tell her the most heinous of stories? That thirteen years ago, when I was a child of seven, assassins came into those rooms and murdered my father and my mother and my precious older sisters? She’ll want to know how I survived and perhaps I’ll have to hide the truth. You see, my brother Balthazar and I were doing the wrong thing that night. The only truth I may be able to tell Jasmina is that her uncle would have been a great king if he had lived beyond his ninth birthday but that he died saving me from the assassins who found us in the Forest of Lumatere.”

She stopped, unable to go on.

Look at me, Finnikin begged her with his eyes. Look at me, and I’ll give you the strength.

“She’ll be so sad, Jasmina will be,” she continued. “You see, she likes her stories to be magical. At the moment, her favorites are about rabbits that speak and horses with wings that take her across the sky to her favorite friends in the kingdom.”

A ghost of a smile appeared on her lips as she looked at the Sarnak ambassador across the table.

“You have a grandson yourself, sir?”

Finnikin watched the ambassador nod.

“They do love their tales of wonder,” he said, chuckling.

“But my tale has little such wonder,” Isaboe said. “I’ll have to tell her that I ran for my life and wasn’t there to see the days of the unspeakable that followed, but that her father recorded the events in his Book of Lumatere, stories of good people who turned their backs on their neighbors because they needed someone to blame. Stories of how her pardu, Trevanion, was accused of treason and sent to a foreign prison, separated from his son, her beloved father, who was no more than nine at the time. She’ll weep for her grandfather and for the sorry truth of how he believed that his love, Lady Beatriss of the Flatlands, had died in a filthy dungeon giving birth to their dead child, moments before she was to be burned at the stake.”

Finnikin heard the low intake of ragged breath from his father. Hearing his name and that of Beatriss would have told Trevanion enough despite his ignorance of the Sarnak language.

“And then the hardest part will be explaining Lumatere’s curse, for curses are not the easiest things to explain to a child: how half the kingdom was trapped inside the walls, while the other half walked the land in exile for ten long years. She’ll have to speak to Lady Beatriss to hear the depravity of what took place inside these cursed walls. How the impostor king and his army, trapped by the curse themselves, forced themselves into the beds of our women, hanged the children of men who chose to rebel, and burned our land over and over again.”

The ambassador bowed his head. He was a good man. Finnikin had come to realize that during these last three years of negotiations. But goodness in a man was not enough when it came to appeasing a kingdom that had lost so much.

“Both my king and I will have to tell our daughter what happened to our suffering people who traveled from kingdom to kingdom in exile. Begging for sanctuary.”

Her eyes fixed on the ambassador of Sarnak, and Finnikin shuddered at the force of her memory. “Begging your kingdom for sanctuary, sir.”

Her voice broke.

“Give me the words, Ambassador,” Isaboe pleaded. “Give me the words to explain to my child the fate of three hundred of our exiles from her grandfather’s village, who had taken refuge on your riverbank. Although I was there to witness it, I still cannot find the words to explain what happens when a king turns his back and allows his people to do as they please. Give me the words to describe the mass grave her father saw at the crossroads of Sendecane. What a fever camp looks like, where bodies are piled onto each other in a pit, as I witnessed in Sorel.”

The tears pooled in her eyes, but Finnikin saw triumph in them as well.

“Knowing Jasmina, she’ll make me repeat over and over again the story of her father climbing a rock to find me at land’s end,” she continued, her dark gaze looking over the ambassador’s shoulder and fastening on Finnikin.

“But I know which part she’ll love best. That despite all the horror our people had to endure, we found a way. How her father and I and this good man who sits by my side traveled the land searching for the captain and his Guard and my Mont cousins. How Beatriss of the Flatlands and Tesadora of the Forest Dwellers found a means from within the kingdom to lead us home and reunite our people.”

There was silence, until Finnikin heard the ambassador of Sarnak clear his throat.

“We need each other, Your Majesty,” he implored. “Has my king not expressed his sorrow enough? The silence between our kingdoms has gone on for too long. Let us unite and fight a more cunning enemy.”

She leaned forward. “Do not bring me apologies from your king, sir. Bring me the news that the men who slaughtered my unarmed people on that riverbank have been brought to justice.”

She stood, her eyes never leaving the ambassador. “Do me that honor, sir, so that one day the princess of Lumatere may befriend the grandson of the Sarnak ambassador who convinced his king that great men make amends for wronging their neighbors.”

Finnikin felt his father’s hand on his shoulder. He must have made a sound, for Isaboe looked up again.

Go, he read in her eyes.

Finnikin turned and walked away.

Outside, as they mounted their horses alongside Lucian and his Mont cousins, Finnikin explained what had been spoken between Isaboe and the Sarnak ambassador.

“We might have to make do with nothing more than an apology,” Trevanion said quietly. “If what happened on the mountain is an attack from Charyn, we may need the Sarnaks now more than ever.”

Finnikin shook his head. “We’ve worked too long and hard for this,” he said. “She’ll not weaken on the matter. Mark my words. I know Isaboe. She will not give in until the Sarnaks give her what we want.”
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The Charynite was slight in build, but most Charynites Froi had seen were. His hair was worn long to the shoulders, and although he appeared to be older than Finnikin, it was hard to determine his age. His face was bruised and bleeding, and Froi knew from one of the Monts that the beating had come from Tesadora of the Forest Dwellers, tiny as she was, who now stood beside Perri with savagery in her eyes.

The wife that Lucian had sent back stood before them, trembling. She was small and plumpish with a sweet round face.

“My kinsman does not understand why you require me here, sir,” Phaedra said quietly, looking up at Lucian, her face reddening.

“We speak Lumateran,” Lucian said. “You speak for us. Understood?”

Meanwhile Trevanion crouched down close in front of the Charynite prisoner, studying the man with an unnerving intensity.

“Ask him the reason for the attack,” Trevanion ordered Phaedra, not taking his eyes from the Charynite.

Trevanion’s Charyn was weakest of everyone’s in the room; Perri’s a little stronger. Finnikin had insisted that they learn the Charyn tongue if they were to travel into the enemy kingdom to kill the king. Some days, Finnikin insisted that they speak nothing but Charyn for practice, although both Finnikin and Froi would become frustrated at how slowly they were forced to speak.

Phaedra repeated the question.

Froi saw the movement in the Charynite’s throat, the swallowing of fear. Nevertheless, he stared Trevanion in the eye.

“Because I had requested more than once to speak to the queen . . . or her king, and I was refused time and time again.”

Phaedra translated the words.

“So you take a dagger to Japhra’s throat?” Lucian asked in Charyn, forgetting his vow to speak only Lumateran.

The Charynite tilted his head to the side, looking beyond Trevanion to where Finnikin stood. “Well, it worked, did it not?”

Froi snarled, but didn’t realize he had done so aloud until the man looked toward him with little fear and a slight expression of . . . Was it satisfaction? It was a long moment before the prisoner looked away.

“We don’t need the girl,” the Charynite said quietly, indicating Phaedra. “Most of you can understand me clearly. True?” He looked from Froi to Lucian and then finally to Finnikin. “There aren’t too many men in this part of the land with hair that color, Your Majesty,” he said. “And everyone knows the Lumateran queen and her consort speak the language of every kingdom in this land.”

Finnikin stood coldly silent.

“Ask the girl to leave,” the Charynite repeated.

“We make the demands,” Lucian said. “Not you.”

“Ask her to leave,” the Charynite said tiredly. “For if she hears what I say, my men will have to kill her, and they are scholars, not killers. They hate the sight of blood.”

Despite the regret in the man’s voice, Froi knew he spoke the truth.

Lucian called out to one of the Mont guards. “Get her out of here,” he ordered. “Have one of the cousins take her down to the valley.” Lucian turned his attention to the girl. “Return to your father’s house, Phaedra. Once and for all. If I see you in the valley, I’ll drag you back to your province myself!”

The girl walked to the entrance of the cell, turning to look at the Charynite hesitantly.

“Go,” the man said gently. “You’ve risked enough, Little Sparrow, and we are grateful indeed.”

Lucian bared his teeth. The Charynite gave a small humorless laugh as Phaedra left the cell.

“Foolish of you to have let her leave your spousal bed, Mont. If she had been given the chance, Phaedra of Alonso would have been the first step to peace.”

“What makes you think we’re after peace with Charynites?” Lucian asked.

“Because Japhra of the Flatlands speaks of it in her sleep.”

Tesadora hissed with fury. “Don’t speak her name again, or you’ll be choking on your own blood.”

“Japhra’s a woman with worth beyond your imagining,” he continued as if Tesadora had not threatened his life. But Froi saw moisture gather on the Charynite’s brow and knew that Trevanion’s close proximity and Tesadora’s presence unsettled him more than he would care to admit.

“Some women learn to listen better when they speak little.” The Charynite’s eyes fixed on Finnikin again. “Did you not learn that from your queen in her mute days?”

Finnikin finally spoke. “You are pushing my patience, Charynite, and if you make one more reference to our women, including my queen, I will beg a dagger from my kinsmen and slice you from ear to ear. So speak.”

The Charynite kept his focus on Finnikin.

“My name is Rafuel from the Charynite province of Sebastabol. I’m here in the valley with seven other men.” He waited a moment for Lucian to translate. Rafuel met Trevanion’s stare. “I have a way of getting you into the palace, gentlemen. To do both our kingdoms a great justice.

“To kill the king of Charyn.”

Froi could sense that the others were as stunned as he was to hear the words, but there was little reaction.

“And why would we trust you, Charynite?” Finnikin asked.

“Because we have something in common, Your Majesty.”

“We have nothing in common.”

“Not even a curse?” Rafuel said calmly.

“Sagra!” Froi muttered. Another godsforsaken curse.

Rafuel’s eyes met Froi’s again.

“Our curse was first,” Rafuel of Sebastabol said.

“Really?” Finnikin asked, sarcasm lacing his words. “Was it worse than ours?”

Rafuel sighed sadly. “If we sit and compare, Your Majesty, perhaps I may win, but we will all be left with very little in the end.”

Finnikin pushed past his father and grabbed the man to his feet, his teeth gritted. “How could you possibly win? My queen suffers with this curse.”

“And so does her king, I hear.”

The Charynite had the power of saying so much in the most even of tones.

“Did you not notice anything peculiar when you passed through Charyn during your exile?” the Charynite continued.

Finnikin regained his composure and shoved the man away. “I passed through Charyn three times only. The first was when I was ten and visited the palace with Sir Topher, the queen’s First Man. We were consigned to one chamber and spoke to no one. The second time was three years ago when we were searching for exiles and I can’t recall a friendly chat from a Charynite back then either. And the third time, a group of your soldiers took forty of our people hostage on the Osterian border and beat up our boy,” he said, pointing back to Froi.

“Your boy?” the Charynite questioned, his eyes meeting Froi’s. “Are you sure of that?”

Tesadora flew at him, but Perri held her back.

“Why does he still breathe?” she demanded. “It’s simple. Snap his neck.”

Rafuel was staring at her, almost in wonder. “That’s the Charyn Serker in you, Tesadora of the Forest Dwellers.”

This time Perri let her go, and Froi watched Tesadora throw herself at the Charynite, her fingers clawing his face. Froi had heard stories of her half-Charyn blood, but no one dared speak of it. Perri waited a moment or two, enough time for her to draw more blood. Only then did he calmly step forward to pull her away. Froi felt an instant regret that it was over so soon. Somehow he was always drawn to darkness, and no one in the room had a darker core than Tesadora.

Rafuel continued as if his face weren’t bleeding. “It is forbidden for a Charynite to speak to outsiders. Such a rule gets in the way of a ‘friendly chat.’”

“Why forbidden?” Lucian asked. “What have your people to hide that we don’t already know of you?”

Rafuel gave a small humorless laugh. “I could fill a chronicle of what you don’t know about us, Mont. But I leave such things to Phaedra, who writes of the arrival of our people on your land with a fairer hand than I ever will.” Rafuel of Sebastabol turned to Tesadora. “I see you writing your chronicles from time to time, too. Have you not noticed anything strange about the valley? All those people, hundreds of them?”

Trevanion asked for a translation. Rafuel was speaking too fast.

They turned to Tesadora, whose cold blue eyes looked even more sinister.

“What is it?” Finnikin asked her.

Tesadora shook her head. Perri let go of her arm, and for the briefest moment Froi saw her lean against him. He knew they were lovers despite a savage history between them, but like Tesadora’s Charyn blood, no one spoke of it.

“There are no children,” Tesadora guessed quietly. Lucian repeated the words in Charyn, and they all looked to Rafuel for confirmation. Rafuel nodded.

“Where are they?” Finnikin asked, stunned.

“They’re all grown up,” Rafuel said.

Finnikin advanced toward him again with frustration. “I’d prefer not to have to guess, Charynite. If you’ve gone to all the trouble to get me up this mountain, then make it clear to us. Speak to us as if we are as ignorant as a Charynite.”

Something in Rafuel’s expression flickered. “We’re not all ignorant, Your Majesty,” he said coldly, “and I don’t know how to make it clearer to you. Our women are barren. Our men, seedless. A child has not been born to Charyn for eighteen years.”

Again there was a stupefied silence as they tried to grasp Rafuel’s words. Froi caught the confused look that passed between Finnikin and Trevanion.

The Charynite turned to Lucian. “It is probably yet another thing that shames Phaedra,” he said. “That she believes you spoke the truth when you called her worthless all those times.”

“You seem to know too much about my wife,” Lucian said, fury in his tone.

“Last I heard, you denounced her as your wife,” Rafuel of Sebastabol said. “So one would presume you forfeit the right to be indignant about my knowledge of her feelings.”

Froi marveled at this fool’s lack of fear.

“That first time I visited with Sir Topher,” Finnikin said, his voice full of disbelief, “I remember children in the streets. There was one in the palace as well.”

“If you were ten at the time, the youngest child in Charyn would have been six,” Rafuel said. “Her Royal Highness, Princess Quintana,” he added.

“I never met her,” Finnikin said.

The Charynite took a deep ragged breath. “It’s where the story of the curse begins. With her birth.”

“We’re not here for a story,” Finnikin said, frustrated. “Go back to the part where you get us into the palace without betraying us.”

“I want to hear what he has to say,” Tesadora said flatly. “More important, your wife will want to, my lord,” she said, turning to Finnikin with slight mockery in her expression.

“I thought you wanted him dead a moment ago,” Finnikin said.

There was little love lost between Tesadora and Finnikin. Froi put it down to jealousy. The queen shared a bond with Tesadora, and Finnikin was envious of anyone who had a bond with the queen. Froi knew that more than anyone.

Finnikin turned to the Charynite. “Then tell us a story, Rafuel of Sebastabol, and make it quick.”

Rafuel kept his eyes on Trevanion. “Could you perhaps ask your father to step back, Your Highness? I’m a small man and it’s not as if he can’t snap me in two from the other side of the cell.”

“He’s more comfortable where he is,” Finnikin said.

Rafuel sighed. “The year before the birth of Quintana, the oracle’s godshouse was attacked and the priestlings were murdered,” he began. “The oracle queen survived, but her tongue and fingers were cut off. So she could not speak or write the truth. A young priestling named Arjuro of Abroi was absent from the godshouse on the night of the attack and was charged with assisting the murderers.”

Finnikin quickly translated.

“Your priest-king is your spiritual leader, but the oracle of Charyn was more than that for us. Since the beginning of life in Charyn, most decisions made by the king and the provinces had to be sanctioned by the oracle. The oracle and the godshouse were Charyn’s moral and intellectual beacons.” Rafuel’s eyes flashed with fervor. “You’re a scholar, I hear. Then you’ve not seen anything until you’ve seen the books once translated by our priestlings. They will take your breath away, Your Highness.”

“I have seen ancient books, you know,” Finnikin said defensively. “In the Osterian palace. I spent more than a summer there.”

Rafuel made a rude sound. “Osteria? A more tedious race of people I’ve never come across. I can imagine their translations. You know what we say in Charyn? That man learned to snore by being in the presence of an Osterian.”

Froi could see that Finnikin was trying to hold back a smile. Finnikin and Isaboe’s favorite pastime was outdoing each other with insults about the Osterians.

“But everything changed nineteen years ago,” Rafuel continued. “The provincaro of Serker died, and his successor refused to pay taxes to the palace. The Serkers claimed that the palace was robbing them blind. The king, in turn, stationed his army outside Serker. It was a step toward a war in which Charynites would kill Charynites, and the oracle’s greatest fear was that the other provinces would take sides in such a war. The oracle ordered the king to remove his army from outside Serker, and she ordered the provincaro of Serker to pay his taxes to the king and swear allegiance. If not, she threatened to remove the oracle’s godshouse from the Citavita and the sacred library from Serker. You could not imagine a bigger insult to the capital or to Serker.

“That spring, the oracle’s godshouse in the capital was attacked, and we lost the brightest young minds of our kingdom when the priestlings were slaughtered. They were young men and women trained to be physicians, educators, philosophers. They died unarmed and savagely. On that day, every priest, priestess, and order went underground and have stayed there.”

“Mercy,” Finnikin said.

Froi knew that Finnikin was a lover of books and history and stories. It was Finnikin who had written the chronicles of their kingdom in his Book of Lumatere, which was now being added to with the stories recorded by Tesadora and Lady Beatriss. When Finnikin stayed silent, Froi translated the words.

“The palace blamed Serker,” Rafuel continued. “As punishment for the godshouse slaughter, the king of Charyn razed the province to the ground. It sits in the center of Charyn and has been a wasteland ever since.”

“What about the people?” Lucian asked. “Where did they go?”

“How many Forest Dwellers do you have left after the Charynite invasion?” Rafuel asked.

Froi saw the stunned look on Finnikin’s face.

“No Charynite has ever claimed that the five days of the unspeakable were part of a Charyn invasion,” Finnikin said huskily.

“The palace has never claimed it,” Rafuel corrected quietly. “But what took place in Lumatere thirteen years ago is Charyn’s shame. Mothers wept for the sons forced into the army that was sent into your kingdom alongside the man you call the impostor king. Now a generation of last-born sons weep for the stories they have heard of what their fathers did.”

Rafuel’s eyes met Finnikin’s. “Silence is not just about secrecy, Your Majesty. It is grief and it is shame.”

No one spoke. No Lumateran wanted to see worth in a Charynite. Especially not a Charynite who had taken a dagger to one of their women.

“Fifty-four,” Tesadora said.

The others turned to her.

“Fifty-four Forest Dwellers were known to survive the days of the unspeakable.”

Rafuel was pensive. “The number of those who survived the Serker massacre nineteen years ago is even more heartbreaking. We know there to be one for certain. The king’s Serker whore. She lived in the palace at the time of the attack and is the mother of the princess, Quintana.”

“The rest?” Lucian asked.

“He had them slaughtered.”

“His own people?” Finnikin asked, stunned.

“Hundreds upon hundreds of them,” Rafuel said. “Although there are rumors that a handful survived and have spent all this time hiding in the underground cities.”

Rafuel looked bitter. “Most of Charyn sanctioned it. They wanted revenge for what took place in the oracle’s godshouse. But others believed that it was the palace behind the slaughter of the priestlings. Regardless, after the carnage in the godshouse, the king took the oracle queen into the palace to protect her. Or so he claimed. It put him in good favor with the people, who were inconsolable about what had happened to their goddess of the natural world. But nine months later, on the day the king’s Serker whore gave birth to Quintana of Charyn, the oracle queen threw herself out of her palace chamber into the gravina below.”

“Gravina?” Finnikin asked.

“Ravine,” Froi responded without thinking. The priest-king’s education had been thorough, and when it came to the languages of Charyn and Sarnak, Froi was the stronger speaker, although in Finnikin and Isaboe’s presence, he always pretended that he wasn’t. He felt both Rafuel and Finnikin’s stare and looked away.

“We don’t know what took place first,” Rafuel said. “The birth of the princess or the death of the oracle, but from that moment on, the fertility of the land ended.”

“I don’t understand. How does childbirth just end one day?” Lucian asked.

“On that day, every woman who carried a child in her belly . . .” The Charynite swallowed hard, unable to finish the thought.

Lucian, engrossed in what Rafuel had to say, shook his head with frustration. “What? What happened?”

“Can someone translate?” Trevanion snapped.

Finnikin cleared his throat and there was emotion in his voice as he repeated Rafuel’s words. “On that day, every woman who carried a child in her belly . . .”

“They bled the child from their loins,” Tesadora said, her voice low and pained. Perri stared at her as though someone had punched him in the gut. Tesadora took a ragged breath. “I need to see to that fool girl, Japhra.”

Rafuel looked up. “Tell her —”

“Don’t!” Tesadora said through clenched teeth. “You keep away from her.”

A moment later, she was gone. Too many things were happening that Froi didn’t understand.

“Go on,” Lucian ordered Rafuel.

“When Quintana of Charyn was six years old, the first sign was said to appear, written on her chamber walls in her own blood: The last will make the first. The words were written in godspeak. No one but the gods’ blessed is gifted with godspeak. Then on the thirteenth day of weeping — which is what we call her birthday — the king decreed that every last-born girl in the kingdom was to be marked.”

“Marked?” Lucian asked, horrified.

Rafuel pointed to the back of his neck, the shackles around his wrist clattering.

“Quintana of Charyn was born with strange lettering scorched onto the nape of her neck.”

“But why mark the last borns at thirteen and not at birth?” Finnikin asked.

“Why do you think?” Rafuel asked. “At thirteen, the girls were of child-bearing age.”

Froi was relieved that Tesadora was out of the room for that piece of information.

“Quintana of Charyn also claimed that she was the chosen vessel after her thirteenth birthday. And that only she was meant to carry the first in her belly. A boy child. A king and curse breaker fathered by her betrothed, Tariq.”

“At thirteen? Betrothed?” Lucian asked with disgust.

“Your yata was betrothed at fourteen, Lucian,” Finnikin said.

“Quintana claimed that the birth of the child would take place before she came of age and if any other male dared to break the curse with a last-born female, the goddess of fertility would set Charyn alight.”

“She’s obviously mad,” Finnikin said. “And those who believe her are just as mad.”

“As mad as a queen who claims she can walk the sleep of her people?” Rafuel said boldly. “As mad as those who believe her?”

An intake of furious breath sounded off the walls. Lucian grabbed the Charynite just as Froi was about to fly across the room and land a fist to his jaw.

Finnikin stayed calm as he walked toward Rafuel of Sebastabol.

“I’d really like to know what took place, Charynite, and I’d hate to have to kill you before that moment. So perhaps you can refrain from bringing up my queen.”

Rafuel of Sebastabol had the good sense to look contrite. After a while, he nodded. “Next month Quintana of Charyn comes of age. The last-born male from the province of Sebastabol will travel to the Citavita, the capital, and he will bed the princess in an attempt to plant the seed. One last born from each of the provinces has done so for the last three years. Before that, it was her betrothed, Tariq. But when Quintana was fifteen, he was smuggled out of the palace by his mother’s kin after his father mysteriously died. He is the king’s cousin and only male heir.”

“Are they gifted, the last borns?” Lucian asked.

Rafuel was amused by the question. “They are actually quite . . . useless. They were precious to us and some were spoiled as children and others stifled. Most fathers feared the worst for their sons and they were kept out of harm’s way. It’s hard to find a last-born male who can use a weapon or ride a horse. The daughters are confined to the home. Some are the most frivolous girls you will ever meet, while others are the most timid and shy. I would say most of their kin are about to send them underground for fear of what will take place when the princess comes of age.”

Finnikin rubbed his eyes, shaking his head. After a moment he said, “A sad tale, Charynite, but I still don’t understand why you’re here.”

“Because you have a lad who speaks our language, who is of the same age as a last born, and who is not so useless. More important, he is trained as an assassin.” Rafuel’s eyes caught Froi’s. “Yes?”

No one spoke. Froi stiffened, his eyes locked with the Charynite’s. Froi could see that the man was hiding something. He had been trained to notice the signs.

“Gentlemen, your kingdom or mine could not have asked for a more perfect weapon to rid ourselves of this most base of kings. Your lad from the Flatlands is our only hope.”
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In Isaboe and Finnikin’s private chamber, away from the prying eyes of their people and the world of their court that forced them to be polite and restrained, they spoke of Charyn and Froi and Rafuel of Sebastabol and curses and last borns and Sarnak, and then Charyn again and taxes and empty Flatland villages, and then Charyn again. When all that talk was over, they stood before each other ready for the mightiest of battles, which they had saved until last.

Finnikin would describe the situation as tense. Isaboe didn’t describe situations. She described how she was feeling during the situation. Then they would argue about what was less important. Facts or feelings. Tonight it was about both.

“How do you expect to rule a kingdom and be so weak in this matter?” he said, trying to keep censure out of his tone. He saw her face twitch at the mention of the word weak.

“Not now,” she said. “Another day. Perhaps next week.”

“And then perhaps the week after that and then the week after that,” he suggested with little humor.

He saw the pain flash across her face.

“Do it, Isaboe. You must show strength!” Finnikin could see her softening, and he nodded. “Now,” he urged in a whisper.

Isaboe took a ragged breath before crouching to the floor. Finnikin knelt down beside her. Their daughter looked from one to the other. She had Finnikin’s face and Isaboe’s hair, and now that she was nearing the age of two, she was showing some of Trevanion’s temperament, which was beginning to alarm both of her parents.

“Jasmina, my beloved. Finnikin and I . . .”

Isaboe’s eyes met Finnikin’s and he nodded at her with encouragement.

“We’ve had the most beautiful of beds made for you. So beautiful that every little girl in the whole of our kingdom wants to sleep in it. Tonight we thought you could sleep in the most beautiful bed in Lumatere, and Finnikin and Isaboe could sleep on their own. Together.”

Together. Finnikin smiled at Isaboe. He was proud of his queen. Proud of them both. Jasmina meant everything to them, and he couldn’t imagine their lives without this blessing. He did imagine frequently, however, sharing a bed with just his wife while their little blessing was asleep in another room.

Their daughter stared from Finnikin to Isaboe. He beamed at her, his shoulders relaxing for the first time in days.

Jasmina’s bottom lip began to tremble.

“Do you think she’s going to be smarter than us?” he asked as they lay in bed later that night. He could see the moon through the balconette doors before them, looking almost close enough to grab, and as usual, it made him wonder about all things strange and mysterious. And about how insignificant he was in the scheme of things.

Finnikin turned to see Isaboe bending to kiss Jasmina’s brow as she slept between them. “Most probably,” she murmured.

“Then she won’t need us one day.”

“What a thing to say, Finnikin,” Isaboe said, “when I feel a need for my father and mother now, more than I ever have.”

“True enough,” he said gently. “It may have to do with such attachments belonging to women,” he added.

When Finnikin added words, he always regretted it. He was regretting it now because the flames from the fireplace illuminated his wife’s stare of disbelief.

“Your father lives in the chamber beside us, Finnikin. You speak to him every night and every morning, and if for some reason you can’t sleep through the night, you speak to him then as well. Do you not see that as an attachment?”

She waited for his response, and he chose not to reply because then they’d get into a discussion about why Trevanion had not announced his betrothment to Beatriss yet, which would lead back to a discussion about empty Flatland villages. Then they would both fall asleep thinking of neighborless Flatlanders and Finnikin would wake up in the dark, despairing for his kingdom. Not able to get back to sleep, he’d knock on his father’s door, because Trevanion didn’t sleep either, and then Isaboe would win this argument.

“True enough,” he said with a sigh. He could see her mind was already elsewhere and he knew exactly where.

“Sleep and don’t think about it,” he said. He was sick and tired of the subject of Charyn.

“How can I not?” she asked. “Barren wombs and curses. If you ask me, they’ve poisoned all their children.”

“If only you did believe that, then we could kill the Charynite in the mountain and banish those in the valley and not send Froi into the unknown.”

Isaboe turned to face him. “But you must think it’s all strange?”

“Isaboe,” he said, exasperated. “Unbeknownst to us, our neighboring kingdom has not birthed a child for eighteen years. How can I not think it strange?”

She placed a finger to her lips as a sign for him to lower his voice. “I know you,” she whispered. “I know you’re trying to find reason where there is no place for it.”

“Reason failed halfway down that mountain,” he said. “I think Rafuel of Sebastabol speaks sincerely.”

“Then you seriously want me to consider this plan for Froi?”

“I don’t think we will ever get into that fortress any other way,” he said.

“It’s too perfect,” she said. “We want the king dead. They want the king dead. They need an assassin who is of age and speaks Charyn. We have an assassin who is of age and speaks Charyn.”

She looked at him, pained. “How would they have known?” she whispered. “Do you think we have Charyn spies in Lumatere?”

They had spoken often of spies in the early days after the curse was lifted. Exiles had entered the kingdom with nothing to vouch for the fact that they were indeed Lumateran. Anyone could have been a spy. They both knew that there was still a lack of trust between those who had been trapped inside and the exiles. Regardless of the years of progress, it would be some time before their kingdom was back to what it once was.

Finnikin sighed and reached over to blow out the candle, and they lay silent, listening to Jasmina’s breathing.

“I hate them,” she said moments later. “It hurts to hate this much, but I do. I want them all dead, especially everyone in that cursed palace. I think of that abomination of a princess, and I want her dead as much as her father. Because I want to lie down to sleep and not imagine them coming over our mountain and annihilating my yata and Mont cousins first. I don’t want to imagine them clearing the Flatlands, turning our river into a bloodbath, storming your Rock village. I want to stop thinking of them coming through the castle doors and doing to our daughter what they did to my sisters and my mother and father.”

He felt her breath on him as she leaned close.

“Promise me, my love. Promise me that if they come through the palace doors and there’s no hope, you do what you have to do. You make it quick for her so she doesn’t suffer.”

Finnikin swallowed hard. He remembered the first time he was forced to make Isaboe such a heinous promise as Jasmina suckled from her breast.

“Let’s not talk of these things, Isaboe.”

He gathered them both to him, and he felt her lips against the back of his hand. At times like this, he ached for her, but sometimes there was more between them than their daughter.

“I’ve never spoken of this,” she said quietly in the dark, “but when we lost Froi in Sprie that first time, I didn’t return for the ruby ring he stole from me. It was as if I was sent there to search for him.”

Finnikin was quiet. He had always felt threatened by the bond between Isaboe and Froi. They shared a desperation to survive, and there was a feralness and a darkness about them that he envied fiercely, though he was frightened by what this might mean.

“I’ve questioned the intentions of the goddess these past three years, and she has whispered to me over and over again, ‘You will lose him.’” He felt Isaboe shudder. “I have a bad feeling about this, Finnikin.”

He leaned over and kissed her. “And I have a bad feeling that I’ll never have a moment on my own with you again,” he murmured. He heard a sound coming from Jasmina, and he lay back down on his side again.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered, “between me seeing the Flatland lords about the cistern system and you placating the fishmongers about the taxes, I think we may be close to the guest closet on the third landing before I have to go off and speak to the ambassador about Belegonia and you have to speak to Beatriss about Sennington.” She paused. “We’ll have time.”

He sighed. “So I’m reduced to taking my wife up against a wall in a palace closet?”

She chuckled in the dark.

“And why do I have to speak to Beatriss?” he asked with a groan. “I’d rather speak to the ambassador about Belegonia.”

“She may not have given birth to you, but Beatriss loved you as a mother in the years she was betrothed to your father, and still does. Perhaps you’re the best person to speak to her, or Tesadora if she returns to her senses and comes back up the mountain. Beatriss can’t live in that dead village any longer, Finnikin.”

He was pensive a moment. “Tesadora reacted strangely to the news of the Charynite. She was not surprised about the curse, and then she left all of a sudden and I could swear it seemed as though she would cry.”

“Tesadora doesn’t cry.”

“And you should have seen Perri’s face. He was quiet through our whole journey home.”

She sat up and lit the candle by her bedside.

“Why didn’t you ask him what was wrong?” she asked, alarmed. “If Tesadora was almost crying and Perri was stranger than usual?”

He shrugged. “What would I have said?”

She made a rude sound.

“What?” he asked.

“You men are useless.”

Finnikin sighed. “We choose to mind our business and we’re useless?”

She shook her head. “Do you know the difference between you and me?”

“An obvious one or not so obvious?”

She ignored the question. “I speak to other women about life and death and what upsets us and what confuses us and what we’d want to change in our lives. And you, my love, talk to men about what the terminology is for this.” She made a strange movement with her hands.

“Is that a death blow to the nose?”

She gave him a withering look, blowing out the candle.

“That’s harsh, Isaboe. We talk about more than that.”

“Such as?”

“Life,” he snapped. “Life . . . things. Things to do with life.”

“Then have you spoken to your father about when he is going to have a bonding ceremony with Beatriss?”

He sighed.

“Because that’s life, Finnikin. The life of two people very dear to me. And I believe your father is going to ruin everything by not speaking of the past. Still not talking about it after three years.”

“Do they have to talk about the past?” he asked.

“Yes. They were lovers once. She gave birth to his babe, rest that precious soul. Yet they haven’t grieved together.”

“This is not your concern, Isaboe.” He thought for a moment. “Although Trevanion was strangely quiet on the way home. Everyone was strange.”

“I’m not just speaking for Beatriss, Finnikin. I’m speaking for Trevanion. He is your father, and in my heart, he is the only father I have. I want him to be happy, and I know that without her, he isn’t.”

“He’s wonderful with Vestie,” he said, thinking of Beatriss’s daughter, who was born under horrific circumstances during the curse. “He would do anything for her.”

“And I commend him for that. I could imagine how hard it would be for him to feel so strongly about another man’s child. A tyrant’s child. But it’s Vestie who will be hurt the most, Finnikin. Find out what you can.”

“Ah, so I’m not going to see Beatriss to speak about Sennington. I’m going to speak about my father?”

She pressed her lips against his shoulder.

“I’ve married the smartest man in Lumatere.”

“And I’ve married the most scheming woman in the whole of the land.”

She feigned a haughty sniff, moving away. “If it all seems like a scheme, I may have to withdraw my offer of a tryst in the closet tomorrow.”

This time Finnikin chuckled.

“Withdraw the offer and I will dash my head against a stone wall.”
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Froi took leave from Lord August’s village and spent the next week in the mountains with Trevanion and Perri, interrogating the Charynite. Although the Captain hadn’t confirmed for certain that Froi was going to Charyn, Froi knew he was there with them for reasons other than his skill with the Charyn language.

“It’s one of the best-defended castles in the entire land,” Rafuel explained to them, “and it has little to do with the Guard or soldiers and everything to do with the actual stone and structure.” The Charynite drew them a picture, and Froi committed it to memory, translating the information to Trevanion and Perri.

“Ask him more about the last borns,” Trevanion requested.

“First, there is Quintana of Charyn,” Rafuel began when Froi asked. “She was the very last to be born to the entire kingdom on the day of weeping.”

“Only her?” Froi asked. “Was there no one else born that day?”

“Then there are those born last to their province,” Rafuel continued, ignoring the question. “Grijio of Paladozza and Olivier of Sebastabol, for example, were born to their provinces three days and five days prior to Quintana’s birth. Tariq was born to his people a month before Quintana. Satch of Desantos was born last in his province six months before. And every girl born in the same year as Quintana is marked as a last-born.”

“Gods,” Trevanion muttered. “He better be speaking the truth when he claims those girls have gone to ground.”

Froi repeated Trevanion’s words. He saw Rafuel’s teeth clench.

“Do you Lumaterans believe you protect your women better than we protect ours?” he asked.

“The captain judges Charynite men by the way they treated Lumateran women. His beloved was dragged into the beds of your men time and time again and gave birth during the curse,” Froi said.

“Not my men,” Rafuel said bitterly. “Mine are peaceful scholars down in that valley. And the Charyn army may have raped. That I won’t deny. But it’s not only our women who are barren,” Rafuel said. “The seed of a Charynite male is useless. Whoever fathered Beatriss of the Flatlands’ child is no Charynite.”

Froi stared at him, stunned. He looked up at Trevanion and Perri. Through the mere mention of Beatriss’s name, they would have comprehended Rafuel’s words, regardless of the speed at which Rafuel was speaking. Perri had paled. Worse still, Froi saw the truth on Trevanion’s face. The captain already knew. He would have known from the moment Rafuel of Sebastabol revealed the curse days ago.

“Ask him about their gods,” Trevanion said, as if nothing had occurred.

Rafuel spent the rest of the day speaking mostly of Charyn customs and their beliefs, their produce and their gods. There were too many gods to learn by heart. In Lumatere, there was Lagrami and Sagrami, one goddess worshipped as two deities for hundreds of years. Even in Sarnak, where Froi had grown up, Sagrami was worshipped. Sagra, he grew up cursing. Once or twice the word would slip out in the presence of the queen, who despised the way Froi’s Sarnak mentors had butchered the name of the goddess.

“It’s sacrilege,” she’d say coldly.

Listening to Rafuel now, Froi was intrigued by the idea that at the age of thirteen, Charynites chose the god who would guide them for the rest of their days. Rafuel’s was Trist, the god of knowledge. Froi imagined he would choose a warrior god.

From the third day on, Trevanion and Perri whispered between themselves unless Froi had to convey some crucial information to them.

“Are you listening to me?” Rafuel said.

Froi nodded.

“You dip and you taste,” Rafuel continued. “Not the way Lumaterans eat.” Rafuel did a somewhat rude impersonation of a man hoarding his food to himself and shoveling it down his throat.

“Are you calling us pigs?” Froi asked, watching as Rafuel winced for the tenth time at the formality of Froi’s Charyn.

Rafuel thought for a moment and then nodded.

“Actually yes, I am. Piglike.”

Froi turned back to Trevanion and Perri, who were discussing the need for longbow training in the Rock village.

“What is it?” Perri asked Froi.

“He said we eat like pigs.”

Trevanion and Perri thought about it for a moment and then went back to their conversation.

Sometimes Lucian would join them if he wasn’t down in the valley, or quelling a feud or two between the Monts, or settling trade with the Rock elders who wanted a herd of cattle grazing on the mountain in exchange for the quarried stone they supplied for the Mont huts.

“You seem interested in our ways, Mont,” Rafuel said the third time Lucian visited.

“Most interested,” Lucian said. “Best way to find the weakness of the enemy is to understand their ways.”

Rafuel sighed and returned to his explanation about the etiquette of dancing. He stood to demonstrate, the iron shackles clattering around his wrists. “Hips must beckon while arms are in the air. Never lose eye contact with your partner.”

Lucian made a snorting sound. “Ridiculous. It will make Froi look like a woman.”

Froi growled. “Not dancing with no one,” he said in Lumateran.

“It’s a seduction, Mont. Not like the dancing of Lumatere and Belegonia, where you stomp as though you’re making wine.”

Froi turned back to Trevanion and Perri.

“What did he say this time?” Trevanion asked, irritated.

“That we don’t know how to dance.”

Trevanion and Perri went back to their talk.

The Charynite taught Froi words and phrases the priest-king had failed to pass on. Horse’s arse was Froi’s favorite. Sheep-swiver, was another. Sheep-swiver or any other type of swiving worked best accompanied by a gesture.

“You speak too formally because you were taught by the holy man,” Rafuel accused again and again. “The lad you will be replacing comes from my province of Sebastabol. He was raised on the docks. We’re a bit on the crass side, if you ask me. And we don’t speak in full sentences. Keep it short and to the point.”

“When shall he be traveling from his province?”

“Shall?” Rafuel stared at him. “Are you listening to me, fool? Olivier of Sebastabol can charm. Can provide entertainment. Can irritate. But he can’t say words like shall.”

“I cannot help sounding as if I have something stuck up my arse,” Froi snapped. “Is that crass enough for you?”

Rafuel sighed. Trevanion and Perri looked over at Froi with irritation. They sighed. There would be more sighing done that day.

Most nights, Froi traveled down to the valley with Perri to watch over Tesadora and the three novices who had followed her there at the end of winter. Sometimes he would sit alone with her if Perri was out checking the stream for trespassing Charynites. The unspoken rule was that the Charynites stayed on the other side of the stream. Any attempt to cross it would be seen as a threat to Tesadora and her girls.

Froi was used to Tesadora from the early days of the new Lumatere, when she lived in the forest cloisters with the novices and priestess. She was a Forest Dweller, and no group of people had been more shunned in Lumatere. It had been her mother, Seranonna, who cursed the kingdom thirteen years ago as she burned at the stake, but those trapped inside Lumatere had come to respect Tesadora for what she had done to save their young women and help break the curse. She was a hard woman who trusted few people, especially men. Lord August always joked that he would be a fool to find himself in a room alone with her. Lady Abian, who had come to love Tesadora dearly these past three years, claimed that if Lord August found himself in a room alone with any woman, he would have his wife to fear.

“It doesn’t seem as if they’re going to leave any time soon,” Froi told Tesadora as they sat high on a rock face, staring across the stream to where the Charynite camp dwellers had set up their homes in caves.

“I just wish they’d go home where they belong and get out of my sight,” she said.

Froi stared at her. “You hate them?”

“Despise them.”

“Then why are you here? You were happy with the novices in the Cloisters out in the forest.”

“I’m not a priestess,” she said. “It was only my place to take care of the novices during the curse.”

“And this is better?” he asked angrily. “Perri has to travel almost two days to be with you. He’s only seeing you every day now because of the Charynite prisoner in the mountains.”

“Poor Perri doesn’t have to do anything,” she said, standing and holding her arms around her body to stop the shivering. Summer was fading, and the mountains and valley were the first to feel the bite of the cold.

Tesadora was tiny for a Lumateran, and her face was shaped differently from the other Forest Dwellers. Her hair had gone white from the terrors she witnessed when she walked the sleep alongside the queen during the ten years of the curse, although she was no older than Lady Beatriss. Sometimes Froi had to stop himself from staring at her. She had a beauty that could weaken men if they weren’t already weakened by their fear of her.

“The queen misses you, and so do Lady Beatriss and precious Vestie and Lady Abian. At least in the forest, they were able to see you more often.”

She looked at him, the shape of her eyes similar to Froi’s. His were hooded and gave an impression of mistrusting the world. They were eyes not born for smiling, but for judging and being judged in return. He wondered often about the similarity. Sometimes he dreamed that Tesadora and Perri had sired him and that one day the truth would be revealed and they’d all celebrate. But then he’d see Tesadora with Lady Beatriss’s daughter, Vestie, or even with Princess Jasmina. He’d see the fierce love, and he knew that whatever was said about Tesadora, she would never have forsaken her child.

“There are some things beyond our control, aren’t there?” she said.

Froi was surprised to hear her words. Tesadora was controlled by no one.

“Were all the Charynites bad?” he asked quietly, thinking of the many hidden soldiers he’d come across.

She shrugged. “Most. If not bad, they were weak. One or two took a stand. A young soldier and a Charynite traveler found us in the early days and told me that the novices of Lagrami in the palace village were in danger. They helped the novices escape and brought the girls to us. Strange,” she murmured. “It was two Charynites who united the cloisters of Sagrami and Lagrami.”

She shuddered. “The traveler was imprisoned and they hanged the young soldier for it. In front of the rest of their army. A good deterrent, don’t you think? A Charynite never helped a Lumateran again, whether they wanted to or not. Even if they weren’t working against their own, they hated to be seen as outcasts. So what one did, the others would follow.”

Froi thought of Tesadora’s words the next day in the cell. He could not keep the hatred out of his voice. “What would you have done if you were the enemy trapped within the walls of Lumatere?” he asked Rafuel of Sebastabol.

Rafuel gave a humorless laugh. “Does it matter, Froi? What’s more important is what would you have done?”

That day, Trevanion and Perri had asked for information about the role of the provincari in Charyn. Rafuel explained that they were in power until they died and then the people of their province chose either their offspring if the person was desirable, or another.

Froi absently translated, bored by the information. Rafuel droned on about their power within their province and how they differed from the nobility and how they worked hard to keep the palace out of their affairs. But in the middle of his swift lesson, the Charynite caught Froi’s eye and slipped in the words, “You don’t belong in this kingdom, lad.”

Froi was alert in an instant. He looked back to where Trevanion and Perri sat.

“What did he say?” Perri asked.

Froi hesitated. His mouth felt dry and he could hardly speak.

“The provincari don’t care too much for the king these days,” he found himself saying.

Trevanion nodded. “We know. Once you get inside, we’ll want you to find out who holds the most power among them. The queen and Finnikin want to know who helped the Charyn king plan the slaughter in our palace.”

A Mont guard came to the prison door. Perri and Trevanion stood to speak to him.

Froi turned back to Rafuel. From Trevanion’s calm tone, the Charynite knew Froi hadn’t repeated his words.

“Why do you travel down into the valley each night?” Rafuel asked with urgency.

Froi didn’t respond.

“Do you want to know why I think you’re there, Froi?” Rafuel asked, leaning as far forward as he could with the iron bracelets around his hands. “Because blood sings between Charynites far from home. My blood sings to you. The blood of every Charynite in the valley sings to you.”

Froi stared at him, fury in his expression. “I’m not a Charynite far from home,” he spat. “I’m a Lumateran from over the mountain.”

“Why is Tes — the white witch in the valley?” Rafuel asked, looking over Froi’s shoulder to see if the men had recognized that he had almost spoken Tesadora’s name. But Perri and Trevanion were still speaking to the Mont guard.

Froi thought for a moment. Swallowed hard.

“A worse-tempered woman I’ve never met, despite her beauty, which makes a man ache regardless of age,” Rafuel continued, “but she’s in the valley because our blood sings to her. It’s out of her control.”

Froi shuddered. Rafuel’s words were too close to Tesadora’s the night before.

“She’s half Charynite, is she not?” Rafuel continued. “It’s what kept her apart from the other Forest Dwellers when she was a child. Outcast from the outcasts themselves.”

Froi’s hands were shaking.

Rafuel’s eyes shone with excitement. “My men are searching for an assassin to kill the king, Froi. But I’m also searching for the last male child born to the Citavita on the day of the curse and smuggled out of the kingdom. Most say he’s a myth. But I know for a fact that he’s not.”

Froi stared at him, confused.

“Do you know why you seek out the white witch, Froi? Because her blood sings to you. Two Charynites far from home.”

Froi’s palm flattened itself with great force against the bridge of the Charynite’s nose. Trevanion and Perri were on him in an instant, dragging him away from Rafuel, whose face was bloody and swelling. They shoved Froi toward the guard.

“Get him out of here,” Trevanion snarled.

The silence Froi experienced as they rode down the mountain was unnerving. He prayed it wouldn’t last long, but it wasn’t until they reached the foot of the mountain that the captain spoke.

“What were you thinking?” Trevanion demanded, as if it had taken him all that time to quell his fury.

“I wasn’t thinking,” Froi said.

“He’s a prisoner, Froi! He was chained. We’re not savages.”

Perri’s face stayed impassive. “We can’t let him go to Charyn, Trevanion. We can’t.”

Froi leaped off his horse, standing before them both. “You say I’m not ready?” he shouted.

“In might and skill, you are. Here,” Perri said, pointing to his head. “No.”

“I can imagine explaining ourselves years from now to the less hostile provincari of Charyn,” Trevanion said. “‘Our boy doesn’t work well without instruction. He needs to be informed of his bond. Of what is expected of him. Of what is unacceptable. He has little idea how to do that on his own. He lived fourteen years as a savage on the streets of Sprie. Three years in Lumatere has changed many of his ways, but he insists on a bond.’”

“I can do this, Captain. You know that.” Froi was begging.

“What if your rage is hard to control, Froi?”

“Count to ten, Captain. And then count to ten again.”

“Speak to us your bond.”

“Only kill those who are a threat to Lumatere. Make sure the kill is clean. Treat all women as I would the queen. Don’t answer back an elder who deserves my respect. Listen with my ears and not my rage. Never act on anger. Never ever disregard an order from you or Perri.”

“No spitting at the nobility regardless of what comes out of their mouths,” Perri continued.

Froi bristled. “I’ve never spat at Lord Augie or Lady Abian.”

“They’re different, Froi,” Trevanion said, irritation in his voice. “They’ve given you a home. There’s no doubt that you are protective of those you care for, but it’s the way you treat others that causes strife. You spat at Lord Nettice at the Harvest Moon Festival. Grabbed him by the throat and didn’t let go until he turned blue.”

“I didn’t like the way he spoke to Lady Beatriss,” Froi said, looking at Trevanion. “How could you not understand that, sir?”

“I’m the captain of the Guard, Froi,” Trevanion said. “Do you honestly think it is my place to choke every man who insults those I love?”

“And he insulted the king. Your son, Captain.”

“He’s the consort, Froi. Not the king. There will be men who will insult Finnikin for the rest of his life. It’s what happens when you marry the most powerful woman in the kingdom. But that’s no reason to almost choke the life out of a man. A wise man has tolerance for such people. A wise man walks away or finds a means of changing the way they think.”

Froi looked away.

“Don’t turn away from me when you don’t care for the words spoken,” Trevanion said through gritted teeth.

Froi counted to ten in his head and turned back. “Sorry, Captain.”

Trevanion and Perri exchanged a look. Something passed between them as it always did. They had spent ten out of the last thirteen years apart, yet both men could still speak so much to each other with just one glance.

“You follow the bond that only we speak to you. Not Rafuel of Sebastabol or even the priest-king who may want you to search for the hidden priests of Charyn. You do only what we instruct you now.”

Froi nodded, excitement strumming his blood.

“You enter that palace. A place filled with nobility more useless than any you have ever met here. At least in Lumatere they do not rely on the queen to house and feed them. When they speak words that insult you, you keep to your bond and your mouth stays shut. As far as they’re concerned, you’re a witless idiot from the provinces.”

Froi nodded, although he wanted to tell them that according to Rafuel, those from Sebastabol were not witless.

“You make no attachments to any other person and you never involve yourself with the plan of another. There are those living in the king’s court who will always search for new blood to give their cause more weight. You do not join forces, even if they are an enemy to our enemy. You work on your own.”

“As if I’d be that daft.”

Perri made a sound of disbelief and dismounted, pointing a finger at Froi. “He’s not ready, Trevanion,” he shouted. “He can’t even listen without answering back!”

Froi knew the decision could turn against him at any moment. He wanted this kill. He gripped Perri’s jacket. “Let me do this for her. Let me prove to you that I’ll give my life so the queen and Finnikin can live with peace in their hearts. Please. You know I can do this.” He looked at Trevanion. “You know I can, Captain.”

Trevanion was softening, Froi could tell.

“Thankfully, because of your bond to the queen, we do not have to remind you that bedding the princess of Charyn is not part of the plan. When it comes to her, you do what you need to do.”

Froi wasn’t quite sure what Trevanion meant by that, but dared not ask in case his captain thought he was answering back. He nodded all the same. What needs to be done.

“You find a way into the king’s chamber. Regardless of the hatred we all feel for him, you make it quick. Make sure he is dead before you leave that room. The moment he stops breathing, you return home. The very moment. Do not look back.”

Froi nodded. He looked at Perri, waiting for his blessing.

“Can you do that without causing mayhem?” Perri snapped.

“Have I ever broken my bond to you and the captain?”

“Part of the bond is not to talk back to us!” Perri said, exasperated. “You do that all the time.”

“Apart from that,” Froi said sheepishly.

Perri grabbed hold of his ear and pulled Froi toward him in an embrace. “You keep safe, Froi. Keep safe and come home to us.”

On his final day in Lumatere, Froi said his farewells to Lord August and Lady Abian and their sons, who were the brothers of his heart. He was glad Lady Celie was in Belegonia. She would have cried, and no one enjoyed watching Celie cry.

“Where are you really going, Froi?” Talon asked. He was Lord August’s oldest son and shrewd despite his younger years.

“Sarnak,” Froi lied. “I’m a messenger for the queen. I know the language well.”

It was the story Trevanion had instructed him to use. He looked Lord August squarely in the eye and wondered if he knew the truth. Lord August shared a strong friendship with Trevanion.

“You know where your home is,” was all Lord August said before walking away.

Lady Abian kissed his cheek. She said little for once, but he saw tears in her eyes.

“When you return, we will choose that day to celebrate your eighteenth birthday,” she said.

He nodded, his throat tightening with emotion. A birthday. What did the Charynite call the day their princess was born? The day of weeping.

“I’ll count down the days,” he said.

He went to see the priest-king next. The old man was teaching some of the younger Lumaterans in the front garden of his hovel. Froi waited for them to leave, pulling out thistles from the herb patch he had planted for the priest-king that spring. Oregano, garlic, chives, and rosemary were dwarfed by creeping thistles.

“I’ve told you before, blessed Barakah,” Froi said when the youngsters left. “Pull them out the moment you see them, or you’ll be slurping the blandest of soup.”

“But they’re so beautiful in color,” the priest-king mused, getting to his feet and straightening his back with a groan.

“And what happened to the chair I made you?” Froi asked, frustrated, looking around at the hovel. When Rafuel spoke of the godshouse of Charyn where the priests and priestlings once lived and learned, Froi could not help comparing it to this shack in a meadow. Once, the priest-king of Lumatere lived in a grand shrine-house in the palace village, but the blessed Barakah claimed to have been another man back then.

“You need to move to a bigger home. Did you know that in Charyn they used to have schools for priestlings, taught by those less powerful than you? They’d learn about the Ancients, become the scribes of the people, learn how to be physicians.”

The priest-king chuckled and beckoned Froi to him so that he could lean on his shoulder. “Let’s walk a moment or two, lad,” he said.

Froi propped up the old man, frustrated by his stubbornness.

“Anyway, I thought you said learning was a waste of time,” the priest-king said.

“We don’t want the Charynites being better than us.”

They walked an overgrown path through the small meadow that looked over the outskirts of Lord August’s village. Even if the priest-king agreed to build a larger house, the land surrounding it would be too small to make a proper impression. Froi knew Finnikin’s dream, but he usually fell asleep while Finnikin was speaking about it over and over again. Finnikin dreamed of a library filled with the greatest books Lumatere ever saw, in a school where holy men and scholars from Belegonia and Osteria would come to teach as guests. It was the queen’s dream as well. “We’re going to lose our smart ones like Celie to Belegonia,” she said. “We need a school for them.”

Froi felt the priest-king’s stare. He knew the time was coming for him to say his good-bye. He didn’t want the priest-king asking where and why he was going. Then he’d have to lie again, and this blessed man was the first person to treat Froi as an equal.

“Can you sing me the Song of Lumatere?” Froi asked quietly.

There was a ghost of a smile on the priest-king’s face. “I’ve said it once, and I will say it again: there is a song in your heart, Froi. You must unleash it or you will spend your days in regret.”

“I’ll sing for no one,” Froi said stiffly. “And if you don’t want to sing it, you just have to say!”

The priest-king leaned forward and pressed a kiss to Froi’s brow. A blessing. “Stay safe, my young friend.”

Froi gently placed his hands on the fragile man’s arms. “I will see you in less than a fortnight, blessed Barakah, and we’ll do something about this garden.”

In the palace courtyard, Perri fitted him with scabbards for his daggers and short sword.

“This was made especially for you,” he said, placing one of them across Froi’s shoulder blades. “A beautiful hide, indeed. Look.” Froi saw his own name engraved in the leather, and whether it came from Perri or Trevanion, or the king or queen, it made Froi feel proud. Apart from Isaboe’s ruby ring, Froi had never owned anything in his life.

“You mightn’t be able to get weapons into the capital, but keep it safe.”

Froi looked up and saw Isaboe standing alongside Sir Topher, watching from the parapet. Even from here, he saw sadness in his queen’s eyes. A sadness of spirit. He knew Finnikin would be feeling exactly the same.

Later, Finnikin walked with him until they arrived at the gates of the palace village. “Do you ever think of that day with the slave traders of Sorel?” Finnikin asked quietly.

“I think of it all the time,” Froi said.

“I was going to kill you,” Finnikin said, a catch in his voice. “You were begging me, remember?”

Froi couldn’t speak. In his whole existence, it was the only time he had ever lost hope. He would have preferred to die that day rather than be sold as a slave in Sorel. He had counted on Finnikin being accurate with his dagger from a distance. But he had not counted on Isaboe wanting him to live. Not after what he had tried to do to her.

He sensed Finnikin’s sadness and didn’t want to leave Lumatere with the memory of it.

“Then you both argued.” Froi grinned. “About my name.”

Finnikin chuckled. “Your mouth was split. I was sure you were calling yourself Boy.” He feigned a grimace of displeasure. “Did she have to be right?”

“She did have a point. Who’d name a babe a nothing name like Boy?”

Froi looked back up to the palace and then at Finnikin. “Why won’t she see me? I can’t leave without her blessing.”

“She’s afraid to bid you farewell. You mean everything to us, Froi.”

“I do this for you and her. I will do anything for my king and my queen.”

Finnikin smiled sadly. “But Isaboe and I are just two people, Froi. You need to want to do it for the kingdom.”

Froi saw tears in his king’s eyes, and they embraced.

“Kill this beast who has brought so much despair, and come home to us safe, my friend.”

It was Perri who accompanied him to the mountain that night. From there, Froi would travel through the valley and pass the province of Alonso, where he would meet Rafuel’s contact. They would travel for days, and at the foot of the ravine outside the capital, they would be introduced to a man named Gargarin of Abroi, who had answered the request of the provincaro of Sebastabol to travel to the palace with the last born.

When they began their ascent, Froi heard the beauty of the priest-king’s voice across the land, and the song inside Froi that he refused to sing ached to be let loose. What had frightened him most about Rafuel of Sebastabol was that his stories had made Froi’s blood dance. They had given him a restlessness. A need to be elsewhere, to search for a part of himself that was lost. But what he feared was that the search to find answers would take him away from this land of light. That once he left, he would never find his way back home.

In the Flatlands of Sennington, Lady Beatriss heard the song and sowed seeds into a dead earth that refused to yield. Her beloved daughter, Vestie, sat on the veranda, waiting for Trevanion, who had kept away these past days. In the distance, she saw two more of her villagers take leave with all their possessions for the more fertile land of their neighbors, and a loneliness and dread gripped Beatriss more fiercely than in those wretched years when the kingdom was torn apart.

In the valley between Lumatere and Alonso, the wife Lucian of the Monts had sent back camped in a cave between her father’s province and her husband’s mountain. She recorded the names of her people and learned the ways of the Lumateran healers. Most nights her shame burned bright and she longed to return home. But she pledged to herself, and to the goddess she had chosen to be her guide that one day Phaedra of Alonso would be something more than the object of the Monts’ ridicule and Alonso’s failure.

In the mountains, Lucian stumbled to his empty cottage, his body weighted by the weariness of leading a people who had little respect for him. He wondered what his father would do, if he lived. A fair man, Saro was, who had tried to teach Lucian to see the worth in every man and woman, regardless of whether they were the enemy. But Lucian was not his father, and deep inside of him a desire burned bright each night. A desire to steal away down the mountain and cut the throats of every Charynite who slept in the valley. Including that of the wife he had sent back.
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Lumatere had always been a feast for Froi’s eyes. Even during the years of little rain, it was a contrast of lush green grass and thick rich silt, carpeting the Flatlands and the river villages. But Charyn was a kingdom of rock and very little beauty. Here, the terrain was a rough path of dirt, pocketed with caves and hills of stone. Sometimes the dry landscape was peppered with wildflowers or the mountains of rock were shaped like the ghouls and spirits painted in the Book of the Ancients Froi had seen in the priest-king’s cottage. Wind holes had been carved out of the caves, and from afar they resembled the sockets of eyes.

Rafuel and the priest-king had instructed Froi that most of the Charynites had migrated to the kingdom from all corners of Skuldenore. The only original inhabitants had been the Serkers, who had now disappeared, although stories existed of underground cities where Serkers and other nomads were in hiding from the king and plotting their revenge.

Stone, stone, rock, stone, and more stone.

Froi met his guide outside the province walls of Alonso, the birthplace of the wife Lucian had sent back. It was a province bursting with unwanted newcomers, a place on the brink of war within its walls. These days it accommodated its desperate neighbors from the smaller provinces all but wiped out by plague and drought. Froi suspected that the provincaro’s marriage of his daughter to Lucian had little to do with a promise between two men and more to do with a need to make use of the Lumateran valley.

Apart from the capital, which was known as the Citavita, there were six provinces left in Charyn, each one of them large, powerful, and containing the most fertile land in the kingdom. There were also a handful of mountain tribes or nomads who kept very much to themselves. Rafuel had explained that if a clan chose to stay outside the major walls of a larger province, there was always the threat of the palace riders collecting their young men to be part of the king’s army or taking their last-born girls. At least in the provinces, people were protected by the provincari, who still had power against the king. The palace’s greatest fear was that the provincari would unite their armies against the king, but after the annihilation of Serker, no provincaro was willing to take that chance.

The guide’s name was Zabat from the province of Nebia, east of the capital. He spent much of his time not looking Froi in the eye, which was never a good sign.

“You have a strange name,” Froi said as he changed clothing and became Olivier of Sebastabol. The trousers were uncomfortable, tighter than he was used to wearing, and the doublet jacket worse. But he liked his buskin, and he fastened the laces up to his knees, relieved that there was at least one article of clothing that didn’t make him feel a fool.

“Strange in what way?” Zabat demanded.

“Different from Rafuel and even the princess Quintana.”

“Those of us from Nebia hail from the kingdom of Sorel. Hundreds of years ago, mind you. You’d think everyone would get over that fact, wouldn’t you? We have as much right to Charyn as anyone else.”

“And who says you don’t?” Froi asked.

“Those from the province of Paladozza,” the guide said, seemingly on the defensive. “And anyone from the Citavita. They all came from the kingdom of Sendecane during the time of the Ancients. Just like most of the Lumateran Forest Dwellers and those from the Rock.”

“Charynites and Lumaterans don’t hail from the same place,” Froi scoffed.

“Do you have women named Evestalina? Bartolina? Celestina? Men named Raffio?”

Froi didn’t reply.

“All from the same place,” Zabat stated flatly. “Nothing changes. Names stay the same. So do traits.”

The time Froi enjoyed best was when the terrain was flat enough for a gallop. It meant he didn’t have to listen to Zabat’s voice drone on and on.

“And really, who put Rafuel in charge? I ask. Does he look like a warrior to you? . . .”

Or when they came across a herd of mountain goats and their bleating drowned out Zabat’s voice. But all too soon it would begin again.

“Did he say I was a priestling? Doubt that. What? Do you think they’re better than the rest of us because they’re gods’ touched? Gods’ touched.” Zabat made a rude sound. “It’s all I’ve heard my whole life. The gods’ touched or the last borns. There’s always someone more special than us ordinary folk.”

Apart from such distractions, there was little around Froi to take his attention away from Zabat’s complaining. The world outside the provinces was nothing more than brown tufts of grass and stone. Miles upon miles of land had been either overgrazed or was too far from water to carve out a living. Suddenly he could understand the overcrowded Alonso and the desire for Charynites to keep inside the province’s walls.

“And if you ask me . . .”

No, Froi didn’t ask him.

“The Serkers were the worst,” Zabat continued. “Their people built the first library, as well as the largest amphitheaters in Charyn, so weren’t they the greatest in the land in their own eyes? I say it’s a good thing that Serker is now in ruins.”

Later, Froi dared ask what the shapes in the far distance were. A mistake.

“The province of Jidia,” Zabat replied as they began to travel down a ridge that would lead them to yet another mountain of stone.

“Because really, who cares if the Jidians built the first road to the Citavita? Do we have to hear about it for the rest of our lives?”

Froi bit his tongue to stop himself from speaking. Two days with Zabat had taken its toll. Worse still, their trail into the base of the ravine would soon disappear and they would have to leave their horses behind. On foot, Zabat’s voice was closer to his ear, so Froi practiced an internal chant taught to him by the priest-king.

“Some people say they see the gods when they perfect this chant,” the blessed Barakah once told him. Froi would be grateful enough if the gods chose not to visit but managed to have Zabat’s tongue ripped out and fed to the hounds that guarded their realm instead.

When they reached a wall of rock that seemed to go as far as the eye could see, they tethered the horses to be collected on Zabat’s return. Froi followed Zabat into a tunnel through the stone, so narrow that he felt the breath robbed from him. That thousands upon thousands of years ago someone had cut their way through this rock seemed unfathomable to Froi. On the other side, he found himself following Zabat into a gorge with a steady stream of water pouring down from the mountain of rock high above. Where they stood, trees and reeds grew along the bank, but surrounding them on both sides loomed granite walls, blocking the light from the sun.

“The base of the gravina,” Zabat explained.

Froi peered ahead of him to see how far he could see downstream. Zabat tapped him on the arm and then pointed up.

“The Citavita is up that way.”

“You expect me to climb that?”

“Farther downstream, you will still have to travel up, and the path is even more treacherous. It’s not as bad as it looks.”

This was to be the meeting point with the man they called Gargarin of Abroi. The plan so far had worked as Rafuel had predicted. Rafuel and his men had come across the news weeks before that Gargarin of Abroi, after an eighteen-year absence from the palace, had been granted an audience with the king. Upon hearing the news, Rafuel had sent a message to Gargarin under the guise of the provincaro of Sebastabol, asking the king’s former architect to escort Sebastabol’s beloved last born to the province. The real lad’s name was Olivier, and his party would be apprehended and kept prisoner in the rock caves outside his province, where Zabat would ensure their safety. Olivier and his guards would be released unharmed when Froi had done what he was sent to do. As far as Gargarin of Abroi knew, he was doing the provincaro a favor and had no inkling that he was accompanying an assassin into the palace.

Farther downstream, Zabat stopped and looked up at the cave dwellings that formed part of the gravina wall.

“Hello there,” Zabat hollered, dropping his pack to the ground. “Hello, I say again.”

Froi heard Zabat’s voice echo over and over again throughout the gorge. Wonderful. The gods had found a way of multiplying the idiot’s voice.

“Hello there!” Zabat hollered again. And again the echo. “Hello!”

“Do you honestly believe I didn’t hear you the first time?”

Froi swung around and saw a man stepping out from one of the caves. He had cold blue eyes, stark pale skin, and the blackest of hair. He would have been no older than Trevanion and Perri, but was slight in build and limped, with a staff in his left hand. He wore a coarse gray tunic, which hung on his thin frame, and loose frayed trousers that seemed to have seen better days. His shoes were no more than cowhide tied onto his feet. Rafuel had spoken little of Gargarin of Abroi except to say that he lived as a recluse, preferring his own company. Zabat held out a hand, and Froi prepared to do the same. The priest-king had told Froi of the custom of shaking hands. In Lumatere, men embraced or held up a hand in gesture. In Sarnak, there was a bow of acknowledgment between people. Froi did not understand the shaking of a hand. He had seen it only once or twice in the most polite of circumstances. On his last night in the palace, he had practiced with Finnikin. It ended in an arm wrestle that then had them both rolling around Isaboe’s feet as she nursed Jasmina and murmured to the princess about the idiocy of men.

“Sir Gargarin?” Zabat questioned.

“Just Gargarin.” The voice was clipped and cool.

“May I present to you Olivier of Sebastabol.”

Froi held out a hand as Gargarin of Abroi turned to him. The man flinched, a quick expression of shock on his face. No, not shock. Horror. When Gargarin refused to take his hand, Froi let it fall to his side, biting back fury. He felt studied. Judged. Remember your bond, he told himself. That when you feel rage, you count to ten. You don’t spit. You don’t pound a fist into the face of the other. Count to ten, Froi.

“You’re from Sebastabol?” Gargarin questioned, disbelief in his voice.

“Yes, sir.” Both Zabat and Froi spoke at once. Had they already failed? Froi had imagined they would encounter problems at the hands of the palace riders in the Citavita. Instead, it seemed that this scholar with his cold stare had already seen through them.

“Where are the rest of his guards?” Gargarin asked, indicating Froi with a toss of his head.

“It’s just me, sir,” Zabat said. “There has been a change in circumstances,” he continued firmly. “The provincaro of Sebastabol has sent word that I escort Olivier only this far. I’m to return as soon as possible.”

“A change indeed,” Gargarin said, eyeing them both suspiciously. “Why would a last born be sent into the palace with no guard?”

“These are tense times, sir. The provincaro will be visiting the Citavita on the third week of this month for the day of weeping, and he will need his guard.”

“Last I heard, the provincaro of Sebastabol was unable to travel to the Citavita for the day of weeping, and I’ve been to Sebastabol enough times to know that the provincaro has more than one guard anyway. So what makes you so special, Zabat? Are you gods’ touched?”

Froi groaned. Another woeful tirade from his guide was sure to take place.

“Olivier has a good understanding of swordplay,” Zabat said. “And, frankly, I don’t think one has to be gods’ touched to be able to do everything these days. I’ve managed to get as far as I have without a talent to my name.”

Gargarin of Abroi stared at Froi. Zabat was already dismissed.

“No last born has a good understanding of swordplay,” Gargarin bit out. “The last borns have been taught to keep out of harm’s way for no other reason but that Charyn cannot afford to lose them.”

“I would like to think of myself as unique among lads,” Froi said.

Too formal, idiot, he told himself.

There was no reply from Gargarin. Just the same penetrating stare.

“We camp the night and leave at first light,” Gargarin said, walking back into the cave. “And if for some fool reason you are carrying weapons, heed my warning. They won’t let you past that drawbridge with so much as a toothpick.”

Froi made sure to keep his distance from the man who would act as Olivier of Sebastabol’s chaperone. He set up his bedroll outside, despite the cold night, preferring to sleep away from the others. When Zabat disappeared, off to relieve himself by the sounds and smell of things, Froi climbed up the path of stepping stones that would eventually lead to the top of the gravina. Close by, he found a large rock, more like a low narrow cave, its outside roof etched with the image of a fan bird. Froi removed the scabbard and short sword from across his shoulder and the two daggers at his sleeve. He took the queen’s ruby ring from his pocket but couldn’t bear to part with it and so placed it back inside the hidden pouch of his trousers. He crawled on his belly and secured the weapons at the rim of the cave before crawling out again.

When Zabat returned, Froi was already by the stream. “He knows we are lying,” Froi whispered. “Can we trust him?”

Zabat looked back at the cave dwelling that Gargarin had disappeared into. “Who knows? Those born with brains think they’re above the likes of us.”

“I like to think I have a bit of a brain myself,” Froi said.

Zabat ignored him. “Gargarin of Abroi was not just an architect but one of the king’s advisers in the palace at the time of the godshouse attack eighteen years past. I don’t know which way he is aligned, but it doesn’t matter. He can get you into the palace.”

“What else do you know about him? Rafuel didn’t go into much detail,” Froi said.

“All I know is that at the age of sixteen he was palace-bound at the same time that his priestling brother was godshouse-bound. He was considered a genius, and at the age of twenty-five, he disappeared and has not been seen in these parts for the past eighteen years.”

“Why did he leave if he was so precious to the king?”

Zabat was silent for a moment. “His brother was the priestling arrested for treason and imprisoned after the oracle godshouse slaughter. Some say that Gargarin of Abroi was ashamed of his brother’s actions. They say he left the Citavita because he felt himself unworthy of the king’s respect. Whatever the reason, he was considered a traitor to the palace. Only now has he been allowed to return.”

“And what do others say? Others such as Rafuel?”

“Who knows what Rafuel believes?” Zabat muttered. “There is much he doesn’t tell us.”

Froi knew he was going to receive another tirade of self-pity.

“I need more than that,” Froi snapped.

Zabat shook his head, refusing to respond. Froi stepped closer, threateningly. “If you’re going to send me with him to do Charyn’s dirty work, then have the decency to tell me what he’s capable of!”

“He’s a hermit. Refuses to align himself to the provinces. But they all want Gargarin.”

“They all want him?” Froi asked with disbelief. “A cripple?”

“Every single provincaro in this land. He’s designed waterways and was the architect of a cistern system in the province of Paladozza that helped them during the years of no rain. He knows the history of this kingdom and this land better than any priestling. Stranger still is the fact that he is not gods’ touched.”

“How is it that he’s not aligned to a province?”

“He was born in Abroi. A place that no province will claim as theirs. It’s a wretched village between Paladozza and Sebastabol. The people there have been breeding with each other for so long because no one else will have them. A favorite saying in the kingdom is that a sheep turd has more intelligence. The only things of worth that Abroi has ever produced are the twin brothers Arjuro and Gargarin. One was gods’ touched, the other an architect. Inseparable for the first half of their lives, enemies ever since.”

Froi couldn’t help but shudder each time he heard the word Abroi. After what Rafuel had said to him, was it too much of a coincidence that Froi’s name shared the same sound as a Charyn backwater?

“I’ve heard that the names of Charyn men rhyme with the place they were born,” he lied, fishing for some sort of truth.

Zabat made a rude sound again. “Are you a fool? Do we look like Osterians? They need to rhyme everything so they can remember which goatherd village they come from. Karlo from Sumario. Florence from Torence. Tinker from Stinker.”

“You’re making that up,” Froi scoffed. “There’s no such place as Stinker.”

“What would you know?”

“The Sarnaks are worse,” Froi said, relieved that he was no Froi from Abroi. “They like to blend two names into one.”

Zabat looked at him questioningly.

“Jocasto from Sprie?” Froi tried.

Zabat thought for a moment. Shook his head.

“Casprie,” Froi responded.

“Ridiculous.”

Froi tried not to agree. It had taken him years to work out the strange logic of Sarnak name games.

“Lester of Haybon?” Froi continued. “Go on. You’ll never guess.” He enjoyed the look of stupidity on Zabat’s face as he tried to work it out.

“Straybon,” Froi explained.

Zabat scowled. “Give me another. I’m beginning to see the pattern.”

“Ah, yes, a pattern.” Froi lied this time. “What if our man Straybon was from the town Fletcher? The Sarnaks wouldn’t want to waste three words ordering a bow and arrow, would they?”

Zabat was lost, his face twisting as he tried to work out the puzzle.

“Stretcher,” Froi announced.

Zabat shook his head with disbelief. Froi nodded, solemnly.

“He’s making a fool of you,” they heard a voice say behind them.

Froi leaped to his feet. Gargarin of Abroi’s eyes were drawn to where Froi’s hand had reached for a weapon that was no longer there. Their eyes met for a moment before the man limped toward the stream.

“Do you believe his priestling brother betrayed the oracle to the Serkers?” Froi asked quietly, watching Gargarin.

“It’s dangerous to believe otherwise,” Zabat muttered.

Early the next morning, Zabat woke him.

“It’s time for me to go,” he said.

Froi yawned, thrilled to be leaving him behind.

“Are you clear on the instructions, Lumateran?” Zabat whispered.

Froi nodded.

“In Rafuel’s letter, he says that your captain has reassured him that the kills will be clean. We’re not savages. But it’s important they are dead.”

Froi was suddenly confused. He sat up, his back aching. He tried to clear his head from sleep. “They? You mean him, the king.”

Zabat cast his eyes down.

“And her.”

“And who?” Froi snapped. “Who is her?”

When Zabat didn’t answer, Froi snarled ferociously enough for the man to step back.

“The king’s spawn,” Zabat said.

Froi stared at the man. “The princess Quintana?”

“You are squeamish about killing a woman?”

“It’s not part of my bond.”

“She’s to die,” Zabat whispered. “She cursed the kingdom.”

“I said it’s not in my bond,” Froi said firmly.

“Then you misunderstood your bond. Do you honestly believe your queen wants Quintana the whore to live? After what her father, the king, ordered thirteen years ago, when he sent those assassins into Lumatere.”

Froi thought of Trevanion’s words. Not to bed the princess, but to do what was to be done. Is this what he had meant?

“Rafuel said nothing of —”

“There are many who agree that Rafuel does not give orders,” Zabat said.

They both turned at the sound of Gargarin of Abroi shuffling out of his cave house.

Zabat held up a hand in a wave. “I’m off now, Sir Gargarin,” Zabat called out.

“Devastating, to say the least,” Gargarin muttered, looking up at the gray sky.

Zabat stared back down at Froi. “I will say it again, lad. You misunderstood your bond. Your queen and her consort want Quintana the curse maker dead.”
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It took almost two days to climb the ravine to what was called Upper Charyn. It had taken longer because Froi was slowed down by Gargarin of Abroi’s limp and half-dead arm. Most of the time, Froi would reach higher ground and wait, taking in the walls of stone that seemed to close in on him from the opposite side. He understood flatlands. He understood forests and rivers and mountains, even rock villages. What he didn’t understand was how anyone would want to live in the base of a ravine, except for the purpose of fishing in a stream. But, then again, as he watched this half-crippled man tackle the climb, Froi was beginning to suspect that Gargarin of Abroi was no ordinary sane man.

The path up the gravina was marked with surprises. Stones that infrequently became steps to their destination would disappear into a backbreaking climb. Near the top, at its steepest point, Froi gripped a ledge and held a hand out to Gargarin, yanking him up by the cloth of his undershirt, dragging him over the jagged stone until they both lay facedown, catching their breath.

“You tore my shirt, idiot,” Gargarin muttered, wincing from pain, his dark hair matted to his forehead.

“Pity. Never seen a finer piece of woven cloth,” Froi said, gasping.

When he stood, Froi was breathless to see the great depth they had left below. Up so high, the jagged walls of the gravina looked unrelentingly cruel and there seemed nothing to soften the grayness of the stone. But somehow Froi saw a beauty to it that was different from the monotony of the flatland that now spread before him. At least caves and gorges brought an aspect of intrigue. Here in Upper Charyn, he was back in a world of unrelenting tufts of dull-brown grass, gnawed to its edges by overgrazing such as he had seen on the road from Alonso.

He watched Gargarin hobble to the side of the road and feel the dry earth in his hands. Moments later, Gargarin stood and threw the dirt to the ground in anger.

“Idiots,” he muttered. “Idiots.”

It was the only word Froi would hear for the rest of the day. They traveled in silence, and Froi’s dislike for Gargarin of Abroi increased with every step the man stumbled.

That night, they set up camp under a star-speckled sky, one that Froi felt he could almost reach out and touch. He’d not seen anything like it since his time with Finnikin, Isaboe, Trevanion and Sir Topher in the grasslands of Yutlind Sud. With Gargarin of Abroi sitting silently before him, he missed those moments of their journey more than ever.

“Do you think it was the Serkers?” he asked Gargarin abruptly when the silence almost forced him to break his bond and strangle his companion.

Gargarin looked up. Through the flickering flames, Froi could see there was no question in Gargarin’s eyes. He knew exactly what Froi was asking — whether it was the Serkers who had killed the oracle queen and priestlings. He merely looked annoyed.

“You’re bored, are you?” Gargarin asked. “You don’t have Zabat to play word games with, so now you’re going to riddle me about the past?”

“Actually I am bored and it’s not a riddle,” Froi said. “It’s a question I have every right to ask if I’m going to travel to the Citavita and break a curse that began with the Serkers.”

Perhaps Gargarin of Abroi was bored as well, because he chose to respond.

“Pick a province that the rest of Charyn despised because of their arrogance, and use them as the scapegoats. Every kingdom needs a scapegoat for one reason or another. The Yuts have their southerners, and the Lumaterans had their Forest Dwellers.”

Froi flinched to hear his homeland named.

“The Forest Dwellers were murdered by . . . the man they refer to as the impostor king, the way I hear it,” he muttered.

“Because the Lumaterans allowed it to happen,” Gargarin said flatly.

“If you say the Serkers are scapegoats, then you’re implying that the Serkers were not capable of brutality?” Froi said.

“I’m not implying that at all.”

“The provincari say —”

“The provincari will believe anything that will keep their provinces safe,” Gargarin interrupted coldly. “Why would they want to believe anything else but that the Serkers murdered the priestlings and tortured the oracle? What’s the alternative? Believing the attack came from the palace?”

“They’re dangerous words you speak, Sir Gargarin,” Froi said.

“Truth is dangerous and I’m not a ‘sir.’”

The next morning, they continued on the path that ran alongside the edge of the ravine. The walls of it had widened until Froi could barely see the other side. He felt as though he and Gargarin were the only two people left in the land, that at any moment they would topple off the edge of their world, never to be seen again.

Throughout the day, he tried again and again to make conversation with Gargarin, but the man refused to speak.

“Did I do something to displease you in another life?” he finally asked.

Gargarin continued walking. When Froi reached out and gripped his arm, Gargarin swung around, breaking free viciously and stumbling. Froi went to grab him, and they both toppled to the ground. As they lay there a moment, Froi felt the man’s eyes bore into his. I know you, the stare seemed to say. I know the evil of your core.

“I don’t care what you think of me, cripple!” Froi said. “I answer to a more powerful bond. To people I respect.”

“A bond? Men with bonds are controlled by the expectations of others,” Gargarin said, his cold tone cutting. “Men with bonds are slaves.”

Froi jumped to his feet, counting again and again. “Be assured that once inside the palace, I won’t breathe in your direction,” he snarled.

“Good to hear,” Gargarin said, struggling to stand. “Because my promise to your provincaro was that I would only escort you into the palace. I’ve given enough to this kingdom.”

The road to the capital dipped and rose and then dipped, and when it rose again, the Citavita appeared before them across a long narrow timber bridge. As Rafuel had promised, the walls of the ravine came into view again, mightier in height than Froi had seen on their journey so far. They traveled across the bridge of the Citavita, with its planks swinging and swaying. Through the mist, Froi saw a tower of uneven rock in the distance, but as they traveled closer, he realized that he was looking at a cluster of dwellings carved out of the stone, perched atop each other precariously, as if about to spiral into the chasm below.

Against the dirt-colored capital was the white of the castle. Froi saw turrets higher than any he had ever seen before. But looming even higher over the castle battlements was another rock.

“What is that?” Froi asked.

“The oracle’s godshouse,” Gargarin responded.

“What’s keeping it from toppling down?” Froi asked, trying not to sound aghast, but aghast all the same.

He heard Gargarin of Abroi’s ragged breath. “That would be the gods.”

After they stepped off the bridge and onto the more solid ground of the Citavita, they began the steep climb on a winding road that wrapped around the rock of dwellings. Froi couldn’t tell where one home began and another ended and realized that the roofs of the houses were the actual path to the palace.

Lining the winding path, people worked silently selling their wares, but it was clusters of men, their heads bent low in whispers, their eyes promising malevolence and spite, that Froi noticed the most. These men were no different from the thugs he had answered to on the streets of the Sarnak capital. In Sarnak, these men had, in turn, answered to no one. Froi could tell that the Citavita’s street thugs were armed and he could have pointed out every concealed weapon. He itched for his own.

When they finally stood in front of the castle gates, he understood why no one had ever entered uninvited. Isaboe’s castle in Lumatere was built to provide a home to the royal family. It was only recently that Finnikin and Sir Topher had sat with Trevanion and an architect from the Lumateran Rock village to discuss the extra security measures required for their young family and their kingdom.

But this castle was built for defense. Froi stared up at the soldiers, their weapons trained on them. The soldiers stared down at him. Up close, he could see that the castle was built on its own rock, a fraction higher and separate from the rest of the Citavita. Although it was a narrow space between the portcullis and where they stood, there was no moat surrounding it. Instead there was a drop into the gravina separating them, which seemed to go on forever. Rafuel had given him a strange description of how the gravina narrowed in a serpentine fashion past the palace and godshouse of the Citavita.

“Gargarin of Abroi?” a voice rang out toward them.

Gargarin raised his hand in acknowledgment. The drawbridge began to descend across the space, stopping where Froi and Gargarin stood. Once on the bridge, it was a short but steep climb to the gate. On each side, a thick braided rope provided a place to grip firmly. Gargarin’s staff fell to the steel beneath their feet, and he struggled once, then twice, to retrieve it.

Waiting for them at the gate stood a man of Gargarin’s years, his hair longish around the ears, his mottled skin covered with a coarse, fair beard. He was all forced smile and Froi caught a gleam of pleasure in his eyes as Gargarin continued to struggle for his staff.

Froi picked it up instead.

“Put your arm around my shoulder,” Froi ordered, and for the first time since they had met, Gargarin didn’t argue. Froi wondered what it did to a man of Gargarin’s age to be hobbling like an old man.

“Welcome back, Abroi’s Gargarin,” the man at the portcullis greeted. There was mockery in the way he spoke the words. Froi remembered what Zabat had said. That Abroi had produced nothing of worth but Gargarin and his brother, the priestling. Perhaps this man’s words were a reminder to Gargarin of where he came from.

“May I present to you, Olivier, last born of Sebastabol. Olivier, Bestiano of Nebia, the king’s First Adviser.”

Froi held out a hand. But Bestiano’s attention was already drawn back to Gargarin. Last borns seemed insignificant to the king’s adviser.

“The king wept when I told him the news, Gargarin. That the brilliant one who left us too soon is back in our midst.”

“When one hears there is a price on their head, they tend to feel quite uninvited,” Gargarin said politely.

Bestiano made a scoffing sound. “You exaggerate.”

Gargarin held up the scrolls. “I come bearing gifts. Perhaps my way of buying forgiveness for my long absence.”

“Only you would consider words on parchment a gift,” Bestiano said smoothly. “Eighteen years is a long time. You may have to offer him your firstborn if you truly want his forgiveness. Or your brother.”

Froi watched Gargarin stumble, saw the flicker of emotion on his face.

“Then it’s true that he has returned to these parts?” Gargarin asked flatly. They entered the barbican and, up above, Froi saw at least ten soldiers standing beside the murder holes, just as Rafuel had described. On the ground, four soldiers approached and searched them thoroughly. Froi noticed that they were more careful with Gargarin. They studied his staff and patted his entire body.

“I could bend over if you prefer,” Gargarin said, his voice cool, staring at one of the men. “Perhaps you weren’t thorough enough.”

Froi was beginning to feel better about Gargarin. The man seemed to dislike everyone, not just him.

Bestiano led them into a bustling courtyard, past the barracks where soldiers trained with practice swords. Two men carrying large vats pushed past them and disappeared into a doorway to their left. Froi imagined it must lead to the cellar, according to the sketches Rafuel had shown him in Lumatere. There was bellowing from kitchen staff — between the cook and one of the serving girls by the sounds of things — and when Froi wasn’t competing with servants for space, or tripping over the young man sweeping the courtyard grounds and the not-so-young page handing Bestiano a message, he found himself surrounded by livestock.

“Your brother took up residence in the oracle’s godshouse a year ago and refuses to meet with the king,” Bestiano said, watching Gargarin closely. “It is the king’s greatest desire that there be peace between the palace and the godshouse after all this time. It’s what the people of the Citavita want.”

“What’s stopping you or the king from entering the godshouse and dragging my brother out? It’s not as though you haven’t done it before.”

It was a taunt, and despite Froi’s short hostile history with Gargarin, he was intrigued.

“Let’s just say that the king has become a superstitious man and our only surviving priestling is not to be touched. The king is frightened of consequences from the gods.”

Gargarin’s laugh was humorless. “From what I know of the gods, they seem quite considerate and only send one curse to a kingdom at a time.”

Bestiano forced another smile. “From what I know of your brother, no one can irritate the gods more.”

Despite the politeness, the tension between the two men was strong. Froi would have liked nothing more than to see where it would take them, but his attention was drawn toward a figure standing half concealed at the entrance of the first tower to their left. Her tangled hair was so long, it seemed to weigh her down, forcing her to raise her head when peering.

Bestiano shushed her away with an irritated hand before turning back to Froi and Gargarin. “It’s best that you go to your chamber before dinner.”

The king’s First Adviser walked away, and they followed a guard into the first tower, where the girl had disappeared. Froi saw her again, looking down from the stairwell, but each time they climbed closer to her, she would turn and disappear.

When they reached the second floor, they followed the guard down a dank narrow corridor until he stopped at the first of two doors.

“Yours,” the guard said.

“Mine?” Both Gargarin and Froi said at once, exchanging looks.

“Both of yours.”

“Both?”

They stared at each other again. Froi couldn’t imagine that his expression was any less horrified than Gargarin’s.

“There’s been a mistake,” Gargarin said patiently.

“No mistake, sir.”

Gargarin made no attempt to enter the room. Instead he studied the ornate design of the timber door, a bitter smile on his face.

“What’s your name?” he asked the guard.

“Dorcas, sir.”

Dorcas would have been around Rafuel’s age. He had a look Froi knew only too well. The look that said he understood nothing if it was not spoken as an order.

“Well, Dorcas, I think it’s best that you place us in separate chambers, and I’d prefer not to have this one,” Gargarin said.

“Not my decision to make, sir.”

“Bestiano’s idea, I suppose?” Gargarin asked, and Froi heard a quiet fury in the question.

“My orders are to take you to this room, sir. Both of you.”

Dorcas walked away, and Froi waited for Gargarin to enter the room.

“Bad memories?” Froi asked.

Gargarin ignored him and finally reached out to open the door. “It’s not your place to ask questions that don’t concern you. It’s your place to do what you’ve come here to do.”

“And what is it, according to Gargarin of Abroi, that I have come to do?”

The cold blue eyes found Froi’s. “If you want a demonstration, I would advise you to go down to the stables and watch what the serving girls get up to with the farriers.”

Gargarin entered the room, and Froi followed. It was small, with one bed in the center, doors leading outside to a balconette and nothing else. Froi hated being cold and couldn’t imagine a guest room in Isaboe’s palace without a giant fireplace and rugs warming the chamber. Gargarin poked under the bed with his staff and pulled out a straw trundle mattress.

“You take the bed.”

“No, you take the bed,” Froi said. “I do have a conscience, you know.”

“And I prefer to sleep on the floor,” Gargarin snapped. “So plunge that fact into your conscience and allow it to rotate for a while. Until it hurts.”

Froi walked to the doors that opened to the balconette. Across the narrow stretch of the gravina, the outer wall of the oracle’s godshouse tilted toward them.

“Is it that they don’t like me or that they don’t like you?” Froi called to Gargarin inside.

Beside their own balconette was another that belonged to the room next door. After a moment, the girl with the mass of awful hair stepped out onto it. She peered at Froi, almost within touching distance. Up close she was even stranger looking, and it was with an unabashed manner that she studied him now, and with great curiosity, her brow furrowed. A cleft on her chin was so pronounced, it was as if someone had spent their life pointing out her strangeness. Her hair was a filthy mess almost reaching her waist. It was strawlike in texture, and Froi imagined that if it were washed, it might be described as a darker shade of fair. But for now, it looked dirty, its color almost indescribable.

She squinted at his appraisal. Froi squinted back.

Gargarin appeared beside him and the girl disappeared.

“I’m presuming that was the princess,” Froi said. “She’s plain enough. What is it with all the twitching? Is she possessed by demons?”

“Lower your voice,” Gargarin said sharply.

“Does she know what they think of her out in the provinces?” Froi continued. “That she’s a useless empty vessel and that they call her a whore?”

After a moment, the girl peered out from her room again.

“Well, if she didn’t before, she certainly does now,” Gargarin muttered.

That night, the great hall was set up with three trestle tables joined together to accommodate at least sixty of the king’s relatives and advisers. Froi had met most of the advisers, each titled according to their rank.

“Why would you want to be the king’s Eighth Adviser?” he said to Gargarin as they were escorted to their chair by the king’s Seventh Adviser.

“Once upon a time Bestiano was the king’s Tenth Adviser,” Gargarin replied. “If you stay long enough, you get rewarded.”

“And what were you back then?” Froi asked.

“A fool,” Gargarin said flatly. “With a bond.”

Froi was placed beside the strange princess, who was dressed in the most hideous pink taffeta dress, bunched up in all the wrong places.

“Good evening, Aunt Mawfa,” she called out, her voice indignant where indignance wasn’t required. “Good evening, Cousin Robson.”

No one responded to her greetings. Most belonged to what Finnikin would have called the vacuous nobility and droned on and on about absolutely nothing worthwhile.

Froi was hungry and before him were steaming platters of roasted peacock, salted fish, pastries stuffed with pigeon meat, and the softest cheese he had ever tasted. He had been warned about the flatbread of Charyn and watched the way the others gathered their food with it.

But what caught his attention was most people’s reaction to Gargarin. He seemed to be the man everyone wanted to speak to.

“Interesting talk in Paladozza, Sir Gargarin, of the provincaro’s plans to dig up his meadows to capture rain,” one man called out from the head of their table.

“Not a ‘sir,’” Gargarin corrected, “and not so strange at all. I was disheartened to see the outer regions of the Citavita today. I drew up plans for water catchment here long ago, yet they seemed to have gone astray,” he continued, his attention on the king’s First Adviser.

“Would you contemplate visiting Jidia to speak to Provincara Orlanda when you leave here?” another asked.

“No, he’s to visit Paladozza this winter,” a man spoke up from the end of their table. “Is it not what you promised the provincaro, Gargarin?”

“Indeed.”

Gargarin kept his head down. Something told Froi that Gargarin was making no plans to go anywhere. The talking had caught Bestiano’s attention, and he watched Gargarin carefully. Enviously? Was Gargarin a threat to Bestiano’s role as the king’s First Adviser? Gargarin hardly noticed. Once or twice, Froi caught Gargarin looking at the strange princess Quintana, while the princess blatantly stared in turn at Froi throughout the entire meal, with little apology or bashfulness.

As Rafuel had explained, the Charynites gathered their food with soft breads to soak up the juices and wipe their plates clean. The princess chose to share Froi’s plate. Froi liked his food all to himself; it came from years of having to fight for his own. Worse still, the princess made a mess around the dish. Her hair fell into the plate often, and Froi was forced to flick its filthy strands away more than once. She resorted to leaning over to grab pudding from the plate of a whining duke who had called the servant over four times already to fill his cup of ale, complaining in a loud whisper that there was wine as per usual on the other side, but not theirs. When Quintana spilled food for the umpteenth time, the Duke of Who-Cares-Where grabbed his cup and slammed it hard on the table, catching the tips of her fingers. “Beastly child.”

Bestiano excused himself from where he sat and walked down to them, tugging the princess by the sleeve of her dress. “Perhaps you can show Olivier to your chamber,” he hissed. “Make yourself useful rather than making people sick to their stomach, Quintana.”

One of the women tittered, putting a hand on Gargarin’s shoulder. “She’s no more useful in the bedchamber.”

Gargarin moved his shoulder away.

The princess smoothed down the creases in the awful gown and stood, beckoning with a gesture for Froi to follow. Froi stared at the food before him, reluctant to leave it behind.

“Good night to all,” she called out. No one looked up except for Gargarin, and the noise of the big hall continued as though she had never spoken.

The princess continued her farewells down the shadowy narrow passageway lit only by one or two fire torches that revealed a guard in every dark crevice.

“Good night, Dorcas.”

“Good night, Fekra.”

“Good night, Fodor.”

Some muttered under their breath. No one responded. But she greeted them all the same.

Froi used the time to take in the various nooks and crannies and count each guard he passed.

When they reached their quarters, Quintana stood at his door and waited. He wondered if she was expecting him to perform tonight.

“I’m very tired,” he said. He yawned for effect.

“Do you not have something to tell us, Olivier of Sebastabol?” she asked in an indignant whisper.

He tried to think of what he should say. Was there something Rafuel had left out in his instructions?

“Perhaps tomorrow we can go for a walk down to the Citavita,” he said pleasantly. Dismissively. “How about that?”

She shook her head. “We prefer not to leave the palace.”

“We?” Froi asked curiously, looking around. “We who?”

After a moment, she pointed to herself.

“What’s the worst that can happen if we go for a walk around the Citavita?” he asked.

“We could come across assassins, of course,” she said, as though surprised he wouldn’t think of such a thing.

“Of course.”

She studied his face for a moment.

“How is it that you don’t know much, Olivier of Sebastabol?”

He shook his head ruefully. “Exhaustion turns one into a fool.” He bowed. “If not a walk around the Citavita tomorrow, then a walk around the palace walls will have to do.”

He shut the door on her before she could say another word.

Early the next morning, a sound from outside the room alerted Froi. The mattress below was empty, and from where he lay, he could see out onto the balconette, where the sun had just begun to creep up. There Gargarin stood, staring across the gravina. Froi couldn’t see much in the poor light, but when he looked across toward the godshouse, he saw the outline of a man on the balconette opposite and suspected it was Gargarin’s brother. A moment later, Gargarin turned and hobbled back inside.

As Gargarin stood at the basin and splashed water onto his face, Froi stepped outside, curious about the priestling. He marveled once again at how the godshouse could sit so high on a piece of tilted granite, promising to plunge toward them at any time. Froi began to turn away, but suddenly he felt ice-cold fingers travel down his spine. He swung around, his hand grabbing at the fingers, and saw that it was the princess, leaning over the cast iron of her balconette and reaching toward him, standing on the tip of her toes.

Her stare was cold and it made him flinch, but he saw fear and wonder there, too.

“You are indeed the last born,” she said, her tone abrupt. No indignation now. “It’s written all over you.”

Froi didn’t respond. He could only stare at her. It seemed as though he was facing a completely different girl. She had the same dirt-colored hair and eyes, but her stare was savage.

“You’ll have to come to our chamber this night,” she said.

Froi could have sworn he heard her snarl in disgust at the thought before she turned and disappeared into her room.

“Our?” he questioned, and for the first time since he had left Lumatere, Froi wondered what he had gotten himself into.

The day went from bad to worse. Gargarin of Abroi was in a wretched mood, and they almost came to blows over an ink pot that Froi spilled on the man’s papers. Not that it was Froi’s fault. If it wasn’t Gargarin’s staff tripping Froi, it was his scrolls and quills laying everywhere or his muttering filling the small space of their chamber.

“Let’s make a pact, Gargarin. I keep completely out of this room today and every second day, and you do the same on the other days.”

“What are you waiting for?” Gargarin said, without looking up from his work.

Froi spent the rest of the morning avoiding the princess, who had returned to being the indignant girl who had escorted him to his room the night before. Everywhere Froi turned, the princess was there. Peering. Staring. Squinting. At every corner. From every height. It almost became a game of him watching her watching him.

Later that day, he hovered around the well, which seemed the perfect place for talking rot and finding out vital information from people whose ancestors had spent too much time breeding with each other. The king’s very simple cousin, for example, pointed out that the tower Froi could see from where he was standing was the prison and currently held only one prisoner. “The rest of the scum are kept in dungeons close to the bridge of the Citavita,” the man explained.

“And the king?” Froi asked.

“We try not to refer to him as scum out loud,” the cousin whispered.

“No, I mean, where is he kept?” Froi said.

The king’s cousin shrugged. “I’ve not seen him since the last day of weeping.”

Froi looked around hastily, not wanting to be obvious about his scrutiny. There were five towers as well as the keep. He had seen the Duke of Who-Cares-Where walk into the keep and knew for certain that if the man didn’t get wine at his table, then there was no possible way he slept in the same compound as the king. So apart from the tower Froi shared with Gargarin and the princess opposite the godshouse, and the prison tower alongside of theirs, that left the third, fourth and fifth towers as possible locations for the man Froi had been sent to assassinate. He knew that if he could get up to one of the battlements, he’d at least have a better view of the entire fortress. But as he excused himself from the king’s cousin, he walked into Dorcas.

“Just the person I was looking for,” Dorcas said, full of self-importance. “I have a message.”

“For me?”

“The banker of Sebastabol is passing through on a visit to Osteria,” Dorcas advised. “He would like a word. Apparently your families are acquainted.”

Froi’s heart began to thump against his chest. Less than a day in the palace and his lie was about to be discovered.

“Did you hear me?” Dorcas asked.

“You mean Sir . . . Roland is here? In the Citavita?”

“Sir Berenson,” Dorcas corrected, his eyes narrowing.

“Oh, you mean Sir Berenson the banker, and not Sir Roland the baker?”

“Since when is a baker a ‘sir’?” Dorcas asked.

“In my father’s eyes, he is,” Froi said, nodding emphatically. “‘Yes, yes, that man deserves a title,’ Father says every time my mother comes home with a loaf.”

Dorcas didn’t seem interested in stories about bakers. But Dorcas was intent on following instructions.

“He’s in Lady Mawfa’s sitting room in the third tower,” Dorcas said. “Run along.”

“The third tower?” Froi asked, eliminating it as the King’s residence. He had watched Lady Mawfa the night before whispering gossip to anyone who came close to her. He couldn’t imagine the king sharing his residence with such a parrot.

“Are you sure it’s not the fourth tower?” Froi tried. “Didn’t you say he was visiting the king?”

“I didn’t say that at all,” Dorcas said, irritated. “And he won’t be staying for long, so run along, I say.”

Froi had to think fast. Dorcas wasn’t moving until he did, and Princess Indignant had just revealed herself from behind the well, beckoning Froi with an impatient hand. Then he heard the tapping of Gargarin’s staff and saw the man limping toward the steps of their tower. Froi took his chance.

“The proud fool,” he said to Dorcas, clucking his tongue and shaking his head. “I’ve told him again and again to rest. Gargarin!” Froi called out, before running toward him. He reached Gargarin halfway up the steps to their chamber and placed an arm around his waist to assist him, despite the fact that Gargarin neither wanted nor needed help.

“What are you doing?” Gargarin growled, trying to pull away. They both balanced unsteadily on the spiral steps.

“I’m here, nothing to worry about,” reassured Froi loudly, waving Dorcas away as the guard approached, looking slightly concerned.

“Do you need assistance, sir?” Dorcas asked Gargarin.

“Did I ask for it?”

“No, sir,” Dorcas said.

Regardless, Froi dragged a fuming Gargarin up the rest of the steps, causing them both to trip forward. Froi turned back to Dorcas, mouthing, “Too proud,” rolling his eyes, and shrugging haplessly. “I’ll take care of this, Dorcas.”

Dorcas watched them for a moment, holding up a hand of acknowledgment to Gargarin, whose teeth were gritted. When Dorcas descended the steps, Gargarin struggled to pull free of Froi with a fury that almost had them both tumbling down.

“Are you an idiot?” Gargarin hissed. “Let go of me now.”

“You look pale. Let me just get you to our chamber,” Froi said. So I can avoid seeing Sir Berenson the banker, he added to himself.

“I was born pale! I’ll die pale!”

At the top of the steps, Gargarin finally broke free and hobbled away.

“I thought the room was mine for the day,” he said as Froi followed him to the chamber.

“A decision I regretted the moment I left the room,” Froi said. “I can’t bear the idea of you staggering around tomorrow with nowhere to go.”

Gargarin stared at him coldly. “A decision I have not regretted agreeing to. Go. Away.”

Froi spent the rest of the day in the stables avoiding the princess, the banker of Sebastabol, and Dorcas. As Gargarin had predicted, he was given a lesson or two by the stable hand and scullery maid about mating, as well as picking up a few choice words that the priest-king hadn’t covered when he taught him the language of Charyn.

When he arrived back at his room that night, feeling anything but amorous himself, the princess was standing outside her chamber. Waiting. The cold stare was back.

“You are certain you have nothing to tell the reginita?” she asked sharply.

“The who?” he asked.

She thought for a moment, her mouth twisting to the side. It was the strangest type of contemplation he had ever seen. She was waiting for something, and Froi couldn’t understand what.

Unimpressed, the princess beckoned him into her room with an arrogant wave of her hand. Her chamber, much like Froi’s and Gargarin’s, was simple, with a bed in the center and no fireplace in sight.

She began to undo the hooks that fastened her dress.

“Perhaps we started off on the wrong foot,” Froi said. “I don’t want this week —”

She stopped for a moment. Squinted. “A week? What needs to be done should only take one night.”

What needs to be done.

Froi would need more than a night to understand the intricacies of this palace and to do what he was sent to do.

“And here I was becoming so attached to your sweet disposition.” He beat his breast with pitiful exaggeration. “If I go tomorrow, I’ll never have a chance to know you.”

Her brow furrowed, as though she didn’t quite comprehend him. Despite it all, he didn’t want to be cruel. If he was to do what he was sent to do, he didn’t want to feel anything, even hatred or dislike. But he pitied her. The way she spoke about herself as if she was another. The way her court dismissed her. Isaboe of Lumatere was loved. Adored. Isaboe knew who she was even when she took the name Evanjalin for all those years.

“You’re not what we expected,” she said, and there was disappointment in her voice. “They promised us more.”

There was something so strangely matter-of-fact in the way she spoke. Froi fought hard not to react and choked out a laugh.

“They?” he asked. “Bestiano and your father?”

She stepped out of the dress and pulled off her slippers, leaving her in only a white cotton shift that reached her knees.

Froi pulled the shirt over his head, inwardly rehearsing what he would tell her. How his inadequacy prevented him from planting the seed.

She stopped undressing for a moment, confused. “What are you doing?” she asked. “You don’t need to remove your shirt.” She indicated his trousers, pointing a finger.

This time, Froi sighed and made an exaggerated show of untying the string around his trousers while she lay down, raising her white nightdress to the top of her thighs, but no further.

Froi shucked his trousers and knelt on the bed. Buy time, Froi, he told himself. His hand traveled up her legs, his fingers gentle. She pushed them away, and there was that unrelenting stare again.

“Do you not know what to do, fool?”

“I know exactly what to do,” he bristled.

“Then be done with it. Hands are not required.”

“Should your pleasure not be part of it?”

“Pleasure.” She shuddered. “What a strange word to use under such circumstances. We’re swiving, fool.”

“That’s a filthy mouth you have there, Princess.”

She caught his eye. “Don’t tell me you’re a romantic,” she said. “What would you like to call it? Making love?”

“I just want to make it easier,” he said honestly. “It’s not in me to be tender, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I’m not looking for tenderness,” she said, turning her head to the side. “Just haste, and if your mouth or fingers come near me again, I’ll cut them off.”

But Froi could only remember his bond to Isaboe. You never take a woman if she doesn’t invite you to her bed, Froi. During the years it had changed to, I’ll never bed a woman again, my queen. He had wanted her to know that the bond came from his free will and not her order. Although this moment with the princess was sanctioned, he felt like a demon.

“I can’t continue if it’s not what you desire,” he said quietly, wanting her to turn back to look at him.

“What has desire to do with it?” she asked, cold fury in her voice. “If you would prefer a moment to conjure up passion, I’ll turn my back and you can use your hand on yourself and think of another.”

Froi spluttered with disbelief.

He stalled again, placing a hand gently on her thigh, and for a moment he saw wonder in her eyes. Until he realized that the wonder came from whatever lay above him. He twisted his head to see her holding up a hand to make the image of a bird on the shadowed ceiling.

And he knew he couldn’t go through with the mating. If he was going to do what he was sent here to do, he couldn’t feel pity or compassion or even desire. Not that he felt desire. How could he with this squinting ball of hair? Froi knew what desire felt like. He fought it daily. His bond to Lumatere was to rid them of the enemy, not to bed their abomination, their curse, their despised princess. He regretted not asking Trevanion what he meant by the words, What needs to be done. What did he mean for Froi to do to the princess?

“Begin,” she said, turning back to look at him, and when he shook his head, she slapped him hard across the face. In an instant he had her body straddled, trapping it between his legs.

“I’m not a whore and nor are you,” he hissed, “so don’t treat us so. And next time we do this, I’d like a bit more involvement from you, Princess. I don’t like to feel as though I’m swiving a corpse.”

He saw the snarl curl her lips, and the base savage inside of him was excited by the burning malevolence he saw in her eyes. But he leaped out of the bed, pulled on his trousers, and slammed the door behind him.

Bestiano stepped from the shadows. “Is it done?” he asked.

“No. I’ll have to return tomorrow.”

The next morning, Froi watched a party of men on horseback ride out of the courtyard and prayed the banker from Sebastabol was among them. When he thought he was safe, he ventured to breakfast, starving from having missed out on food the night before.

“Sir Berenson was disappointed to have left without seeing you.” Quintana was at his shoulder the moment he walked in. She was wearing the same awful pink dress that she had worn the first time he saw her, and every other time, come to think of it. Froi decided it was either her favorite dress or the only dress she owned. The latter was ridiculous for a royal, so he settled on the former. It was obvious she had bad taste. She was back to being Princess Indignant, all earnestness and incessant talking. It actually relieved him to see her in this mood.

“Sir Berenson left?” he asked, looking around the room for the best candidate to sit beside. Perhaps Lady Mawfa with all her gossip would be helpful to him today. “Already? Without so much as a good-bye?”

“He said he asked for you all night,” Quintana said indignantly.

“I searched for him high and low.” Froi feigned a hurt expression. “It’s always the same,” he said, searching for an audience. “Despite being a last born, I will never receive the same respect as my cousin. If I were Vassili, rest assured Sir Berenson would have made the effort to find me.”

Froi was placed opposite an elderly cousin of the king, who picked at the dry pieces of skin between his fingers and put them on the table beside Froi. Next to Froi were Gargarin and Quintana, who insisted once again on stealing food from his plate. He slapped her hand away more than once.

“Do you have something to tell us?” she whispered in his ear.

Froi gritted his teeth. He didn’t know what part of her he disliked more. The cold viper or this annoyance.

Suddenly he felt Bestiano’s attention from the head table. “What are you both whispering about?” the king’s First Adviser asked.

Froi pointed to himself questioningly. “I was just wanting to say how becoming the princess looks in that gown. The color is perfect for her complexion,” he lied.

Her response was a shocked squint. She tilted her head to the side in confusion, as though contemplating whether Froi’s words were a compliment.

“Quintana,” Bestiano called out. “One responds to a flattering remark.”

The princess seemed wary. “We’re not the recipient of many compliments, my lord, so we’re unsure about its sincerity.”

There was no bite in her tone. Just confusion. Froi realized too late that he had picked the wrong person to play with and was beginning to feel uncomfortable about what he had started.

Gargarin of Abroi kicked him under the table as a warning.

“Say thank you, Quintana!” Bestiano barked.

“We cannot offer thanks because I doubt Olivier’s earnestness,” she said. There was anxiety in her voice, as though she didn’t know what to do under the circumstances.

“Say thank you,” Bestiano repeated.

“It’s not necessary,” Froi said. “It was an attempt at humor between us and —”

“Say. Thank you!”

The room was suddenly quiet. The princess was trembling but shook her head and spoke as though rehearsing a speech. “We only say thanks if we feel gratitude, and the reginita does not believe —”

A fist came down on the main table. Froi saw her close her eyes and flinch.

“Enough of the reginita.”

Froi watched as Bestiano made his way toward their end of the table. Froi stood to step in the man’s way, but Gargarin pulled him back into his seat just as Bestiano dragged Quintana out of her chair by her hair and pushed her out of the room.

“It has a greater effect on morale when the girl takes her meals in her chamber,” Froi heard one of the ladies say. The others went back to their breakfast as though the incident had never taken place.

“Are you happy now?” Gargarin asked, quietly furious.

With a shaking hand, Froi picked up his tea and drank.

A little while later, he walked to her chamber, practicing a sincere attempt to make amends. If he wanted to know more about her father’s whereabouts, he’d have to try to make things right with her. A part of him also felt guilt. He imagined that Bestiano had the authority to give her a blasting worse than any Froi received from Perri. But when he arrived at her chamber, the door was locked.

“Princess,” he said, knocking. “Your Highness. Open up. I know you’re in there.”

There was no response. Froi entered the chamber he shared with Gargarin, then opened the doors out onto the balconette. It was a short distance between the two chambers and despite the depth of the gravina, it was an easy jump. Froi climbed onto the wrought iron of his balconette and leaped, landing comfortably on hers.

He looked inside the room, his hands ready to knock at the glass.

But he recoiled in horror.

Later, when he couldn’t get the image out of his mind, he tried to work out what had made him sickest. Was it the way Bestiano would trap her hand in his grip, stopping her from making shapes in the nonexistent shadows over his head? She didn’t look as though she was struggling, but there was something dead in her eyes, so unlike the squints and inquisition or the coldness that had followed Froi around since he first stepped foot in the palace.

He turned away, taking deep breaths of air.

Across the gravina in the godshouse, he saw someone standing at the window. But a moment later, the man was gone.
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What would Lucian’s father have done? About Orly’s prized bull? And the Mont lads running riot? And the Charynites in the valley? And the wife he sent back? And the fact that everyone in the kingdom had an opinion of what Lucian of the Monts was doing wrong? What would he have done about the loneliness that woke Lucian each day before dawn?

Except this morning, when it was Orly’s neighbors who woke Lucian before daybreak to tell him about the bull running riot across the mountain.

“Every night, Lucian. Every single night that blasted idiot of a bull gets out, and if I see it again, I’ll kill it,” Pascal said when Lucian managed to pull the animal out of Pascal’s wife’s rose garden.

“You’ll do no such thing, Pascal,” Lucian said with much patience. “I’ll speak to Orly.”

Splattered with mud and bleary-eyed, Lucian dragged the bull back to Orly.

“Do you honestly think I wouldn’t check and recheck the latch each night, Lucian?” Orly said as they studied the pen to determine how the bull could have escaped. “Do you honestly think this bull stood on his hind legs and unlatched the gate himself? Find the culprit and lock him up with that Charynite, or I’ll find him myself and cut off his legs so he’ll be running away from me on his stumps.”

“You’ll do no such thing, Orly,” Lucian said, looking from owner to bull. They strongly resembled each other, and Lucian didn’t want to cross either of them. He waved to Orly’s wife, Lotte, hoping to make a dash for it, but Lotte wanted to stop and talk.

“He’s awfully precious about that bull, Lucian,” she said with a sniff, as they stood outside the cottage watching Orly sing soothing words to the bull. “He won’t even allow my Gert to breed with his Bert. Enough is enough, I tell him.”

Gert was Lotte’s cow, and Lucian knew this because when both cow and bull went missing they would hear, “Gert, Bert, Gert, Bert,” hollered in a singsong through the mountains at any time of the morning; Lotte’s high-pitched Gert followed by Orly’s grunting Bert.

“Honest to our precious goddess, Lucian, if he doesn’t change his ways I’m going to pack up my things and go and live with your yata.”

“You’ll do no such thing, Lotte,” he said. “Orly wouldn’t know what to do without you.”

“Fix this, darling boy,” Yata said later, handing him a mug of hot tea. “Because if Lotte comes to live with me, I’ll pack up my things and move down into the valley with Tesadora and the Charynites.”

“You’ll do no such thing, Yata.”

“You know what I say,” Pitts the cobbler said as Lucian handed him a pair of boots to mend. Pitts waited for Lucian’s response, and despite the fact that Lucian didn’t think a response was required, he responded all the same.

“What do you say, Pitts?”

“I say, it’s one of those thieving, stinking, gods-less Charynites down in that valley. Round them up, I say, and I’ll fix them all for you.”

“I’ll do no such thing, Pitts.” Lucian sighed. “And I think they have more gods than we can poke a stick at.”

Then there was the matter of the lads who snuck down the mountain for half the night and were too tired to work for their ma and fa most the day. Lucian had faced them all that afternoon and tried to look stern.

“We want to keep an eye on Tesadora and the girls,” his cousin Jory said. He was fourteen years old this spring, a thickset lad with a stubborn frown and the leader of the lads.

“And what is it you do down there?” Lucian asked. Jory was his favorite and showed great promise as a fighter.

“Make sure they don’t come up here and rape our women because theirs are so ugly,” another cousin said, and the lads laughed.

“Men don’t rape women because their women are ugly,” cousin Jostien said, but there was a protest at his words. “That’s what my fa said! He says that inside their hearts and spirits they are nothing but little men who need to feel powerful.”

“I’ll tell you what else about Charynite men is little,” another called out, and they all tried to outdo each other with their boasts about their own big ‘swords of honor.’”

There was something about the lads and their words that made Lucian uneasy, but lads were lads and he had walked away, firmly reminding them that work was not going to be done with all of them standing around.

Most days he went to see the Charynite, Rafuel. A calmer man he had never encountered, despite the circumstances of his imprisonment.

“Can I at least have something to read?” the Charynite asked.

“Strangely, we don’t have many Charynite books on the mountain,” Lucian said, sarcasm lacing his voice. “And we’re not here to make your life more comfortable.”

Usually he checked the prisoner’s shackles for infection around his wrist and ankle.

“You don’t have someone else to do this?” Rafuel asked. “One would think a Mont leader had better things to do.”

“A Mont leader does have better things to do,” Lucian murmured, not looking up from his task, “but every man and woman on this mountain who volunteers to check your shackles is usually armed with a dagger and my queen is very particular about who gets the pleasure of stringing you up if Froi doesn’t return, Charynite.”

And then it was late afternoon and the day had passed with nothing really being accomplished. That was Lucian’s problem. It’s what plagued his thoughts as he traveled to check on Tesadora and the girls. Lucian hadn’t spent three years failing. He had spent three years accomplishing nothing.

But the journey down the mountain calmed him, despite his day. As a child, Lucian had traveled with Saro to the closest Charynite province of Alonso no more than three times, but the valley between them had always fascinated him. Lucian caught sight of the gorge below. On the side where the mountain met the stream was woodland and a world that looked easily like Lumatere. But on the other side of the stream was a strange landscape of caves perched high. Thousands of years ago, when there were no such things as kingdoms named Lumatere and Charyn, travelers from Sendecane had settled here and carved their homes out of the granite made soft by rainwater over the ages.

But then for hundreds upon hundreds of years, the valley was uninhabited. The settlers either moved west to Lumatere, or east to Charyn. Because the stream belonged to the mountains, the valley was said to belong to Lumatere, and the boundary between both kingdoms was determined farther downstream, where the water became a trickle.

In the accounts collected by Tesadora and the girls in their chronicles, most of the cave dwellers claimed that they had once belonged to the smaller provinces of Charyn. These provinces had been all but destroyed during the years of drought and plague. Some of the larger provinces had gone as far as building a wall around their region. It was to protect their people from both the king and the threat of being overcrowded by their landless neighbors.

Now here these people were, living off the fish in the stream and supplies sent grudgingly by the province of Alonso and weekly bread sent down from Lumatere. Lucian knew the provincaro of Alonso kept these people fed so they wouldn’t return to his province and cause him more misery among his people. But he also knew that his father had enjoyed a strange friendship with the provincaro. Would he have helped Sol of Alonso in spite of everything?

“What would you have done today, Fa?” Lucian whispered, because sometimes he truly felt his father on this mountain slope. “About Orly and especially the lads? Would you have backhanded them with their talk of rape and women? Or are they just lads being lads?”

Lucian tied up his horse at Tesadora’s campsite, where a large tent was pitched between a thicket of trees. If not for the branches, those in the caves would be able to see where Tesadora and her girls slept at night. It made him furious just to think of what the men could do by merely crossing the stream.

He reached the stream and could see the Charynites up in their caves looking down at him suspiciously or lining up to have their details recorded by Tesadora’s girls. Farther along, Phaedra of Alonso was bent over in what looked like a vegetable patch and was speaking to a man and a woman.

“Tell them not to plant their seeds, Phaedra,” Lucian barked out. “They’re not here to stay, so there’s no need for scattering them.”

Phaedra and the couple stood up for a moment, and he watched as Phaedra spoke to them. They crouched back down again. Cursing, Lucian crossed the stream, knee-deep in water. When he reached them, Phaedra stood there, cowering as usual.

“Luci-en, this is Cora and her brother Kasabian.”

Cora and Kasabian seemed the same age as his father had been when he died.

“Lucian,” he corrected with irritation.

Cora gave Phaedra a shove, and Phaedra retrieved a piece of parchment from her sleeve and passed it to Lucian with a trembling hand. He read it, shaking his head.

“You want grain? Why, when we give you bread?”

“We’d like to make our own bread, Lu-cion . . . cien . . . shen.” She turned away miserably, and the woman nudged her again. “Yours is strange and round. Ours is flat. And if we could grow our own herbs to make pastes, we’d be most appreciative. Your food is making us ill. All those turnips.”

“It’s fine for a Mont,” he said. “And how many times do I have to say no planting!” he snapped as he watched a number of others squat at the vegetable garden that looked a ridiculous mess anyway. These people knew nothing.

“They’re not planting,” Phaedra said. “We had set up a number of vegetable patches along this stretch, but . . .”

She stopped a moment.

“But what, Phaedra?” he said. “Speak. It’s as though I’m talking to an idiot!”

The man, Kasabian, spoke quietly. Just one word.

“What did you say to me?” Lucian asked, stepping forward and towering over him.

“What I said was, ‘Enough,’” Kasabian said quietly. “Enough.”

With a withering look, Lucian made sure the man knew who had won this round. He walked away, toward Tesadora and the girls. While two of their companions recorded the names of those standing in line, Tesadora and Japhra beckoned the people to where they could be checked for illness. The Charynites were cautious and looked frightened.

Lucian held out his hand for the Charynite chronicle of names and particulars. He counted two hundred and forty-four people so far, and knew that each day more would arrive, looking haggard and weary, not a smile among them. Most had found a cave and kept to themselves, including Rafuel of Sebastabol’s men.

“Does he look suspicious to you?” Lucian asked Tesadora, who was quietly studying the weathered face of an old man who stood before her. Tesadora was said to know the symptoms of almost any ailment by looking in someone’s eyes and at their tongue.

“Well, I’m not sure what suspicious looks like,” she said bluntly. “Sometimes when you come down the mountain and stand behind those trees, you look suspicious.”

“Are you aware these people can almost look into your campsite, Tesadora?” he said. “From up there.” He pointed to their caves.

“Almost,” she murmured, looking closely into the man’s eyes. “But not quite. It’s why I chose that particular tree to pitch our tent under at the beginning of summer, so —”

“So you don’t trust them, after all,” he said, feeling slightly victorious that the stubborn Tesadora was admitting it to him.

She pointed to her mouth and poked out her tongue, and the man in front of her did as she instructed.

“So I wouldn’t have to hear you or Perri or Trevanion or anyone else tell me that these people can see into my campsite.” She looked at him. “And still you stand here and waste my time.”

“What about Rafuel’s men?”

“They can’t see into my campsite either.”

“I mean, have they come out yet?” he said, quickly losing his patience.

“No, and I’m not climbing up to them. If you want to know anything, speak to your little bride. She’s quite the popular one in this camp. If she was any more cheerful, she’d make us all ill.”

Tesadora turned her attention back to the old man before her.

“Give him a blanket, Japhra,” she said quietly. Japhra placed a blanket around the man’s shoulders, and he walked away.

“Do you give everyone a blanket?” Lucian asked, watching as Japhra had to almost drag the next woman to Tesadora.

“Just those who are dying,” Japhra said when it was obvious that Tesadora had already dismissed him.

Lucian was livid. “If he’s contagious, he can’t stay in the valley,” he hissed.

Tesadora’s stare was hard. “The only thing contagious around here at the moment, Lucian, is fear and ignorance. The Charynites are afflicted with one and the Monts with the other.”

She waved him away with irritation. He added her to the list. What would his father have done about Tesadora in the valley? Would he have ordered her back to where she belonged, in the Forest of Lumatere? Would he have spoken to Perri and said, “Take care of your woman; she shouldn’t be down here among these strange people”?

“It’s getting dark,” Lucian said to Tesadora. “Finish up what you are doing here and meet me on our side of the stream.”

He walked away. “Phaedra!” he barked. Still the idiot girl stood with the brother and sister at the mess of a vegetable patch. She looked up, and Lucian pointed to the other side of the stream. “Now.”

Phaedra stood, brushed the dirt from her hands and dress, and walked toward him. Kasabian followed, and Lucian stared at him with irritation.

“Mont,” the man called out. “Can we ask?”

“No,” Lucian said. “No grain. We hardly have enough for ourselves. I can’t promise you anything.”

The man shook his head.

“No, lad —”

“And I’m not a lad,” Lucian snarled. “I’m the leader of the Monts.”

Kasabian took a moment to think and then nodded. “Then you are just the person I need to speak to. As the leader of your people, could you please ask your lads to refrain from stomping through our vegetable patches?”

Lucian looked over Phaedra’s shoulder to where a woman joined the sister, Cora, and bent beside her to work.

Kasabian’s eyes were stony. “And could you ask your lads to refrain from relieving themselves in the stream? It’s your stream, I know, but it is also a stream used by our women. We mean no disrespect because it is probably not an insult to do so in front of your Lumateran women, but to have men relieve themselves in front of a Charynite woman is an insult for us. Your lads frighten our women, Mont leader. All I ask is that you speak to them.”

The man’s voice was soft, much in the way of Rafuel’s. Maybe it was a weapon to speak in such a way. All his life, Lucian had never heard his father raise his voice. He didn’t have to.

And because Lucian was shamed, he walked away.
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Froi spent the morning with the kitchen staff, who were a chatty lot. They were accepting of his presence among them, and he enjoyed their company, perched on a stool, watching.

“If you weren’t a last born, you’d be one of us,” a pretty girl with a wicked chuckle told him. She grabbed one of his cheeks with two fingers. “Nothing special about this face, eh?”

“Face don’t need to be special,” another joked. “What’s between his legs has to work its magic.”

There was more laughing as they kneaded the dough and hammered at the cheese. Two of the servants walked in with a side of salty bacon on their shoulders.

“The king must be the most grateful man in the world to have such food served to him,” Froi said. He had been in the palace for three days and was no closer to working out where the king was hidden.

“Oh, we don’t cook for the king,” the pretty girl said, popping a piece of pork on Froi’s plate. He was enjoying not having to share his food with anyone and wolfed it down hungrily.

“He has his man for that,” an older woman said, “and I thank the gods every night of my life, I do. Imagine if something got into his food. Bad enough that we were almost blamed for what happened to Princess Useless.”

“Someone tried to poison her?” Froi asked.

“You’d think that if someone was going to try, they’d get it right,” another muttered.

It wasn’t that Froi found it strange that someone would try to kill the princess, but that the servants spoke about it so openly, without fear of retribution.

“Do you ever see the king?” he asked, wiping his plate clean with a piece of flatbread.

“Saw him last day of weeping. He doesn’t come down to the main hall no more. They say he’s mistrustful of just about everyone. Except Bestiano.”

Froi closed his eyes a moment, wanting to get the image of Bestiano in the princess’s chamber out of his head. Suddenly the food he had consumed churned in his stomach.

“You’re pale, lad,” the older woman said, pushing him along to make room for the grain sacks.

He waved off her concern. “Does no one here refer to it as her birthday?” he asked.

They all stopped working a moment to look at him.

“It was the day we wept,” the cook said coldly. “Don’t know how you feel about it in the provinces, but here in the Citavita, it’s the day of weeping.”

Birthdays were the greatest of celebrations in Lumatere. Froi would know. He had never had one, but everyone else drove him insane with suggestions about what to buy the queen or Finnikin or Lord August. He knew that here in Charyn, the day of weeping had some other kind of political importance, however.

The portcullis had been raised more than once that day, to let in a parade of livestock and wooden casks containing the best wine in the region. The pretty servant girl explained that the provincari visited each year for the day of weeping, and the king wanted them to be impressed by what the Citavita had to offer the week after next.

“Always thought it would be over by the time she came of age,” the cook said quietly. “Work that magic between your legs, lad, or there’ll be no Charyn to speak of one day.”

On his way back up the tower to his chamber, Froi found Gargarin stooped on the narrow stairwell, his body pressed against the wall. When Gargarin heard his footsteps, he stumbled to his feet, sweat bathing his brow. Only then did Froi notice the blood seeping through his shirt.

“Who did this to you?” Froi demanded, trying to hold him upright in the narrow space. “Was it Bestiano?”

He kept a step above Gargarin to accommodate them both. When they reached the second level, Froi placed his head under the man’s shoulders and walked him up to their room. Once inside, Gargarin hobbled to his bed, trying to shuffle through the contents of his pack with one hand while the other held the wound. “It’s nothing. A scratch,” Gargarin said, his voice weak.

Froi ignored him and forced Gargarin to sit. Slowly Froi peeled the shirt from where the source of the wound seemed to be. He looked up at Gargarin in disbelief. “You don’t seem the type to provoke dagger attacks.”

Gargarin fumbled through the items in the pack, but Froi pushed aside his hands and reached for a piece of flannel. He went to the water pitcher, dampened the rag, and began to clean the wound.

“Something tells me you’ve done this before, Olivier of Sebastabol.”

“Who, me?” Froi murmured, trying to see how deep the wound was. Gargarin flinched.

“Get up,” Froi ordered. Gargarin obeyed. He was in too much pain not to. Froi removed the sheet from the bed and tore strips from it. He ordered Gargarin to sit and began to wind it around his midriff.

“It’s not so deep,” Froi said.

Gargarin didn’t respond.

Froi waited for an explanation, but there was none.

“Tell me who did this,” Froi said.

As though nothing had occurred, Gargarin shuffled to the desk and sat down. He untied the ribbon around his manuscript and bent his head to study the pages.

A dismissal. Froi walked to the desk and sat on Gargarin’s work, refusing to move.

“What?” Gargarin snapped after a moment.

“You have a wound,” Froi said. “Is it such a common occurrence that someone attempted to murder you?”

“Someone’s always attempting to murder someone in Charyn,” Gargarin muttered. “And if you don’t get off my sketches, you’ll be next.”

Froi stood and retrieved Gargarin’s pages, but instead of handing them back, he studied them.

“You draw ditches?” he asked.

He read the word Alonso at the top. The sketch showed meadows sprouting ducts of water in different directions.

He stopped himself from commenting. He couldn’t let on to Gargarin that Olivier of Sebastabol knew anything about the land, even though Froi was a farmer at heart. More important, he didn’t want to have anything in common with this man, except for the chamber they shared.

Froi flicked through the rest. “Is that a garderobe for the palace? You don’t think the king’s eighteen advisers are happy enough shitting into the gravina?”

Gargarin laughed. It was short but sincere. “There has to be a better way in the Citavita than throwing sewage out on the street to be swept down into the gravina,” he said.

Froi made himself comfortable on Gargarin’s desk. He handed over a sketch of a wheel in water.

“Explain that to me,” Froi said.

While Gargarin of Abroi was speaking of capturing rain and of waterwheels, he didn’t seem so distant. He was smart; Froi could see that. Although Finnikin and Isaboe and Sir Topher and even Celie of the Flatlands were among the smartest people he had ever met, Gargarin was different. He knew little of other languages and failed in charm. But from the conversations Froi had listened to at dinner, he could see that Gargarin knew the land and the law, and he knew Charyn’s history and the agreements between provinces. What Froi had first believed to be a sense of superiority, he had come to understand was awkwardness. Gargarin of Abroi did not like people. He trusted no one and preferred to keep his own company. Regardless, Froi had witnessed those who wanted to gain Gargarin’s attention in the great hall and had seen that Bestiano was threatened by this crippled, broken man.

He watched the pencil in Gargarin’s twisted grip as the man went back to his scribbling.

“Going to see the princess,” Froi said when it was clear their talking was over for the day.

Despite wanting to avoid a repetition of the night before, there was a part of Froi that was desperate to see how she was faring. It wasn’t that he cared about her, but he cared that the heinous scene he had witnessed that morning with Bestiano had been prompted by his actions.

“Do you have an aversion to using doors?” Gargarin muttered as Froi went out to the balconette.

“I have an aversion to Bestiano knowing exactly when I pull down my pants and pull out my —”

“Enough said.”

It was quiet in her room. At first he believed it to be empty, but then he heard the breathing. A moment later, he felt an arm around his neck and a dagger to his throat from behind.

“That’s the best you can do?” he scoffed. “Point the tip of a dagger under my chin?”

“We thought you were an assassin,” she said in the strange indignant voice. He was relieved. He had little time for Quintana when she was in her cold savage mood.

“We?” he looked around.

She pointed to herself.

“And that’s how you protect yourself from an assassin?” he demanded, removing the dagger from her hand. “If you really want to be successful, you give yourself five seconds to kill a man. In one second,” he said, positioning her before him with her hands on both his shoulders, “you place a knee between the intruder’s legs, and with great speed and force you make sure that he is left . . . legless.”

“Legless?”

“In so much pain, Princess, that he can hardly hold himself upright.”

“Second,” he said, placing the dagger in her hand, “you plunge it into the side of his body and twist. Right about here.”

“And then,” he said, guiding her hand that held the dagger, “to make sure he’s dead, you take it from one ear to the other across the throat and you press hard and make sure he’s bleeding.”

She was contemplating what he said. He could see that from the concentration on her face.

“Think you can do that?” he asked.

For a moment she didn’t respond, and then she asked, “Is this part of the plan, Olivier?” There was excitement in her voice.

“I don’t know what plan you’re talking about,” he said.

She looked disappointed for a moment and then nodded with determination.

“You’ll have to creep in again,” she said. “But not straight-away. The reginita needs to be surprised.”

“Oh, she’s here, is she?” he mocked.

He left the room, climbed onto the wrought-iron trellis, leaped onto his balconette, and returned to where Gargarin was still at his desk.

“It would probably be a good idea if you lay down a while,” Froi said. “From what I’ve heard of dagger wounds, the loss of blood catches up with you.”

Gargarin ignored him. Froi was becoming used to it.

A short while later, Froi quietly leaped back onto the princess’s balconette and crept inside.

This time when he tiptoed into the room, he felt an arm come around him instantly, the tip of a blade under his chin.

“See, now you’re irritating me,” he snapped, pushing her away. “Wrong place for the blade! All it will do is make a hole. Did I not tell you that already?”

She refused to look at him. “One more time?” she suggested, her eyes downcast.

“Are you pretending to be meek?” he asked.

She looked up at him, pleased, and nodded. “Did it not work?” she asked in her practical tone.

“No.”

“We were trying to impersonate Aunt Mawfa when she looks at Sir Gargarin. We’ve not seen that look on her face before, so there’s been little time to practice.”

“You practice being Aunt Mawfa, do you?” he asked.

“Oh, all the time. It’s very important for us not to be noticed, and no one notices Aunt Mawfa.”

Back in Froi’s chamber, Gargarin looked up at him when he entered.

“You’re making me dizzy,” he muttered.

“That would be the dagger wound. I’m going to insist that you sleep on the bed tonight. I’ll take the floor.”

The next time Froi crept into the princess’s chamber, she had improved slightly and managed to draw blood.

“Again?” he asked. She went to nod and then shook her head.

She walked to the bed and lay down, as she had the night before, and lifted her shift to the top of her thighs. Froi lay beside her, contemplating how many nights he would have to go through this charade.

“You need to be atop of me,” she instructed.

Froi sighed and shifted himself closer to her.

“You need to remove your trousers.”

Froi thanked her politely for the instruction. The moment his body touched hers, she did as she had the night before. Her hand left her side and reached over his head. Froi twisted away from her to study the shape on the wall. It made him think of Bestiano capturing her hand.

“What is that?” he asked quietly.

“A bird.”

He rolled away from her and lay back, staring at the ceiling.

“You can do what you have to do at the same time,” she said quietly. “It won’t interfere.”

She shivered.

He reached over and smoothed her nightdress down past her thighs and pulled a sheet over their bodies. “Why can’t they put a fireplace in here for you?” he asked. “It will only get colder in the weeks to come.”

“Bestiano says it will teach me to be strong,” was all she said.

“Bestiano needs to be taught a lesson.”

She looked surprised by his words and he had to remind himself that he was Olivier of Sebastabol and not Froi of the Exiles.

“Show me how it’s done,” he said, holding up his hand to the wall, trying to imitate the image she had made.

Quintana made a clicking sound of irritation and reached over to adjust his fingers. “Or else it will look like a rabbit,” she said, and he heard exasperation in her voice.

“Oh, we couldn’t have that.”

He practiced for a moment. “I saw a low cave at the bottom of the gravina with the prettiest picture of a fan bird etched on it,” he murmured, trying to give his bird a tail like that of a fan.

“Do you want me to show you a bull?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “Let me think of how to make one myself.”

He looked at his hands in the shadows and thought for a moment, hiding his middle fingers. She reached up and tried to alter them, but he slapped hers away, irritated. He tried another movement. She made a sound of approval. But then a light flickered across the gravina and she leaped out of bed, creeping to the window.

“What is it?” he asked, grabbing his trousers and beginning to dress.

She peered out. “It means Gargarin’s on the balconette.”

From where they stood, Froi couldn’t see Gargarin next door, but he saw the dark shape standing at the godshouse balconette across the gravina, the priestling illuminated by a lantern he held in his hand.

“It’s what the brothers did last night, and you’ve seen them first thing in the morning. One comes out first and then the other. They don’t speak. They haven’t for such a long time, you know.” She opened the balconette door. Gargarin was exactly where she said he’d be.

“Sir Gargarin, is it true that my mother Lirah took a dagger to your chest today?” she asked, as though it was the most natural thing to ask.

A woman knifed Gargarin. Froi was intrigued and impressed.

“True indeed,” Gargarin said.

“Thankfully she missed your heart.”

“Many have said it’s in the wrong place anyway, so it was a blessing for me,” Gargarin said.

“Poor Lirah.” Quintana shook her head with dismay. The way she said the words was very dramatic, as though she was in pain.

“Poor Lirah? What about poor Gargarin?” Froi said. “How did this happen?”

“Gargarin went to see my mother, Lirah, who’s imprisoned just there across the way,” she said, pointing up to the prison tower beside them. “Lirah managed to retrieve a dagger from her guard and plunged it into Gargarin’s chest.”

Quintana’s tone was as matter-of-fact as the one she used to instruct Froi on how to make shadow puppets.

“Never thought you were the type to summon such passion from a woman, Gargarin,” Froi said.

But Gargarin wasn’t listening, and Froi followed his gaze across the gravina.

“Blessed Arjuro!” Quintana called out with a wave, as if greeting a neighbor. “Blessed Arjuro,” she called out again, just in case he hadn’t heard her holler the first time. Blessed Arjuro was either deaf or rude.

She sighed with disappointment. “I call out to him each morning, Sir Gargarin, and he gestures with his finger but won’t say a word.”

“Gestures?”

Quintana imitated what she saw, and Froi laughed.

“That’s not a gesture,” Gargarin said. “That’s just Arjuro.”

“He was imprisoned here when I was a child,” she explained to them both. “When I was six years old, they took him out of the dungeons and chained him to a leg of my father’s table.”

“Where is your father?” Froi asked boldly. “I’ve not seen him at all. An introduction would be most appreciated.”

“Some say my father’s not even in the palace,” she said, nodding at his surprise. “There are assassins everywhere,” she added in a whisper, but her attention was back on the priestling, Arjuro.

“Back then, Arjuro was needed to translate the words from the Book of the Ancients. My father and Bestiano believed it could break the curse of the last borns. I’d come to visit often in the days they allowed me to see my father.” She waved to Arjuro again but was ignored. “I don’t think he remembers me, Sir Gargarin.”

“I can’t imagine him forgetting, Princess,” Gargarin said gently.

Froi stared across the gravina. If Arjuro of Abroi had been chained to a desk in the king’s study, he would know the chamber intimately. He could be the best chance Froi had to get inside. Below where they stood, Froi could see a piece of granite, a natural extension of the stone wall, jutting out from the palace, extending almost halfway across the gravina, as though a hand were reaching out to touch the godshouse wall. As dangerous as it looked, Froi knew it wasn’t impossible to leap from the granite and catch hold of the trellis opposite. But Froi also knew that he would never be able to attempt such a leap in the dark. He would have to wait for the early morning.

Back in the princess’s chamber, Froi lay down beside her and blew out the candle. “Don’t feel much up to anything tonight after all this excitement of Gargarin being knifed by your mother.”

“My mother, Lirah,” she corrected.

“Yes, that’s what I said.”

“Then it’s best you return to your room. We’re not used to waking up with someone in our bed.”

Froi thought of Bestiano outside. Was he waiting for Froi to leave so he could enter?

“Might just stay here for a while.” Froi knew it would change little. Bestiano would still come to her chamber long after Froi had left the palace.

The princess didn’t argue and he heard her shallow breathing and realized that she was asleep.

He woke to a hand splayed across his face and a quiet little snore. He picked up the hand and placed it back on her side of the bed, only to notice a white jagged line across her shoulder. He reached over to touch it, and she flinched, suddenly awake and moving away.

“What happened there?” he asked, trying to ignore the fact that he was facing the mood of Quintana the ice maiden and not Princess Indignant.

Her stare was hard, her eyes no longer a strange brown, but the color of basalt.

“Dagger,” she said.

He tried not to show his surprise. “It’s a pretty impressive wound. Want to see mine?” He began to pull up his shirt.

She made a face of irritation. “You’re not trying to show me something I don’t want to see, are you?”

He revealed the scar on his chest that he received the year before when one of the traitors attacked. She stared at it and then shrugged and showed him an even more impressive scar on her upper thigh.

“Clumsy girl,” he reproached, reaching out to touch it. She gripped his fingers and twisted them, nearly breaking one.

“Let go or you’ll force me to say ouch,” he said calmly.

“Not clumsy at all,” she said, letting go, and this time she sounded insulted. “Out of the sixteen assassination attempts, only eight managed to leave a scar,” she added. “Although I do swear that my hearing hasn’t been the same since the ninth assassin hollered, ‘Long live Charyn,’ in my ear. You’d think that if someone is going to kill you, they’d be quiet about it.”

He waited for the laugh to tell him that it was all said in jest. But there was none. The ice maiden did not have a sense of humor.

“Sixteen?”

She showed him the remaining scars quickly, practically, and in the order they were received.

“Were you scared?” he asked some time later, after a pathetic attempt to match his scars with hers had failed. Quintana of Charyn’s body was a map of hatred.

This time she stared up at him. “What a question to ask. Of course we were scared, you fool. How can one not be scared facing death?”

Froi saw anguish in her expression.

“It’s not in us to be brave. We’re not the bitch queen of Lumatere whose people worship her for her bravery. But I’ll tell you this, Olivier. If the gods can keep us alive until we birth the curse breaker, then we will die without shame. What is it you called us on Sir Gargarin’s balconette? Useless.”

He was suddenly uncomfortable at the memory of his cruel words, but he had no idea how to apologize for them without being ripped apart by her stare.

Instead, he leaned on his elbow and looked down at her, not quite sure how to speak his next words.

“Does . . . Bestiano believe that the last-born male will provide the seed?”

She didn’t speak aloud, but he caught a grimace and her lips curled with hatred. “I’m trying. I’m trying,” he thought he heard her mutter. It was as though something or someone was in control inside her.

“Or does he believe any man can break the curse?” Froi persisted. “Last born or not?”

He marveled at her resolve not to look away, and his heart began to batter against his chest because there was something so dark in her stare. Froi would always, always be drawn to darkness.

“Bestiano is a man,” she said, her tone frigid. “And no man we have ever encountered in this palace believes that another can best him.”

He ignored the “we.”

“So Bestiano believes . . . that perhaps he can sire the firstborn if you are indeed the . . .” He shrugged, not knowing the word to use.

“Vessel,” she contributed. She studied him.

“We thought you were sent for one purpose,” she said, “but now we realize you were sent for another and, as per usual, the gods refuse to give us warning of their plans in advance. So if you are asking me whether I believe the last will make the first, then yes, I do. Now more than any other time. You and I are the last. It’s written all over you. It would make matters much easier if you did what you had to do.”

“And the other lads?” he asked awkwardly. “Before me.”

“What about them?”

“Were they kind?”

She thought for a moment. “Well, you know them all except for the third, from Nebia, but we don’t talk about him.”

“Why?”

A strange expression crossed her face. “They say he’s in a madhouse, you know.”

“Because he was frightened by the palace?” Froi asked.

She shook her head. “Not the palace,” she said quietly.

Was the insipid last born from Nebia frightened by the princess abomination of Charyn? Froi read it all there in her expression. Not self-pity, but self-loathing. Is that what she thought Froi’s reluctance was about?

“I’m not scared,” he said, refusing to look away.

“Nor was Tariq.” Her expression softened. “He was my betrothed and my first. He was supposed to be the one and only last born to share my bed. His father was my father’s heir if a son was not produced, but then Tariq’s father died suddenly when we were fifteen and the people on his mother’s side smuggled him out of the palace. They suspected someone was trying to poison him.”

She gave him a bitter smile.

“That’s how a whore was born,” she said. “Without Tariq to fulfill the prophecy, you last-born lads of the provinces had to do.”

“I know the lads feel that they let you down,” he said, not knowing any such thing. Rafuel had mentioned that the last borns were acquainted and corresponded.

“Grijio constantly writes about it,” Froi lied, “and Satch goes on and on every time I see him and Tariq —”

“You’ve seen Tariq?” she asked, surprised.

Froi gave himself a mental beating. Of course, you haven’t seen Tariq, you idiot. He’s in hiding.

“I’m only imagining what Tariq thinks through his letters . . .”

“To Grij?”

He nodded. “Grij passes on everything Tariq writes. You know what he’s like.”

“Very discreet, as I remember,” she said.

“No one’s discreet when it comes to me,” he boasted. “I could charm the truth out of the goddess of secrets.”

“There’s no such thing as the goddess of secrets.”

He prayed to the goddess of fools that it was the end of the conversation.

“You’re the last of four lads,” she said, her eyes piercing into his. “So, yes, Olivier, she does know what they think of her out in the provinces,” she added coldly, repeating his words to Gargarin on the balconette.

“Eavesdropping is rude,” he said.

She stared and he matched it, refusing to look away.

“I’ll make a pledge to you, Princess or Reginita or whoever you choose to be today,” he said. “Let’s call it a . . . bond. That when you invite me to your bed, for reasons other than a curse or someone else’s demands, then perhaps I will — what is it we Charynites like to call it? — plant the seed.”

“Tariq and Grij and Satch warned me of you,” she said bitterly. “‘Everything is a jest to Olivier,’ they said. But they promised me a lad of worth. ‘You can trust him with all your might, Princess,’ they told me.”

She shook her head and Froi saw sadness.

“Oh, to go a day in my life not lied to by the gods or so-called friends.”

When the sun rose, he wasted no time. The moment Gargarin and his brother completed their morning ritual of staring at each other across the gravina, Froi crept out of Quintana’s bed.

He climbed over the balconette and grabbed on to the protruding granite, one hand at a time on the ancient stone, his legs dangling. When he reached the end of the stone, he took a moment to survey the distance between himself and Arjuro of Abroi, who now stood at the balconette of the godshouse, watching. Froi stared into the abyss below and shuddered. Slowly he lifted himself, his mind trying hard to control the shake in his legs until he was standing on the thin piece of granite. Before he could lose his nerve, he leaped across the gravina and gripped the ledge at Arjuro of Abroi’s feet.

The priestling seized him by the scruff of his neck and pulled him over the latticework of the balconette, and Froi lay there for a moment. When he looked up, he saw Gargarin’s face with an unkempt dark beard. It seemed even stranger in contrast to the fair skin both brothers shared.

“I’ve never seen two men with the same face.”

The priestling grabbed Froi’s hair and pushed back his head for a closer look. His breath reeked of ale, and Froi could see it had been some time since he had bathed. But before the other man could hide it, Froi saw the same expression of horror he had witnessed on Gargarin’s face.

“Where did they find you?” Arjuro of Abroi rasped.

“Depends on who you think I am.”

“You’re shit from Abroi.”

“Charming,” Froi muttered. “It’s a pleasure meeting you as well.”

Arjuro’s intense study of Froi was done in silence.

“You know what they say about you over at the palace?” Froi asked slowly, raising himself to his feet, although his heart was still pounding from the leap.

“Couldn’t care less what they say about me over at the palace.”

“You’re a fool to return to the Citavita and dangle yourself in front of the king.”

A sinister smile curled Arjuro’s lips. “I knew something was coming. Didn’t want to miss it for the world.” He gave Froi another appraisal before walking inside.

The room was large and rectangular. On the far side was another window that allowed in an abundance of light. Froi had heard it was called the Hall of Illumination and he could understand why. Through its brilliant light, he could see that the walls were covered with strange writing that did not resemble any lettering known to Froi. The black of the ink was a stark contrast to the white of the wall.

In the center of the room was an altar, but apart from a table close to the window facing the palace, the room was bare. Froi imagined that once there would have been many long benches filled with scribbling priestlings awed by the wonder of the Ancients’ books. It was in this room that Arjuro cut a lonely figure.

Arjuro sat down and stabbed at a piece of cheese with his dagger. He took a swig of ale from a jug. “What do you want?” The question was followed by a burp.

“Quintana speaks of you fondly, and I just wanted to make your acquaintance.”

“Never met her in my life.”

“Well, she seems to think you have.”

“And she seems to be the maddest girl in Charyn, so who are you going to believe?”

It was where the two men of Abroi differed the most. In the way they spoke. Gargarin was clipped and cold and quiet. Arjuro grunted, barked, growled. Froi found himself understanding Arjuro better than his brother.

He studied Arjuro’s face, fascinated. It was Gargarin, but not Gargarin.

“Staring’s rude,” Arjuro said.

“So is speaking with your mouth full and not sharing your food,” Froi responded.

Arjuro pushed forward some bread and handed him the bottle.

“At this time of the morning?” Froi asked.

“At any time of the day, I say.”

Froi kept his eyes on the priestling. “Where I grew up, they crushed the skulls of babes born from the same loins on the same day. Gods’ cursed, they would say.”

Arjuro looked up, his eyes narrowing. “They only do that in the kingdom of Sarnak.”

Suddenly, a thought entered Froi’s head that was so strange, he almost felt foolish speaking it aloud. “There’s two of her, isn’t there? The princess?”

It could be the only answer. That like Gargarin and Arjuro, there were two Quintanas.

“More than two, I say,” Arjuro said, looking over Froi’s shoulder out the window. “Up here,” he said, pointing to his head. “I’ve counted three.”

“There’s two,” Froi argued. “The one who called out to you the other day, ‘Blessed Arjuro, blessed Arjuro.’”

Arjuro winced. “She’s the one who annoys me the most. The other demands in that cold voice, ‘Priestling, the reginita requests an invitation to the godshouse at your convenience.’” Arjuro shook his head, muttering, “At my convenience.”

“What’s a reginita?” Froi asked, dipping his bread into the oil and dried herbs before him.

“A little queen.” Arjuro stared over Froi’s shoulder again and pointed. “That’s the one I like best.”

Froi turned and choked on the bread. He leaped out of his chair, but Arjuro grabbed him and made him be still. “Don’t move. We don’t want our mad princess going into the gravina just yet. Wouldn’t want to take that opportunity away from someone else.”

Froi stared out the window to where he could see Quintana straddling the granite he had stood on earlier. He knew in an instant that in this mood she was all rage. Teeth. A sneer. A snarl. He could have sworn she was one-part wild animal.

“Slowly,” Arjuro warned as Froi calmly walked to the balconette.

The look she directed at them both was one of pure blazing fury.

“That’s a side of her I’ve only seen glimpses of,” Froi whispered, intrigued.

“Oh, that’s not a side,” Arjuro said. “That’s a whole person. She perches herself out there once in a while. If she is Lirah of Serker’s daughter, then that’s all Serker savage there, bundled up into a ball of hatred toward all men. Looks like you’ve joined the list, Olivier of Sebastabol.”

Froi watched Quintana get to her feet and the hairs of his arm stood tall. “Sagra!” he cursed, stepping closer. “Get down, you fool girl.”

Arjuro was there behind him. “That one wants to die. Whatever’s down there is beckoning her to jump.”

But Quintana, or whoever was standing there balanced on the granite, wasn’t looking down into the abyss. Her stare went straight to Froi.

“Come inside,” the priestling ordered. “She’ll go away.”

“And if she falls?” Froi asked, unable to take his eyes off her.

“Well, she hasn’t so far without your help, and she can’t leap across here as you did. So it’s either down in the gravina for her or sidling back to where she came from. I presume the others living inside her head convince her to return. It’s the same thing each time. Sometimes I want to shout out, ‘Jump, you little abomination!’”

Froi stared at Arjuro. “You’re not like other holy men I know.”

“And how many holy men would a last born from Sebastabol know when no more priests are left inside the province walls?”

Froi didn’t respond. He turned back to look outside and saw Quintana standing on her balconette. Relief washed over him.

“How’s my brother faring among all that insanity?” Arjuro asked quietly.

Froi shrugged. “He’s not much into confiding.”

“Why is he struggling to walk this morning?”

“Lirah of Serker took a dagger to him.”

Arjuro grimaced. Froi recognized the expression as one he had seen on Gargarin’s face.

“What does my brother have to say about the fact that the girl’s prophecy has not come to be?” Arjuro asked.

“Why don’t you ask him yourself?” Froi suggested. “Perhaps holler across to his balconette this evening?”

Arjuro stared at him.

“It may bring much-needed color to both your cheeks,” Froi continued. Arjuro’s stare suggested that Froi was bantering with the wrong person.

“He says that the gods have forsaken Charyn,” Froi said.

Arjuro gave a short laugh of disbelief. “The gods have not forsaken Charyn. The gods love Charyn. Where else can they shit, if not Charyn? It’s the purpose of this kingdom. To be the place where the gods shit.”

Froi was surprised by the words. “You’ve lost hope in the gods.”

“No. The gods lost hope in me. Long ago.”

Froi sighed. If Arjuro wasn’t going to be a source of information for him, perhaps he would be a source of entertainment.

“I’ve got to go. Can I use your entrance into the Citavita? Getting over here is far easier than returning the same way.”

“Out there you’ll be dealing with the street pigs,” Arjuro said.

“I’ve not seen any pigs out there.”

“I’ve not seen any pigs out there,” Arjuro mimicked. “Who are you trying to fool with your fancy talk, you little shit?”

Certainly not the last priestling of the Citavita.

Arjuro walked out into a dark corridor, and Froi followed him down a winding stairwell that seemed to go on forever.

“They call themselves the street lords,” Arjuro said. “The less Citavitans see of the king, the more powerful the street lords become. It’s in the nature of humans,” he added bitterly. “The need to be ruled by tyrants.”

“Do those of the Citavita have faith in the princess producing an heir?” Froi asked.

“The princess is not going to produce an heir,” Arjuro said. “The princess is insane. Perhaps insanely brilliant, because her delusions have managed to keep her alive all these years.”

They passed one of the landing windows, and Froi saw the stone buildings of the Citavita outside.

“They’ll kill her, you know,” Arjuro said quietly. Froi heard regret in his voice.

“Quintana?”

Arjuro nodded.

“The street pigs?”

Arjuro shook his head. “She’ll come of age this month and mark my words, she’ll go over that balconette. ‘It’s an accident,’ Bestiano will cry. ‘At her own hands,’ he’ll claim. Why keep her alive when it is clear she isn’t the one to break the curse? At first, the people will be stunned. Then relieved. Quintana the curse maker is dead. Perhaps it will mean the end of a barren era for Charyn.”

“What does Bestiano hope to gain from her death?” Froi asked.

“A peaceful reign for the king. Bestiano has all the power he wants while the king lives. He’ll begin to scour the land for last-born girls and bring them to the palace on the off chance that one of them produces the first. You can imagine the rest.”

Froi was still reeling from the threat to Quintana. “So Bestiano will take over one day?”

Arjuro shook his head. “The provincari would never let a commoner rule. Bestiano will do anything to secure an heir, but only one he has control over, so he can continue enjoying his power. Unfortunately for him, the heir, Tariq, will never acknowledge him.”

“Then who will Tariq choose as his First Adviser if he ever comes to power?”

Arjuro’s eyes caught his, but then he looked away and suddenly Froi understood.

“Gargarin?”

Arjuro refused to respond, and they continued down the dark steps in silence.

At the bottom, the priestling unlatched the iron door and then removed a key from his sleeve and fixed it into the lock.

“Can I ask you something?” Froi asked.

“Can’t promise I’ll answer,” the priestling said.

Froi hesitated. Would his question reveal a weakness in him? “When Gargarin first saw me, he reacted in much the same way you did,” Froi said. “No one else has. Who do I remind you both of?”

“Someone we despise beyond understanding,” Arjuro said flatly with no hesitation. He said little else, and Froi knew the discussion was over.

Arjuro pushed open the door, and they both squinted when the light poured in.

“My brother . . . he’s the best man to ask,” Arjuro said.

“Ask what?”

“I’m figuring that a lad with eyes like yours could have been sent by the hidden Serkers to kill the king. So talk to my brother.”

Froi didn’t respond for a moment. Remember your promise to Trevanion. Trust no one. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And if I did, what would I ask Gargarin?”

Arjuro looked past Froi to the cluster of cave homes below. “Twenty-five years ago, a young lad from Abroi with nothing to his name but a brother who was gods’ touched impressed the king with his drawings and plans.”

Arjuro watched Froi for a reaction. “He was sixteen at the time and the envy of every ambitious adviser employed by the king.”

“Gargarin worked on the palace when it was built?” Froi asked.

Arjuro shook his head. “No. Gargarin was the architect. He knows every hidden tunnel, every mouse hole. The only thing he doesn’t know is how to break out of an unbreakable prison.”

Froi stared at Arjuro and then gave a laugh of disbelief. “Who are you people?”

It was a steep descent over the roofs of cave dwellings from the godshouse to the Citavita. At times, Froi could look into the homes beneath his feet, where entrances were dug out of the ceilings and the smell of bread from ovens wafted through the air. Still, it was a secluded area of the capital, and under the piercing glares of those they called the street lords, Froi felt less than safe with little means of protection.

He could see that the street lords spent much of their time sitting and watching. The men sat on the uneven roofs of the cave houses, studying the palace below and the godshouse above. Unlike the farmers, who dragged oxen up the backbreaking path, or the women, who stumbled with armloads of linens, the street lords did nothing much at all but sit around looking threatening.

“Friend,” one called as he passed, and Froi itched for his dagger that lay buried in the cave at the base of the gravina.

“You,” the man called out again. “I’m talking to you.”

A leg went out, and Froi stumbled. Counted to ten.

“You came out of the godshouse, but we didn’t see you go in,” the shorter one said.

Froi would never understand the sameness of the world. Thugs or street lords or thieves were all the same, whether they hailed from Charyn or Sarnak or even Lumatere. Some of the wild orphans, as these kinds of people were called in Lumatere, had returned over the past years to cause havoc after too many years on their own. Trevanion put them straight into the army and trained them to exhaustion. “If they’re going to hate, it may as well be for the good of Lumatere,” he’d say.

“The priestling rarely gets visitors, so care to explain,” the first man said.

Froi knew they would watch him travel back down to where the palace drawbridge met the Citavita. He knew he couldn’t lie about where he was heading.

“Messenger,” he muttered, keeping it simple, remembering what everyone seemed to say about how too perfect his Charyn sounded. He took another step, but a hand snaked out and grabbed Froi’s arm.

“I’ll ask again, friend. You came out of the godshouse, but we didn’t see you go in.”

“Well, that’s the thing,” Froi said politely. “You’re not actually asking a question. More of a statement.” He looked at the man and then stared at the hand on his arm. “So what is it you want to know?”

The man’s companion laughed.

“How did you arrive at the godshouse?” the street lord asked, retrieving a dagger from a scabbard at the waist of his trousers and tracing it across Froi’s cheek.

Froi turned and pointed to the space that could still be seen between the tip of the godshouse across the gravina to the palace.

“I jumped. I wouldn’t advise it. Not good for the innards.”

The street lord grabbed him by the collar and dragged him closer, his foul breath fanning Froi’s face.

But suddenly a hand reached between them.

“So you’re attacking priestlings now, are you, Donashe?” Froi heard Arjuro mutter. He was dressed from head to ankle in a black cape and cowl, his eyes and pale face barely visible.

The street lord stepped back, and Froi saw fear in his eyes.

“He said he was a palace messenger,” the man Donashe said, looking away from Arjuro as though any moment he would be cursed.

“My messenger,” Arjuro corrected. “To the palace.” Froi felt the street lord’s eyes on him. Arjuro poked Froi’s arm, and glared.

“Did I not order you to hurry on and repeat my exact words to those in the palace?” Arjuro asked Froi. “That I’d swive a goat before I’ll ever step foot in that heap of dung.”

“Must I, blessed Arjuro?” Froi asked pitifully. “For those of us from the godshouse are well known for swiving goats and I’d prefer not to give them weapons of ridicule.”

Arjuro shook his head. “Idiot,” he muttered, walking back up the path to the godshouse. But Froi had seen the ghost of a smile on his face.

Froi gave a wave to the street lords and turned to walk away.

“I never forget a face,” Donashe warned.

“Oh, neither do I, friend,” Froi said. “And that is a promise.”

Getting back into the palace wasn’t quite as simple as getting out had been.

“I’m a guest of the king,” Froi called to where he could see two soldiers standing behind the portcullis. “A last born. Olivier of Sebastabol.”

Nothing. The soldiers stared between the grates but refused to speak.

“I arrived here with Gargarin of Abroi four days ago. Call Dorcas if you don’t believe me, because I’m telling you, if anything happens to me, you’ll pay the price. Recognize a threat if you have brains in your head.”

Although Trevanion’s instruction would have been for Froi to get himself back into the palace any way he could, he knew that landing in the palace prison tower was not one of them.

“You’ll feel like fools when the king’s adviser hears about this,” he said as they opened a door and tossed him in. It was a fall of a few feet before he hit the ground. If Gargarin was truly the architect, Froi would have to thank him for planning a prison chamber built in such a way.

The room was as long and wide as the length of Froi’s body. Apart from the door up high, there was a window that was big enough to crawl through, but the threat of climbing out and plunging into the gravina below was the perfect deterrent for anyone wanting to leave.

Later, he heard the key in the lock and stared up to see a guard and then Quintana peering over his shoulder.

“We’re friends, Fekra and I,” she said as the guard lowered her down with a grip on one arm.

“Ten minutes, princess,” Fekra muttered. He let go of her arm, and Quintana fell onto Froi with very little finesse.

“Do you want to meet my mother, Lirah?” she asked matter-of-factly.

“Not exactly, no. I want you to go fetch Gargarin and get me out of this hole.”

“Gargarin doesn’t make the decisions.”

She looked out the window.

“Poor Lirah. She’s been imprisoned for at least twelve years, you know.”

“Yes, yes, poor Lirah.”

“Although I’m sure she is still taken to my father’s chamber from time to time. Poor, poor Lirah. He still considers her his whore. Lirah says it’s all about power and that the king never feels more powerful than when he’s swiving Serker.”

Quintana pointed toward the low ceiling. “She’s up there. It’s why my friend Fekra allows me to use this dungeon when it’s empty. So I can see my mother, Lirah.”

Froi could easily see that Fekra wasn’t a friend of Quintana’s, accepting bribes of food and ale and turning a blind eye only because there was no way in or out of the palace from this tower. But it did mean that Quintana and her mother had found a way of speaking to each other whenever the dungeon was empty.

“Lirah! Lirah!”

Froi’s head rang from Quintana’s high-pitched indignation.

“Sometimes,” she explained to Froi, as though he had asked, “I have to call out more than once because she’s on the roof. She has a small garden up there, you know. There’s no way down, of course, except for lunging to her death.”

“Why is she imprisoned?” Froi asked.

“She tried to kill someone, poor Lirah.”

Poor Lirah indeed. She went around trying to kill people and seemed to be a failure at it.

“Lirah. Lirah.” Quintana snaked her body out the window, her feet flailing mid-air. Froi caught her around the waist.

“You’re going to fall to your death, idiot girl.”

After a moment, Froi heard another voice.

“Who’s there with you?”

“Just a last born, Lirah! We thought he was here for some other purpose, but he is the one. It’s written all over him.”

Quintana turned back and beckoned to him. Froi sighed. She moved aside, and he squeezed in, poking his head out and straining to look up.

The face that looked down at him from the window was not what he expected and, like an idiot, he stared. Agape. She was beautiful, but when it came to freezing a man with a death stare, Lirah of Serker could beat Gargarin and Quintana the ice maiden in the blink of an eye.

“Don’t trust him,” he heard Lirah of Serker snap. “He’s savage stock if ever I’ve seen it.

Froi bristled and listened to ridiculous talk from Quintana to Lirah about Aunt Mawfa’s moon eyes for Gargarin. Suddenly Fekra was at the door above them, lowering a rope, with Dorcas appearing beside him.

“The princess only.”

“Can you call Gargarin, then?” Froi demanded, watching Dorcas hoist Quintana up.

“The king’s adviser says you must stay here for the time being. To teach you a lesson.”

“Didn’t know it was a crime to leave the palace, Dorcas.”

“It’s not,” Dorcas replied. “It’s a crime to threaten the king and your words, ‘What do you think I’m going to do? Get into the king’s chamber and slice him from ear to ear?’ were a provocation.”

“Dorcas, it is in me to jest.”

“And, Olivier, it is in me to obey orders.”

Quintana’s face reappeared over Dorcas’s shoulder. “Oh, he’s very thorough about the rules, Olivier. He’s never let my father or Bestiano down in that way.”

“Good for you, Dorcas. I pray to the gods that I can follow your example more readily.”

The door shut, and Froi had a feeling he would be in this room for quite some time.
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Lady Beatriss arrived at the Flatlands’ meeting hall at the same time as Finnikin and his entourage. She looked for Trevanion, knowing he would be there as part of his son’s Guard.

She had found him distant these past weeks, and it worried her. During the early days when the kingdom was reunited, they had danced a strange dance around each other that spoke of never being able to return to the lovers they had been. Ten years apart was too long, and the events that had taken place during that time could not be forgotten. But during the spring this year, things had changed.

It was on the night of the Harvest Moon Dance, when Beatriss felt his eyes on her from the moment she had crossed the bridge into the palace village. Vestie, as usual, had run for him, throwing herself into his arms. Who would have known that Trevanion and her daughter would share such a bond, but it was a joy to watch. That night at the celebrations, the Queen’s Guard were impeccably dressed for the occasion, with their boots polished and purple sashes around their waists to match the colors of the queen, wearing short coats that looked stylish and much too attractive to every woman in their presence. And Beatriss noticed. That’s how she knew that things had changed within her. Because now she noticed every single woman who looked at the captain of the Guard. But that night, he seemed to have eyes for no one but her and the days of denial were long gone, for she met his stare with her own. When he offered to escort her and Vestie to Sennington, it was there in the hallway of Beatriss’s home as she took her daughter out of his arms that he bent down and kissed her for the first time in thirteen years, and if it wasn’t for the child that was pressed between them, she could imagine where that kiss would have gone.

Since then, he had found any opportunity to stop by for supper or a ride around the village. They spoke of fallow fields and his son’s family in the palace and this brave new Lumatere, and although she was desperate to speak of the past, Trevanion refused.

“The past is not important, Beatriss. We don’t look back.”

In the palace village, she heard the whispers and suspected that he would ask her to be his wife soon, and she had practiced her response. Yes. And then a yes again.

But something had changed in the last few weeks. He visited less frequently, and when he did, he seemed distant. Try as she might, Beatriss could not understand what words or event had changed things between them. The last time they had spoken, she told him her fears of no longer being able to keep her villagers fed. Beatriss had inherited Sennington upon her father’s death, the year before the curse, and from that moment on, she’d ensured that her people were looked after, even during the ten years of terror.

“We’ll speak of it when I return,” Trevanion had assured her. He had been off to escort Finnikin to Balconio for a meeting with the Sarnaks. She knew there had been an incident in the mountains with a Charynite that day. A week later, Froi had been dispatched to Sarnak, according to one of her villagers who was courting a girl from Froi’s village of Sayles. Beatriss suspected that something had happened on the mountain to change everything.

Today, Trevanion seemed a stranger except for the familiar rumble of his voice in her ear. “They’re waiting for you, Beatriss,” he said quietly.

Inside, the Flatland lords were already seated. Beatriss found a place beside August. He took her hand.

“Abian says she’s not seen you for some weeks, Beatriss.”

“There is too much work to be done,” she lied, squeezing her friend’s hand.

She avoided looking across the table to the others. Lord Freychinet, Lord Castian, and Lord Artor had been in exile during the ten years and were said to have deserted their people to live comfortable lives in foreign courts. Lord Nettice, who had been trapped inside the kingdom, had acted even worse, but Beatriss couldn’t bear to think of those days. She felt humiliated to be in the presence of these people. Although she had never spoken the words aloud, she despised them. None more than Lord Nettice. She felt a blackness come over her until suddenly a hand was on her shoulder and a kiss on her cheek. She knew it was Finnikin. In the short years Beatriss had been his father’s betrothed, before the unspeakable, she had mothered the boy and loved him as her own. He had always been a child of great substance and here he was leading them with their beloved Isaboe.

Finnikin walked around the table, winking as he caught her eye before sitting down.

“Well, I think it’s obvious why we are here,” Lord Freychinet said. “There’s the matter of Fenton and the matter of Sennington. So let’s not waste time.”

Beatriss stiffened. “Sennington? What has my village to do with today’s meeting?”

Lord Freychinet stood without responding, disregarding the presence of the queen’s consort. Beatriss sensed Trevanion’s fury at the lack of respect shown, but Finnikin seemed unperturbed.

“Split Fenton between its two neighboring villages,” Freychinet demanded. “And collapse Sennington.”

Beatriss fought to hold back a gasp and heard a sharp intake of breath from August behind her.

“Only two of her small fields yield a crop, and it’s not enough for her and her village to survive on,” Lord Freychinet continued. He turned to Beatriss. “So sell the southern paddock to Sayles and the northern paddock to me and count your losses. If Nettice and I are to split Fenton for the good of this kingdom, we’ll need your workers.”

“My workers?” she asked, horrified. “They are my villagers, Sir Freychinet. Not my workers. They have minds of their own, and if they choose to accept your offer of a home on your land, then there is no one holding them back, but I will not — what was the word? — collapse my village, just because you need them working your land.”

“Work it yourself, Freychinet,” August said facetiously. “It’s surprising the effect it has on your villagers’ morale to have you working among them.”

Lord Freychinet shook his head with disdain. “Sometimes I believe you still think you’re in exile, August, and that there is no true difference between you and your peasants. Your father would be rolling in his grave.”

“Oh, I count on my father rolling in his grave over and over again,” August said. “If anyone deserves an uneasy sleep for eternity, it is a lord who doesn’t lift a finger to take care of his villagers.”

Finnikin cleared his throat. “Let us begin with my confusion, Lord Freychinet,” he said, his tone even. “You see, I’m not quite sure who ‘her’ is. ‘Her small fields’ and enough for ‘her and her village.’”

There was an awkward silence.

“Lady Beatriss of the Flatlands,” Lord Freychinet responded.

“Then I think it may be in your best interest to refer to the Lady Beatriss by either her title or her name, if she ever invites you to.”

Finnikin’s voice was hard. “Is that understood?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Good.”

Finnikin looked down at the pages in front of him. “I know how much of a stickler you are for protocol, Lord Freychinet, and unfortunately there is no mention of the topic of Sennington here before me, so Lady Beatriss’s village is not up for discussion during this meeting.”

Finnikin looked up. “Perhaps if you allow me to take over proceedings, we can discuss the village of Fenton.”

He looked around the room, taking in all of its occupants. “Fenton will be sold.”

“Sold?” Lord Nettice bellowed. Beatriss flinched at the sound of his voice.

“It’s what Lord Selric wanted,” Finnikin said. “His surviving villagers will all receive a profit from the sale.”

“Ridiculous,” Lord Freychinet said. “And who informed you of Lord Selric’s want, my lord? His villagers? Was it their decision?”

“No, actually I do believe it was the decision of my wife,” Finnikin said matter-of-factly. “You remember her, don’t you, Lord Freychinet? The queen? Tallish. Dark hair. Not the type to say things twice, so when she speaks the words, ‘Tell them that if they have a problem with my decision, I may be forced to look into the crimes against my people that took place while my lords turned their backs,’ I tend to take them to heart.”

He was no longer Little Finch, Beatriss thought with proud sadness. Here was a man born to lead alongside his beloved queen.

“If you want to look at behavior during the ten years, perhaps you should be looking at others,” Lord Castian said with a cough, his eyes meeting those of Beatriss. “According to Nettice here, not every woman was as virtuous as they claim.”

Beatriss heard August’s hiss of fury. She dared not look up at Trevanion. The hairs on her arm stood tall, and she felt her stomach churn.

Finnikin’s eyes were a cold gray as they stared from Lord Nettice to Lord Castian and then back to Lord Freychinet.

“You push my patience, gentlemen.”

“What of Fenton?” Lord Nettice said, smart enough to bring the conversation back to its agenda.

“Fenton will not be given to any of you. The village now belongs to the palace. If you want Fenton, you buy it at a fair price,” Finnikin said. “And the survivors of that village will have the right to stay on and work for whoever buys it if they please. If not, they can take their share and set up home elsewhere in the kingdom.”

He looked around the room, his eyes cold, his teeth clenched. “Is that clear?”

Outside, Trevanion caught up with Beatriss, gripping her arm.

“What was that?” he asked, fury lacing his words. “Have they spoken to you in such a way before? Has that dog Freychinet slandered you behind your back?”

No, he has actually done it to my face, she wanted to say to him. She shook free of his grip.

“It’s about the past,” Beatriss said bitterly. “The past is not important, remember? We don’t look back.”
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Hours passed, and eventually Froi supposed that Gargarin was not going to appear. The boredom made him want to beat his head against the stone. He tried to imagine the Flatlands and its never-ending sky, and sitting with Lord August at the end of a backbreaking day, a mug of ale in his hands and a sense of satisfaction in his heart. But the strength of such imaginings only worked when he was actually under a never-ending sky in the Flatlands and not in a dungeon in a stone palace dug out of a mountain in the middle of a gravina, inside a godsforsaken kingdom.

He looked out of his window and craned his head to see the one above. It was a short distance up, but at least Lirah of Serker had the roof garden, which was a whole lot better than what Froi had. Before he could talk himself out of it, he removed his boots and hoisted himself up onto the windowsill. He climbed out to stand on the ledge with his face pressed to the outer walls, his fingers feeling for grooves, his toes gripping stone. Slowly he made his way up to the window above. Despite the short distance and Froi’s expertise, according to Trevanion, in climbing all things impossible — all things impossible took on new meaning when there was nothing beneath him but unending space and the promise of death.

“Sagra!” he muttered, perspiring. Finnikin had once boasted that the stone he climbed to find Isaboe in Sendecane was beyond anything Froi had conquered, and Froi had said he would find a grander stone one day and challenge his king to a battle.

“Battle of stupidity,” Isaboe had said. “They’ll have to summon me to identify your splattered pride. They both look the same, I’ll say.”

Not a good thing to be thinking of, Froi. He reached Lirah’s window, fingers gripping any furrow he could find.

He fell into the room headfirst. It was much bigger than Froi’s cell and was furnished with a cot, books, and a fireplace. On the wall, he saw that someone had sketched the image of a newborn babe, and beside that another of a child of about five or six. A mad one, judging by the hair and the savage little teeth. He could only imagine that it was Quintana as a child, her eyes blazing as she held up a thumb and its two closest fingers. Another image was of Quintana, younger than she was now, perhaps fourteen or so. It was a good resemblance.

There was a door to the left of the fireplace and then a narrow stairwell up to the roof, where a hatch lifted to give more light to the space. Froi climbed up the steps and found himself in a roof garden that afforded him a view of the entire Citavita. A figure knelt at one of the flowerbeds.

When she stood to survey her work, he could see that she was tall, almost boyish in her form. Lirah of Serker, the king’s whore. He couldn’t determine her age, but if she was Quintana’s mother, he imagined her to be somewhere later in her thirty years. Her hair was thick and long and the color of mahogany. Her eyes were a deep gray and their shape made Froi think of Tesadora, although the women looked nothing alike. Serker eyes, Rafuel had said, and the type of beauty that made a man ache despite his age. Froi knew the moment Lirah felt his gaze on her, and she looked at him with a cold penetrating stare.

“I wouldn’t plant that there,” Froi said.

She studied him suspiciously.

“I planted some . . . back in Sebastabol. They don’t like the areas out of the sun.”

Froi felt studied. It was a habit these Charynites had. Lirah’s Serker stare was hard and vicious.

“Olivier of Sebastabol,” he said, bowing.

She gave a laugh of disbelief. “You have the eyes of a Serker, Olivier of Sebastabol.”

“Those from Serker no longer exist.”

“This one does, and she recognizes the eyes of a Serker lad.”

“Between you and Gargarin, and Quintana when she’s in a mood, I’m beginning to feel most unloved in Charyn.”

This time, she flinched. Was it at the mention of Gargarin’s name?

“In Charyn?” she asked. “You speak as though you’ve just arrived in your own kingdom.”

“I meant in the Citavita,” he corrected.

Froi looked out. The battlements of his tower seemed close enough to leap across. But the towers he suspected to be the king’s were too far away.

“Have you used force with her?” she asked bluntly.

Froi bristled. “What makes you think I’m the sort who uses force?” he demanded.

“Because I grew up with Serker pigs such as yourself. It’s in the blood,” she spat.

“And is it in the Serker blood for the women to be whores?” he taunted.

“Oh, we’re all whores in Charyn, Olivier,” she mocked in return. “In some shape or form.”

She went back to her planting, and he watched her dig into the soil and press the roots of the plant down.

“It will die, I tell you,” he snapped. “I know the cratornia. It will not survive in so small a plot.” She looked up, surprised, and after a moment, she pulled it out slowly and deliberately, then held it up. He searched the garden and pointed.

“By the bristle tree,” he suggested.

She shook her head. “So he knows his bristle trees,” she said, half to herself. But she refused to look up again. One would think she’d crave company, but Lirah of Serker seemed to want him to disappear.

“You’d best be gone,” she said, dismissing him. “I can imagine that the climb down is worse in the dark.”

Froi was kept prisoner until the next afternoon and on his release was confined to the chamber he shared with Gargarin.

“Happy that you irritated Bestiano?” Gargarin asked, not looking up from where he was scribbling furiously.

Gargarin’s sketches carpeted the floor and were strewn all over Froi’s cot.

“You couldn’t come and release me?” Froi grumbled.

“Why would I want to do that when I had peace and quiet for at least a day?”

Gargarin discarded yet another page with frustration, dipping his quill into the ink pot to begin again.

“You may as well tell me about them,” Froi said. “You know you’re dying to.”

A moment passed and Gargarin looked up. After seeing Arjuro, Froi found it strange to face this man.

“You know much about water, I presume?” Gargarin asked. “Because a lad from the shipping yards of Sebastabol would be an expert.”

“Ships? Water? There’s a strong connection in my mind. Anyway, what’s there to know? Charyn’s cursed. You either get too much rain and it floods the plains, or not enough, which causes drought.”

Gargarin studied him, eyebrow raised. “You? As in the rest of Charyn and not you, Olivier?”

“Words,” Froi scoffed. “Are they so important?”

“Isn’t the princess waiting for you?” Gargarin said.

“Which one? I’ve now met them all,” he said, studying the maps and plans on his cot. Froi had never seen such a grand plan. Water meadows, larger than he had ever seen, and giant human-made rivers and lakes. He came around to where Gargarin sat and looked over his shoulder.

He pointed to an area beyond the planned water meadow. “What about these villages?”

“The floodings of the last couple of years have crippled the farmers,” Gargarin said. “Before that, we had years of drought. The gods are determined that nothing is to grow in Charyn, and I’m determined to challenge them on that. We need to find a way to harness this water in the rainy season so we can use it during the drier months. If we build troughs to collect the rainwater in the drier areas, the soil could stay moist all year long.”

“So you send it in different directions.”

Gargarin nodded. “We set a watercourse. It’s in the books, Olivier. In the books the Ancients wrote.” The man’s eyes shone with excitement. “They are hard to translate, but not impossible. If they could do it thousands of years ago, so can we.”

“What would make them easier to translate?” Froi asked. “The books of the Ancients, I mean.”

Gargarin’s expression closed again.

“The gods’ touched have a better chance. I can only understand so much.”

Someone such as Arjuro, the gods’ touched priestling. Froi looked down at where the goose quill was twisted around Gargarin’s fingers.

“You speak; I draw,” Froi instructed.

They fought the whole afternoon. Gargarin spoke too fast and would change his mind the moment Froi drew his instructions, but Froi kept up, and when they were finished, he had never seen plans with such ambition and . . . hope. He wanted to steal them away in his pack and return with them to Lumatere, place them in Lord August’s hands and say, “My gift to you for giving me a home.”

That night he couldn’t go through the ritual with Quintana of feigning impotence or listening to prophecies about seeds needing to be planted, so he remained in his chamber.

“You spoke of a bond,” Gargarin said in the dark as they both lay in their beds. His voice was soft, but there was a powerful resonance to his voice. It made Froi forget the limp and the awkward arm.

“You don’t believe in them?” Froi asked.

“Not bonds drawn up by other men. I write my own bond.”

“What if I trust those other men with all my heart?” Froi asked quietly.

Gargarin sighed. Outside, the shadows played across the gravina onto the godshouse wall.

“Dorcas was taken out of his province when he was thirteen. He’s been here eighteen years and knows nothing but how to follow a bond to his king and Bestiano. He trusts them with all his heart.”

There was silence for a moment.

“I fear I’ll die at the hands of someone like Dorcas. A man with no ideals of his own, but another man’s bond to follow,” Gargarin said.

“I fear that I will do something to bring harm to those I love,” Froi said. “So I follow their rules to ensure that I won’t.”

“But what if you bring harm or fail to protect those you don’t know? Or don’t love? Will you care as much?”

“Probably not.”

“Then choose another bond. One written by yourself. Because it is what you do for strangers that counts in the end.”

The next morning, as Froi watched the ritual between the brothers across the gravina, he felt a fierce affection for the two fools.

He followed Gargarin for the rest of the day. He wasn’t in the mood to face Quintana, and he decided to wait until Princess Indignant reappeared. That morning at breakfast, her stare had been cold, and after meeting Lirah, Froi understood where the coldness came from. He noticed that when the cold Quintana appeared, there was no upheaval over breakfast. Yet, apart from a snarl escaping her lips once or twice, no one seemed to notice the change. Except for him. It was this point that he found unsettling. Princess Indignant irritated him, amused him, exasperated him. But cold Quintana unsettled Froi. The beat of his heart would skip in her presence.

So he followed Gargarin, despite the fact that Gargarin did not want to be followed.

“My duty was to bring you as far as the palace,” Gargarin snapped when they reached yet another twisting flight of stairs that opened up to a small alcove. From there they could see up to part of the battlement of the next tower. Lirah’s prison. From this angle, Froi realized it was indeed an easy leap from their own tower to her garden.

“Go,” Gargarin murmured, looking upward. “Away.”

Froi wasn’t one for taking instruction. “I could get up there, you know. Except she’s probably the worst-natured woman I’ve met.”

“And you’ve met Lirah, how?” Gargarin asked.

“Remember when you left me rotting in that cell two days ago? Well, I climbed out the window and up to hers.”

Gargarin stared at him. “And what kept you attached to the walls? Magic?”

“The gods,” Froi mocked.

Gargarin settled himself against the wall and continued to look up, as though waiting for some type of apparition that could appear at any moment.

Froi sat beside him and couldn’t help but notice the bend in Gargarin’s elbow, the way he had clutched the pencil in the chamber the night before, the limp he walked with.

“Were you born that way?”

“No,” Gargarin snapped. “And rude of you to ask.”

“Born this rude. Can’t help myself.”

Gargarin stared at him, and Froi thought, perhaps imagined, that he saw a glint of humor in the man’s eyes. But soon enough, Gargarin’s gaze was drawn back to the prison tower.

“You’re not one to pine over a woman, so what is this about, Gargarin?”

“A desire to die with peace in my heart,” Gargarin said quietly.

“And when are you planning to die?”

There was silence for a moment.

“Tell me what takes place in the Citavita,” Gargarin said, and Froi felt as though he was changing the topic. “With the street pigs.”

“That’s what Arjuro calls them, too,” Froi said. “If they’re such pigs, how did they come to have so much power? They look as though they own the Citavita.”

Gargarin shook his head with a grimace. “Six years ago, when we were plague-ridden. That’s how thugs get power. When a kingdom is at its most vulnerable.”

Froi knew of the plague. It had claimed the lives of a Flatland lord’s family. Lord August and Lady Abian had built a shrine to the goddess on the edge of the first paddock of the village to remember those who had died, including Lord Selric of Fenton and his wife and daughters. “If we forget who we lost,” Lady Abian would tell Froi and her children, “then we forget who we once were, and if we forget who we once were, we lose sight of who we are now.”

Froi felt a twinge of guilt that he hadn’t thought of his Flatlands family for days.

“What happened during the plague?” he asked Gargarin.

“People began dying, and the palace riders raided the fields of crops and livestock and anything else they could get their hands on, so the king could barricade himself in the palace with only those he trusted. Beyond the Citavita, it was even worse. The provinces refused to give sanctuary to those who lived outside their boundaries and many of them overflowed into the Citavita, bringing disease with them. It was how the street lords were born. Theirs was a fury that came from dead sisters or wives who had thrown themselves to their deaths from the despair of barren wombs. But during the plague, it festered as they watched the oxen carry their cargo of grain and seed into the castle from the fields outside.”

There was bitterness and anguish in Gargarin’s voice. Froi wondered how he could ever have thought Gargarin cared little for anyone.

“At first the street lords found a way to bring some kind of stability where there had been theft and violence, neighbors killing neighbors for food. Sadly, the people failed to see that the street lords were always going to want something in return. Later, with the plague over and a third of our people dead, the palace tried to take control of the Citavita again. It appeared that the street lords had lost some of their power, but it was only on the surface. Today they still have a hold on the people because the people have no one honorable to hold on to. But make no mistake: those men who roam the streets are as greedy and corrupt as”— Gargarin looked around to see if anyone was listening —“those here in the palace. In one breath they say they despise the king; in another the pigs are paid a handsome sum to be Bestiano’s eyes and ears in the Citavita. The street lords fear little. It is a foolish man indeed who fears little.”

“They’re scared of your brother,” Froi said. “I can’t understand why. He’s nothing but a drunk with mad eyes.”

“He is gods’ touched,” Gargarin said. “That’s enough to scare any of us. Some believe that it could have been those touched by the gods who cursed Charyn or that by imprisoning the last priestling of the oracle’s godshouse, the gods were punishing the palace. Both beliefs led back to one person: Arjuro.”

“Is that what you think?” Froi asked, and it surprised him how much he cared what Gargarin thought. “About who cursed Charyn?”

Gargarin swallowed. “I think the curse of the last born came from more than one person. I think the power of it came from hearts filled with wrath and love and despair and betrayal and that even the gods are confused about where it came from and how to mend it.”

Gargarin turned to him. “It’s not safe in the Citavita, Olivier,” he said quietly. “The street pigs are out of control. I’d advise you to get out of here as soon as you can.”

“They’ll never enter the palace,” Froi said.

“There’s not a huge difference between not letting them in and the street lords not letting us out. I fear for the provincari who will be here within days. They risk their lives.”

“Why come, then?”

“They’re invited to the palace every day of weeping to discuss Charyn’s futureless future. But I fear that the street lords are more powerful than the palace has led the provinces to believe.”

“So Quintana’s not delusional in believing that everyone is out to kill her?”

Gargarin’s eyes bored into Froi’s. “You ask a lot of questions for an idiot,” he said.

“Is that what they call me outside my province?”

“Emphatically. Olivier the idiot.”

“I’m charmed, to say the very least. I’ve never had a title.”

This time Gargarin laughed. Froi smiled at the sound. Lumaterans weren’t known for their sense of humor, and Froi found himself in trouble half the time when they didn’t understand his.

“Is it true that she’s mad?” Froi asked.

The grimace was back on Gargarin’s face. “True enough,” he responded. “But if you should believe anything, believe that everyone is out to kill her, Olivier. Her only delusion is the belief that she’ll break the curse.”

“Then why am I here if everyone believes that she’s delusional about last and firstborns?”

“Because the king doesn’t believe she’s delusional. Because the king is frightened by his own child and is convinced that she’s mad. When a mad princess whose birth cursed a kingdom states that the gods have spoken, prophesying that she’s the last who will make the first, the king takes heed of her words.”

“Do you believe her?” Froi asked.

“No,” Gargarin said, his voice sad. “But I would like to. Something I can’t explain tells me to. But reason steps in the way.” He looked at Froi, sadness etched in his expression. “She comes of age next week,” he said in a low voice. “Once she’s proven to this kingdom that her prophecy was a lie, Bestiano will convince the king to find another way to break the curse.”

“And how will they go about convincing Her Royal Delusioness that she’s not the last to make the first?”

Froi flinched at the intensity of Gargarin’s stare.

“Mark my words: that girl will not live beyond her coming of age. It’s best that you get out of the palace before that happens.”

It was the second time in so many days that Froi had heard these words, and they chilled him to the bone.

Later, when nothing came from their study of Lirah’s roof, they returned to their chamber. Froi picked up the sketches scattered all over the floor.

“This is something Charyn is . . . we are,” he corrected himself, “known for.” Froi looked at Gargarin. “A Lumateran once came through Sebastabol,” he lied, “and told the story that despite how barbaric the Charynite soldiers were, they introduced one vital form of water use that saved part of the Lumateran Flatlands.”

Gargarin stared at him, waiting.

“The rainwater was collected by the placement of sliced animal bones around the entrance of a home. When it rained, the water ran down the grooves of the bones and was taken into a cistern under the house. Then during the dry season, they’d build pipes made of animal hide to run from the cistern into the fields.”

There was silence from Gargarin, and Froi turned to him questioningly and saw the man look down.

“Simple, but worthwhile,” Froi said. “Don’t you agree?”

Froi watched a smile appear on Gargarin’s face. It was strange and twisted and reluctant, but it was also sincere and almost shy, which was strange coming from a grown man.

“In my third year in the palace as a young man, I drew up the plans for that system of water capturing. It heartens me to think that Charyn had something worthwhile to offer Lumatere.”

Froi sat up, amazed. “You?”

Gargarin nodded, suddenly uncomfortable with the attention. “In Abroi, where I grew up, I saw people suffer and children die because we had so little water and, most years, no crops to speak of. It’s strange that in a single kingdom, there can be an abundance of gifts in one province and little in another. Have you ever been deprived of food, Olivier? As a last born, I doubt it.” Froi looked away. He couldn’t remember a day in his life as a young child when he wasn’t deprived of food. It only served as a reminder of what he had to do to keep his stomach full.

Gargarin sighed, standing up and straightening his back.

“Are you in a hurry to complete these plans because you have a meeting with the king?” Froi asked.

“Not yet, but I’ll see him soon, and then my work will be done.” Gargarin looked away. “If anything happens to me, can I trust that my drawings will get into the hands of De Lancey of Paladozza?”

“What can possibly happen to you?”

“Can you promise without irritating me?”

“Why would you trust me?”

The awkward bend of the head was there again. “I don’t know,” Gargarin said honestly. “But I do.”

Froi shook his head. “How about I give you my word that I won’t let anything happen to you instead?”

He had no idea where those words came from. He wasn’t here to protect Gargarin or any of them. He was here to kill a king. But deep down he realized that he wanted to impress this man. That despite their first meeting and Gargarin’s hostility toward Froi, he reminded him of Lord August and Finn and Sir Topher combined. At strange moments, he imagined introducing Gargarin to them all.

That night, Froi was allowed to attend dinner. Bestiano stared at him from where he sat at the head of the table, as though practicing to be the king himself. Froi gave a polite wave of acknowledgment.

He was assigned a place sitting with a cluster of the women Quintana had referred to as the Aunts. Their heads were bent, and they were speaking rapidly, furiously.

Suddenly Quintana was beside him.

“I searched for you all day,” she said, and he could see that she was back to her indignant self, all breathless and irritated.

“I was avoiding you.”

Princess Indignant seemed oblivious of any type of malice directed toward her. Sometimes it made him want to be even crueler. To punish her for doing nothing to stop herself from getting killed. Isaboe would have fought to survive.

“You can sit on our right,” she instructed. “Aunt Mawfa will bore you senseless.”

“Really?”

“Yes. The moment Aunt Mawfa speaks, everyone falls asleep. It has to do with the pitch of her voice.”

She nudged him. “Look at her shoes,” she whispered, pointing under the table. Froi humored her and ducked his head under. Lady Mawfa had plump little legs that barely touched the ground and a pair of silly pointy shoes with red bows.

Froi sat back up again. “She had them sent from Belegonia,” Quintana said in a hushed tone. “They are said to have belonged to the first goddess who walked the earth.”

Froi looked under the table again and sat back up.

“Not possible. I’ve been told that goddesses are a practical bunch,” he said. “They’d never have tolerated the red bows.”

She covered her mouth, laughing. A truly ridiculous laugh, all snorts and giggles.

“Quintana!” Bestiano shouted out to her. Froi stiffened. The last thing he wanted was for Bestiano to drag her out of the hall. Froi looked at her and put a finger to his lips to quiet her.

“Ask her something,” Quintana whispered. “Ask her about the weather, and you’ll see what we mean. When she speaks, no one listens. It’s why we’ve chosen to be like her. We don’t get into half as much trouble.”

He studied Quintana, waiting for the announcement that she had been jesting the whole time. That she was an “I” and not a “we.” But she swung her eyes to the side and flicked her head toward Lady Mawfa, and for a moment he wanted to laugh. He turned and politely asked Lady Mawfa about the weather.

Lady Mawfa responded in an indignant voice that was high-pitched but as hushed and dramatic as one reporting the enemy at the gates of the Citavita. The only part of Quintana missing was the squint.

“. . . and it’s all suffering for my joints. Poor, poor me.”

Froi choked out a laugh, thinking of Quintana’s own dramatics when reporting on events. Poor Lirah. Poor, poor Lirah.

A moment later he felt her lips to his ears. “So have you fallen asleep yet?”

Although the princess’s indignant tone had not changed, all of a sudden everything else seemed to.

Froi had no idea what lay beneath all the incessant chatter, but there was more to her than even the cold unsettling Quintana and the savage he had caught a glimpse of outside Arjuro’s window.

“Have you?” she asked again.

“At about the time she spoke of the dew on her windowsill.”

Quintana covered her mouth again, snorting. Bestiano barked out her name, but Froi grabbed her hand and pulled it away. And there were those teeth, small and crooked in parts. Froi was slightly charmed, snorts and all.

“Let’s get out of here,” he whispered, dragging her to her feet.
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Finnikin was crouched on the rock of three wonders surrounded by the children of his mother’s village. They stared back at him, wide-eyed and full of awe, and he found himself swallowing a lump in his throat. This rock would always remind him of Balthazar — Lucian’s adored cousin, Finnikin’s beloved friend, Isaboe’s brother and savior, and once the heir of Lumatere. But since the birth of his daughter, the rock also had Finnikin thinking of his mother.

When he had lived here as a child, he rarely imagined Bartolina. His mother had died giving birth to him, and her spirit had failed to reveal itself to Finnikin, despite the fact that Aunt Celestina sensed her all the time and even Trevanion had mumbled about days when he felt her presence. But in these past years, Finnikin had dreamed of his mother often, especially when he brought Jasmina with him to visit his people.

Aunt Celestina wept each time, embracing both Finnikin and Isaboe. “Thank you, my darlings. Thank you for returning to us the image of my beloved sister.”

Little Bartolina, Jasmina was called by the Rock villagers. Of course, she loved the attention. He had noticed in her first attempts at speech, she had referred to herself as Jasmina of Bartolina. Whenever she spoke the words, everyone would clap at the sweetness of her voice. So Jasmina of Bartolina would repeat them over and over again until Isaboe would smother her face with kisses. “Enough, my love,” she would say, laughing.

Each time Finnikin returned to his Rock village, the elders would beg him to tell the children a story from the chronicles he had collected for the Book of Lumatere. Sometimes he’d tell them tales about the kingdoms beyond. If any good had come from the exile and entrapment of their people, it was that the world became bigger than Lumatere’s walls. One time, he told the children of a great waterfall in Sorel; other times he told them about the jungles of Yutlind Sud or the bazaars of Belegonia.

“Your Highness, Your Highness,” they called out that day, their arms waving for his attention.

He pointed to a sweet little girl.

“Is it true that our goddess of blood and tears carried the Flatlands to the Rock?”

There was a scoffing sound from the boy beside her, who Finnikin suspected was her brother.

“You’re an idiot, Clarashin,” the boy shouted at her.

“Fa says the goddess carried them,” she bellowed at the boy, grabbing his hair and yanking hard.

Finnikin stepped in and pulled the two apart, settling the girl beside him. She placed an arm around his shoulders, boldly staring out at her brother. Finnikin dared to look at Jasmina, who was sitting on the lap of a young cousin, squirming. He had noticed that every time one of the children embraced him or clutched at his hand, his daughter’s eyes would narrow. She wasn’t much for sharing, he had come to realize. On certain occasions, she grudgingly allowed Vestie to enjoy Trevanion’s affections, only because she believed that Vestie belonged to her as well. Finnikin, as far as she was concerned, belonged to both Isaboe and Jasmina. But Isaboe was all hers. If there was one thing he and his daughter shared, it was the desire to be the only person in Isaboe’s life. He stood once more and stepped into the crowd of children, holding out his arms to her, and she fell easily into them.

“It’s one of my favorite stories,” Finnikin told the children when he was settled again, Jasmina in his lap and Clarashin by his side. “Do you want to hear it?

There were shouts of “Yes, please!”

Finnikin turned to Jasmina, who seemed most impressed by the shouting. “Do you want to hear it?”

She nodded solemnly, and everyone laughed. He looked up and caught Isaboe’s smile. She was standing with the elders and Great-Aunt Celestina, who had earlier hinted that perhaps Jasmina could stay a night on the rock alone when she was no longer fed at the breast. Isaboe saw that as a reprimand. Finnikin saw it as the right moment to walk away and not get involved.

“Well, it’s a strange story, but the strangest of stories are the best to tell,” he said. “And sometimes the saddest.

“You see, quite some time ago, long before the gods walked the earth, there was a war in their world between two great gods. Many were slain or lost their homes, and the realm of the gods was all but destroyed.

“Some say it was the blood of one god and the tears of the other that formed the mouth of the Skuldenore River, and others say that a songbird lapped up a drop of those tears and blood and sprinkled it on a piece of land to its south.”

“Lumatere!” they all shouted.

Finnikin shook his head. “Not for a very long time. For it was once a strange place, broken into four pieces, each one of them surrounded by vast bodies of water. There were the Mountains. The Forest. The Flatlands and . . .” Finnikin feigned a frown. “What could I have possibly forgotten? I’m sure there were four.”

“The Rock,” the children shouted. “The Rock.”

“Ah, of course. The Rock,” he said, hitting a hand to his head. “How could I forget the Rock? Anyway, out of the soil of the Flatlands, where the songbird had sprinkled the blood and the tears of the gods, a girl grew from the earth, and we now know her as the goddess of blood and tears. Sagrami and Lagrami.”

“But they’re two people, not one,” Clarashin retorted.

“Well, that depends on what you want to believe,” Finnikin said, looking up at Isaboe. Their decision to worship the goddess complete in Lumatere had been met with hurt and fury. “But whether she is Lagrami or Sagrami or the goddess complete, no part of her is better than the other, nor is anyone who worships one better than the other.”

He looked out to the children. “Understood?”

They nodded solemnly.

“Let’s get back to our young goddess,” he said. “You see, she was very sad. Each night, while she slept with her head pressed into the very earth she had come from, it would whisper to her that once, long ago, it belonged to the Rock and the Forest and the Mountains. So one day, the little goddess of blood and tears began to drag the Flatlands all the way to the Rock.”

Some of the children had heard the story before. Others looked at Finnikin in wonder. He nodded.

“She was that strong?” Clarashin’s brother asked.

Finnikin nodded. “But she did get help,” he conceded. “Luckily, the river of blood and tears felt a strong kinship with the girl and allowed her to use the Flatlands as a barge to sail upon the river. But the little goddess of blood and tears was not satisfied. Because look what she saw,” he said, pointing.

The children stood and on tiptoes they stared out as far as their eyes could see.

“The Mountains?” one asked.

Finnikin nodded. “The goddess had to find a way to join them, but it was not going to be as easy as before. The river was able to help again, but it was much harder with two parts of the land now. So she placed the Rock on her back, tied a rope around the Flatlands, and dragged them both over her shoulder to the Mountains. It took days and months and years and more years, and by the time she was finished, the girl was now a woman. She could have settled in the Mountains with her friend the river, and the Flatlands she had been born from and the Rock she had come to love. But what of the Forest? The songbird would return to her over the years and tell the most magical stories about the Forest. About its beauty and power and how the ancient trees would whisper to the wind.

“One day, the god who had wept the tears that had partly made the goddess was returning from another war in their realm, when he saw a kingdom in our land of such beauty and light. This time he wept and wept and wept from the sheer joy of it, and that’s how the river of tears that began in Sarnak and flowed into Lumatere actually became long enough to run through the land of Skuldenore. Lumatere was so rich that the gods chose it as a place to live, and it came to be that they walked the earth and left their mortal children behind to rule the world.”

“I used to love that story,” Isaboe murmured later that night as they lay side by side in Aunt Celestina’s home. “There were times in exile I was so full of despair, I thought I’d end my life from the sheer loneliness of it all. But then I’d think of the little goddess. If she could live by herself in this kingdom for all those years, so could I. If she could carry the kingdom on her back, I could too.”

And Isaboe did, Finnikin thought, gathering her to him.

“Remember when Lucian, Balthazar, and I would playact the goddess’s voyage?” He chuckled.

“Yes, very amusing,” she said. “At least Celie was always chosen to be the Rock and was fortunate enough to be carried on Lucian’s back. I always had to be the Flatlands, dragged along by my hair.”

“And Balthazar would stand on a barge and pretend to be the river.”

He laughed again and he felt her eyes on him in the dark.

“I do love it when you laugh, my love. I don’t hear it enough.” There was sadness in her voice.

“Do you hate living in the palace?” she asked quietly.

Finnikin sighed. “You ask me that every time we’re up here,” he said. “Have I ever given you reason to believe that I don’t enjoy my life with you?”

He expected her to laugh off his question, but she didn’t.

“You go strangely Rock-native when you’re here,” she said instead. “There’s a rumbling in your voice, and your shoulders don’t seem so stiff.”

“And you go all barefoot and primitive when you’re up there in the Mountains with your feral cousins,” he said.

“Do you hate living in the palace?” she asked again.

His hand traveled up her nightdress. “Do you want to know the truth?” he murmured, then pressed a kiss to her mouth. “About what I was thinking today?”

“No, I don’t think I do.”

“Well, here it is. I was thinking how wonderful it would be if Jasmina and you and I lived in Lumatere all alone in the same way the goddess of blood and tears did.”

She laughed at that. “And your father? Wouldn’t you want him there as well?”

He thought for a moment and sighed. “Yes, and my father.”

“And you’d want Great-Aunt Celestina. And your father would want Beatriss, and Beatriss would want Vestie, and I would want Yata, who would want Lucian and all her sons and grandchildren. And in the end . . .”

“In the end, things would be exactly as they are now,” he said, his fingers lightly trailing against her skin. She shivered from his touch, and he moved to cover her body with his.

“Quietly,” she murmured, knowing that being the leaders of their land meant they were never left completely alone. There was always someone outside their chamber guarding them. Over the years, they had learned the art of loving each other in silence. For some reason, tonight he resented the need to contain their sounds, but he captured her cry with his mouth on hers, felt the nails of her fingers sink deep into his flesh, and gave thanks that there was no frailty in this queen of his.

Later, when they were half sated and he could taste the salt in the dampness of her skin, he pressed a gentle kiss to her throat.

“Don’t ever ask me again if I hate living anywhere with you and Jasmina,” he said. “This rock reminds me of the boy I was, and being with you in the palace reminds me of the man I want to be.”

“Not just any man,” she whispered. “A king. Mine.”
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After a week in the Citavita, all Froi had achieved in his mission to Charyn was the suspicion that the king lived somewhere in the vicinity of the fourth or fifth tower. He knew he had to act fast. In less than a week, the provincari would arrive for the day of weeping and the guards in the palace would double. But what competed most with the task at hand was Froi’s fascination with two brothers separated by a gravina, a princess with two people living inside of her, and a woman imprisoned for twelve years whose only contact with her daughter was a holler from a window.

The days that followed began in the same way. Each morning Froi would test himself, lying in Quintana’s bed after pleading tiredness or inventing an illness attributed to the body part important in the art of planting seeds. He would play the game of trying to work out who she was from the moment her eyes opened. Princess Indignant always, always woke in fright. She’d squint and nod and mutter, “There’s a man dying in Turla.” On the other hand, Quintana the ice maiden was always cold and usually called him fool. If his body was anywhere close or touching hers, she’d snarl, and he came to understand that the savageness appeared with her, rather than Princess Indignant and could be witnessed in the curl of Quintana’s lips and a glimpse of slightly crooked teeth. But something always seemed able to soften her. Froi would see it happen before his very eyes. The nodding. The “Yes, yes, I’m trying!” Whether he wanted to admit it or not, his heart would pound with excitement every time he saw the madness.

Princess Indignant also loved nothing more than spending her time watching the ritual between the brothers from Abroi, Gargarin and Arjuro.

“Blessed Arjuro? Can we come visit?” she called out from her balconette, trying to capture Arjuro’s attention with a ridiculous wave, just in case he had lost his hearing.

Arjuro ignored her.

“Do you think he went mad in the dungeons?” she asked.

“Not in the dungeons,” Gargarin said quietly.

“Do you think he loved Lirah beyond life itself?”

Silence. Froi looked over at Gargarin, watched the lump in the man’s throat move as he said, “No, I don’t.”

“I think you’re wrong, Sir Gargarin,” she said.

“Gargarin,” he corrected. “No ‘sir.’”

“When I woke that time after Lirah took me to search for the oracle, Arjuro was there.”

“The oracle?” Froi asked.

“We searched for her in the lake of the half dead. Poor Lirah.”

And there was Aunt Mawfa again. “Oh, my poor bones,” the woman had whispered while stuffing herself with the fattiest part of the piglet that morning.

The princess prattled on. “I was six, Sir Gargarin. They were all frightened because of the godspeak that was coming from my mouth. I wrote it on the wall, you know. With the blood from my wrist. My father was desperate for Arjuro to decipher it and they dragged him into the room from the prison tower and I’ll not forget his face, Sir Gargarin, when he saw Lirah half dead on the wet ground. He fell to his knees and wept, I tell you, gathering her in his arms. As if Lirah were the most beloved of women.”

Froi saw Gargarin’s knuckles clench as he leaned on the balconette.

“What were you doing with blood on your wrists? Why was Lirah half-dead?” Froi asked, alarmed.

Gargarin elbowed Froi into silence.

“I always believed blessed Arjuro would return for her, Sir Gargarin. I’ve prayed to the gods that he would. More than I’ve prayed to the gods for myself. But then they released him in my eighth year and he disappeared for so, so long.”

“You have a good heart, reginita,” Gargarin said gently before walking into his chamber.

The princess stared after him as if she were trying to determine his meaning.

“That was actually a compliment,” Froi said.

“What about when you told me about my dress that morning?”

Froi didn’t want to think of what he witnessed that day.

“Not a compliment,” he said, contrite. “Being rude, I was. You’ve got awful dress sense, so don’t ever believe anyone who tries to tell you otherwise. But that,” he said, pointing inside his chamber. “That was the real thing.”

He saw her face flush and she held a hand to both cheeks for a moment, as though surprised by the heat. Then she disappeared inside, and Froi wondered if she went in there to cry.

And then there was Lirah. It wasn’t as though Froi was half in love with her, but there was a force at play whenever he saw her. An ache he could not comprehend. He convinced himself that he liked her garden more than her, and so one day he found a more convenient way of visiting her rooftop prison from the battlement of his tower. Froi would break into a run, sailing through the air, his legs eating the gap between the two towers, his arms outstretched as though they would grab him space, his grunt muted by the shouts from the other side, until he landed on the opposite battlement, almost, but not quite, securely on his feet. The first time, when he stood up, brushing the debris from his trousers and inspecting the damage to his arm, he turned and saw the combination of awe and horror on the faces of Dorcas and the soldiers on the opposite roof.

“Are you an idiot, or an idiot?” Gargarin hissed, watching Froi climb back down to their balconette one time.

“The first one. I really resent being called the second.”

Thankfully, the fool Dorcas didn’t try to stop him, because there didn’t seem to be orders preventing the guest of one tower leaping over to visit the prisoner of the opposite tower. And Froi noticed each time that the battlements of the fourth and fifth towers were guarded by twice the number of soldiers of any other in the palace. Froi needed to find a way inside them.

Meantime he made use of his time with Lirah, although she wasn’t much one for talking, and most of their gardening was done in silence.

“Tell me honestly,” he demanded on a particularly boring day in the palace when he visited three times. “In the how many years that you’ve had this garden, has the petunia ever survived beside the tulip?”

Sometimes, without a word, she’d relinquish a plant to him and Froi would choose the best place for it to flower.

He found out little through Lirah. She asked of Quintana each time. Over the years, the king had allowed them in the same room only once, seven years after Lirah’s imprisonment, when Quintana turned thirteen and her first blood came. “That’s when they decided to whore her to Charyn,” she said bitterly.

Since then, Quintana and Lirah had only seen each other from the dungeon windows. The three images of the princess on Lirah’s prison wall now made sense. They showed the first time Lirah saw her babe, the last time before imprisonment, and the one and only time they had been in a room together between then and now.

“Were you in love with Arjuro?” he asked.

As usual, she didn’t stop what she was doing and refused to look his way. “Why do you ask that?”

“Because you’re both . . . I don’t know. Savage. Cruel.”

“Are you trying to flatter me?”

He laughed. It was the first attempt at humor that Lirah had made. She turned to him, as though surprised by the sound.

“Well, you both seem the kind who would find each other in a crowded room,” he said.

Her study stayed intense until she went back to her digging. “Arjuro prefers men to women.”

“Oh,” he said, surprised for a moment. “Well that makes sense, come to think of it. I can’t imagine a woman putting up with that stench.”

“Yes, well he always did have an aversion to bathing.”

“But that doesn’t mean you weren’t in love with him.”

She wiped her brow with the back of her hand and it left a mark of dirt.

“I can safely say we despised each other.”

“Why?”

Lirah didn’t respond, and then Froi understood. “Ah. You loved the same man.”

“You could say that,” she said quietly, and he knew that he had asked too many questions and that if he didn’t stop, she’d go back to her silence.

“When I return home, I’ll find a way to send you lavender seeds,” he said when the sky began to darken and he knew he’d have to leap back.

“Lavender? In Charyn?”

He waited a moment.

“About Quintana —” he began, but she cut him off.

“I don’t answer questions about Quintana to strangers.”

“I’m forced to share her bed,” he said. “How can I be a stranger to her?”

“You ask that of a whore?” Her eyes flashed with anger, but Froi saw pain there too.

“Is it true that there’s more than one living inside her head?”

“Are you asking me if she’s mad?”

He didn’t respond.

“Do you know what those in the palace say?” Lirah said. “That the king should have tossed her the moment she was born.”

Lirah shuddered at the sound of her own words.

“Was she always so strange?” Froi asked.

“You find her strange?” she said harshly. “When as a child she managed to separate parts of herself and make them whole beings? Each situation requires a different Quintana. But she survived. In this cesspit. That’s not strange or mad.” Lirah sent him one of her scathing looks. “It’s pure genius. Do you think she was like you or the rest of the last borns? You may not have been born into wealth, Olivier of Sebastabol, but you’ve been pampered by your province and your mother and father all your life.”

“Wrong person to say that to,” he said quietly. “Anyway, aren’t you convinced I’m from Serker?”

She looked at him closely. “You’re orphaned?”

Froi didn’t respond. “Regardless, Quintana wasn’t orphaned. So it can’t have been that bad for her. She had the king, and she had you, her mother.”

Lirah’s laugh was bitter. “The king? Have you met the king? A more degenerate man doesn’t exist in Charyn or the land of Skuldenore. The only thing the gods did right was to instill a fear in him of his own daughter, because if they hadn’t, his wickedness would have shattered her body and her mind.”

Froi’s blood ran cold. In Lirah’s mind, Quintana may have escaped the depravity of her father, but he knew she hadn’t managed to hide from Bestiano.

“The gods gave her you,” he said. “That must count for something.”

Lirah gave a laugh of bitter disbelief. “Do you know why I’m here? In this prison?”

“You tried to kill someone. Apart from Gargarin. Was it a man you were forced to bed?” And then a thought came to him. “Sagra! You tried to kill the king?”

She shook her head.

“There are not many places to hide a dagger when you’re taken to the king’s chamber as his whore.”

Froi stared at her. Wanted to tell her he understood. Wanted to confess the depravity in his own life on the streets of the Sarnak capital as a child. But there was too much shame. Girls were small and helpless. Boys should be able to protect themselves, no matter how young or slight in build.

She stood, brushing the dirt from her shift.

“What do you think of the cold one? The one that seems to be in charge?” she asked.

Froi shrugged. “I like it better when she’s not around me.”

Lirah collected her pots and string and walked toward her prison. “She’s the one to fear. She’ll make you do things that break your heart.”

When it came time to visit Arjuro at the godshouse again, Froi didn’t have the nerve to leap over the gravina. The first time had been enough. Arjuro kept the window to the balconette shut and the curtain drawn most days, but Froi was patient, and one morning he intruded on the brotherly ritual. “Arjuro! I’m knocking on the door at midday,” he shouted. “Be sure to open for me.”

Gargarin stared at him with disbelief. “Does the word street lords not mean anything to you?” he asked.

“Two words, not one. Street. Lords. Care to join me?” Froi asked. “As far as they’re concerned, I’m the priestling’s messenger.”

Arjuro, of course, didn’t play by the rules, and Froi was forced to hammer the door for what seemed hours.

“Didn’t think you’d be back here,” the priestling muttered, bleary-eyed.

“Why wouldn’t I when there’s so much fun to be had in the Citavita?” Froi said. “This what you’re looking for?” he asked, holding up a cask he had stolen from the cellars. The priestling was drunk, his eyes bloodshot and swollen. They studied Froi fiercely.

Froi followed him up the dark space. He’d lost count of the steps and almost understood Arjuro’s reluctance to open the door. When they reached the Hall of Illumination, Froi walked to the balconette, where he could see Gargarin watching them from across the gravina. Gargarin didn’t usually stand out on the balconette at this hour of the day, but Froi suspected he was there to see what Froi was up to.

“Last night I dreamed of the three,” Arjuro said over his shoulder. “Did he?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Gargarin, myself, and a third who didn’t live. Throughout my life the third has returned to me in my dreams, and he has returned to me these seven nights past. I wager if you ask my brother, he’ll say the same.”

“Is it because you have the same face? Do you dream the same things? Sense each other?”

“It’s because of the third. He haunts us when he needs to. He was born dead.”

“Arjuro, you’re not making sense,” Froi said.

Arjuro was quiet a moment, as though he regretted speaking.

“Tell me about the third,” Froi persisted.

“Our poor mother was a girl of fourteen. She refused to believe the third was dead and kept him in the cot alongside Gargarin and myself. Placed him on her breast as if he lived and had the life in him to suckle. Until flies and maggots crawled over us. It’s what our father used to say. ‘You should have been choked by the maggots and flies that shared your cot.’”

“He was a charming man,” Froi said, repulsed.

“Is,” Arjuro corrected. “He’s still alive. A madman, frightened of anything strange, and three babes with the same face was too strange for him. So he told all in Abroi that there was only one.”

“How could he do that if two lived?”

“By hiding us in a hovel underneath the cottage. When we were four and old enough to work the farm, he would take us out to work one day at a time.”

Froi could not understand what Arjuro was saying. He placed a hand over the cup to stop the priestling from pouring another drink. Arjuro looked at him and flinched. “You have the face of a cruel man, Olivier of Sebastabol.”

“But it’s in me to be kind,” Froi said. “Talk.”

Arjuro pointed to the cup, and Froi removed his hand.

“We had one name. The word for ‘nothing’ in the Abroin dialect. Dafar. Nothing. One day I was Dafar and my brother stayed in the hole. The next day he was Dafar and I stayed in the hole.”

Froi was breathless. “Madness,” he whispered.

Arjuro nodded. “We named each other. Gargarin is not a Charynite name. I liked Arjuro. Gar and Ari.” Arjuro smiled for a moment. “They were two adventurers in the year one hundred who wrote tales claiming they had gone beyond the Ocean of Skuldenore.”

Arjuro swallowed a cupful of wine, soaking his beard.

“There was never a time when my brother wasn’t taking care of me. It was Gar who always had the plans to protect us from our father. I received the gift of godspeak when I was six years old, and Gar and I clutched on to each other with such joy that day. The walls of our hovel were filled with words of wonder. Blessings from the gods, wisdom from the Ancients. Gargarin’s time would come soon, we’d tell each other. We could not imagine a gift bestowed on one and not the other. What it took others months to learn, I could do in a moment. Read. Write. Translate for the gods. I wrote the symbols and taught Gargarin, for only the gods’ touched could read the raw words written by the gods themselves, and in Abroi we had the oldest caves in the kingdom. And we waited for his gift and waited, telling ourselves we would escape from the swamp of Abroi the moment it came. But it didn’t. Gargarin had not been chosen.”

Froi saw tears in Arjuro’s eyes, as though the moment he remembered had taken place just the day before.

“Our father, being an ignorant man, was frightened by intellect and reason. And he was even more frightened by what could not be explained. He believed he could thrash it out of me, this gift that had others in awe.” A flash of pain crossed Arjuro’s face.

“Gargarin always had a solution. ‘If we can take turns being Dafar, then we can take turns being you,’ he’d say. So we would share the beating.”

Arjuro’s eyes were fierce with self-disgust. “I let him.”

All Froi’s young life he had prayed to the gods that someone would share the beatings and his pain. If anyone understood Arjuro, he did.

“One day, when we were ten years old,” Arjuro continued, “Gar packed a saddlebag. He took my hand, and we walked four days to Paladozza. People stood agog by the side of the road, for they had never seen our two faces together. But Paladozza was a dream. The second capital, they called it. The godshouse was full of learned men and women, and Gar demanded a meeting with the priestess. ‘My brother is gods’ touched,’ he said. ‘Take care of him.’ He then walked all the way back to Abroi.”

“You lived apart?”

Arjuro nodded. “Every night I spent away from home, I dreamed of three babes. I knew I was dreaming of my brothers, one dead and one alive, until I could no longer stand being away from Gar. I walked four days back to Abroi to be with him. I told him about the dream, and he had dreamed the same.

“Finally, the provincaro of Paladozza came to Abroi and took us both. The priests were desperate to have me in their godshouse school. Despite the fact that our father tried time and time again to drag us back to Abroi, we found peace in Paladozza. Gar was the provincaro’s servant boy and I went to school, but we still managed to see each other every day. We were treated with the same respect as the provincaro’s son, De Lancey. Everything I learned, I taught Gargarin. At sixteen I was sent to the Citavita to begin my time as a priestling in the godshouse. Gargarin gave up the provincaro’s offer of land and prosperity to stay close to me and he found himself work in the palace that once sat at the entrance of the Citavita where the bridge ends. Gar was the king’s errand boy.”

“How does an errand boy end up being one of the king’s trusted few?” Froi asked.

“Because whether it was the provincaro of Paladozza or the king of Charyn, Gargarin of Abroi was not easy to ignore. Within a year at the palace, he had drawn designs that everyone he met marveled at. They said that one day this lad would be the king’s First Adviser.” Arjuro’s words were slurred. “They began building the palace across the rock, the most impenetrable royal dwelling in the whole of the land. Years later, when it was complete, the palace made the king feel like a god until he believed he had the status of one. And then this godshouse was raped.”

Froi leaned forward to stare into the man’s eyes. “I don’t think for a moment that Gargarin believes you betrayed the priestlings, Arjuro,” Froi said. “You can’t possibly believe that.”

“You don’t want to know what I saw,” the priestling said, his voice hoarse.

“Was it the slaughter?” Froi asked.

Arjuro shook his head, stumbled to his feet, and pushed Froi away.

“If I could tear out my eyes to stop what I saw on the day of weeping, I’d do it over and over again.”

“Quintana’s birth?” Froi asked, confused. “But you were imprisoned, Arjuro. You couldn’t have seen anything.”

“I saw everything,” Arjuro said, his voice hoarse. “But ask me nothing of that night.”

Froi followed him down the dark passage. “Then I ask why Lirah is imprisoned.”

The priestling’s shoulders collapsed. Froi could tell he didn’t want to answer that question either.

“For an attempted murder,” Arjuro said quietly.

“Who?” Froi demanded.

“Her daughter.”
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Phaedra watched her Mont husband carefully. She had been sitting on his side of the stream awhile now. It was unnerving not to have her people around, especially in the presence of the white witch.

“So answer the question,” the white witch said. “Are your people not coming to see me about their ailments because they think they will be banished from the valley if I find something wrong with them?”

“They’re frightened of you,” Phaedra blurted out. “Curses frighten my people, and so do Charynites of mixed blood.”

“Well, I’m glad I didn’t have to beat that out of her,” Tesadora muttered to Lucian.

Phaedra had never met a more frightening woman. She noticed that even the Mont lads feared her and ventured near only when they knew the white witch was farther downstream.

“We need to know about whether Rafuel’s rebels have heard from their messenger,” her Mont husband said. He didn’t seem worried about the ailments of her people and was impatient with the white witch’s questions.

“I beg your pardon, my lord,” Phaedra said, her eyes studying the patterns of dirt on the ground inside the tent.

“I’ve told you before, I’m not your anything,” the Mont said coldly.

She nodded. “I beg your pardon, Luci-en.” She winced, knowing she said it wrong. “If I did know something, I’m not certain why you think I’d tell you.”

She caught Tesadora and the three other girls exchanging surprised expressions.

“What I’m trying to say . . . is that my allegiance is not with you. It’s with them. It’s why they don’t tell me anything. They fear that you and your Guard and the white witch, and perhaps the Charynite king’s riders, if they come to the valley, will attempt to torture it out of me.”

“The white witch?” one of the novices asked. “Is that what they call you, Tesadora?”

Tesadora shot Phaedra a look that narrowed her eyes even more. “I’ve been referred to as worse.”

“We don’t torture,” Lucian snapped. “You mistake us for Charynites.”

The white witch made a strange sound of disbelief. “Of course we torture.”

Lucian looked at the white witch and then at Phaedra with irritation.

“We would never torture her,” he said. “That’s what I’m trying to explain.”

“I’d torture her in a moment.” The white witch spoke as though Phaedra were not standing before her. “If she knew the fate of Froi and was holding it from us, I’d relish the torture.”

Phaedra dared not look at the older woman. When she had lived in the mountains during her marriage to the Mont, she had heard stories of what this white witch had done to a man who had been taken to the cloisters where she once lived with the novices. The man had been in pain, complaining of stomach cramps, and the witch had sliced him from chest to navel and left him open to die while his family watched. Worse still was the story that it was the mother of the white witch who had cursed Lumatere while burning at the stake.

“But if I was to know that your kinsman Froi was safe,” Phaedra said, “I would tell you. Without torture.”

Phaedra chanced a look at the Mont. She imagined that once, when his father lived, he would have been a kinder lad and full of warmth. But she had not seen that side of him, and when he insisted that she return to her father earlier in the year, she had been relieved to be far from him.

“I need to go back up the mountain,” he said, getting to his feet, and she could hear weariness in his voice.

One of the girls clicked her tongue with dismay. “Whether you reach the mountain tonight or early tomorrow won’t make a difference, Lucian. Stay.”

He shook his head. “My father never spent a night away from his people.”

He mounted his horse, and then he was gone, leaving Phaedra on the enemy side of the stream with the white witch staring at her in the dark.

“You’ll never find your dwellings across the stream,” she said. “You’ll sleep here tonight.”

Later, when everyone slept, Phaedra was awoken by the sound of a horse. She had heard the same sound from her side of the stream on other nights and had wondered who would ride down the mountain at such a time. She heard a shuffling at the entrance of the tent and then the flap was pulled back, revealing the Lumateran Guard they referred to as Perri the Savage. In the light of the moon she could see the hideous scar across his crown, saw his cold dark eyes search the room. Phaedra whimpered. She was a fool not to believe that it had been a plot all along. They had sent the most brutal of the Guard to deal with her, after all.

She watched him creep stealthily across the space, and she squeezed her eyes shut, praying to Ferja, the goddess of courage.

“What was that sound?” she heard the Savage whisper.

“Probably the wife Lucian sent back,” the white witch responded sleepily. “Thinking you’re going to torture her.”

He snorted. “After more than a week without a break and a day on the road?”

Phaedra heard the rustle of clothing being removed.

“You were a fool to come without resting,” the white witch said quietly.

“I’ll find time to rest when you come home,” he murmured, and Phaedra’s face was aflame as she heard sounds that had little to do with torture and more to do with pleasure.

“We have a home, do we?” the white witch asked.

“I’ll build you one.”

This time it was Tesadora who sighed. “Sleep. You’re too tired to be of any use to me tonight.”

He chuckled and soon they slept and Phaedra was comforted that such a man would build a woman a home. That such a woman would speak words with tenderness.

She was forced to spend a second night on the Lumateran side of the stream, translating her chronicles of the Charynites who arrived each day in the valley for Tesadora and the novices.

“I hope you’re not promising them anything,” Tesadora snapped from her bedroll as the others slept.

“It wouldn’t matter if I did,” Phaedra said. “Charynites don’t trust promises.”

The next morning, she woke to a party of people arriving with more soldiers than she had ever seen. They came with women and children and some of the Mont girls she remembered from her time in the mountains. She felt uncomfortable with their stares and would have done anything to be on her side of the stream. The women who sat in the tent were dressed for the cool mountain air. Phaedra could see that they were women of wealth. She had no idea how to determine the age of a child after seeing so few in her life, but the smallest was a tiny cherub with the grayest of eyes, her hair covered by an oversize cap. She stared solemnly from her mother’s lap. The other little girl was older and so beautiful, it made Phaedra’s heart ache.

“What a strange way to live,” one of the younger Monts said, coming into the tent after having observed Phaedra’s people across the stream.

“No different from the trogs up on Finnikin’s Rock,” Tesadora said.

It was a noisy room of talk and giggles and hushed gossip. Tesadora laughed heartily at what the young woman with the gray-eyed child had to say. There was love among these people, and, as always, Phaedra felt so far removed and lonely from everyone, even her own.

The conversation among them changed constantly and finally settled on the Charynite camp.

“They’re so dirty,” one of the Mont girls said. “I tell you, I spent a day helping Tesadora, and I could barely stand the stench when I stood beside a group of women.”

“Constance,” a fair-haired girl warned.

Then there was silence, and the Mont girl’s eyes flickered to Phaedra. Phaedra’s face felt as though it were on fire. So many eyes suddenly on her, pity in some. But what shamed her more were the stares from the children.

“The wife Lucian sent back,” she heard one of them explain in a whisper.

“Spent two whole weeks crying when he first brought her to the mountain,” another said.

She heard hisses of “Shhhh” and “Enough!” The stares continued and then more silence, so much of it that even the Lumaterans looked uncomfortable.

“They escaped through the sewers,” Phaedra said quietly.

Phaedra felt the eyes of every person in the tent on her. Although she had never been called outspoken, she had an awful habit of speaking out of nervousness. “Enough now, Phaedra, my sweet,” her father would say.

Still no one spoke.

“They were imprisoned in the province of Nebia,” she said, her voice small and insignificant. “The woman Jorja and her daughter Florenza. Jorja’s husband, Harker, had information about a number of Serkers who are said to live underground, and Harker was arranging to have the Serkers smuggled to the province of Alonso. What he didn’t know was that his contact was a spy for the palace.”

Enough now, Phaedra, my sweet.

“His wife and daughter found this out only after they were arrested in Harker’s place. They escaped through the sewers of their city.”

Phaedra looked at the Mont girl who had spoken. “That’s why you could barely stand the stench of them. Because they escaped through the shit of their people to save the life of Harker and twelve Serkers.”

Phaedra caught the wary stare of the young woman with the gray-eyed child.

Enough now, Phaedra.

“If you believe us to be filthy demons, then it is wrong of you to bring your precious babes into danger,” Phaedra said, looking at the woman and her child. “If they were ours, we’d never place them in harm’s way.”

The young mother stared back at Phaedra with fury. She stood, placing her daughter on her hip. “Now I have Charynites telling me how to bring up my child!” she said, before walking out.

The fair-haired young woman stood instantly to follow, but another took her hand. “Let her go, Celie.”

“I meant no offense,” Phaedra said, hanging her head with shame.

A handsome woman with kind eyes shook her head. “She’s tired. Leave her.”

“But, Lady Abian, someone should go to her,” one of the Mont girls said.

Lady Abian smiled ruefully. “In my early days with Celie, Augie’s mother persisted in telling me what to do all the time. The poor queen may not have a mother-in-law, but every person in Lumatere has something to tell her about how to rear a child.”

Phaedra turned away in horror. She had insulted Queen Isaboe of Lumatere.

“Finnikin’s great-aunt told her that she should no longer have Jasmina in their bed,” the one named Beatriss said. Phaedra had heard of her. Once, she had been betrothed to the captain of the Guard.

“And that Jasmina is too old to still be at the breast,” a Mont girl joined in.

“Well, I have to agree there,” said another.

The women chatted on, and Phaedra was forgotten. She slipped out of the tent and looked between the trees to where the queen stood with her consort’s arms around her. Phaedra recognized him from the day in Rafuel’s cell. They were speaking to the captain, who had the little princess sitting on his shoulders. The little princess pulled her shalamon’s ears, and it was strange to see the captain laugh.

Phaedra watched as her Mont husband arrived from the mountain. He dismounted and walked toward the small party. He tugged the queen’s cap over her eyes, and the queen of Lumatere laughed. Phaedra saw a beauty that she had not recognized in the tent. Secretly, she had always felt shame that her Mont husband’s cousin had not thought Phaedra significant enough to visit on the mountain. Or invite to the palace.

“They meant no harm,” she heard Tesadora say at her shoulder.

Phaedra walked away, scrubbing away tears, not realizing that she was crying. She was tired of feeling shame. She was tired of feeling helpless all the time.

“Did you hear what I said?” Tesadora asked, gripping her arm.

“They say we’re dirty,” Phaedra cried, pulling free. “Luci-en says we’re useless. Your queen says we’re murderers. I overheard the Mont lads say we should be rounded up and set aflame. We’re barren. We worship too many gods. Our bread is tasteless. Our faces are plain. We cry too much. Our fathers abandon us. We don’t understand kinship. We’re pitiful!”

Phaedra shook her head. “If your people mean no offense, they should not speak their thoughts out loud in front of their children, Tesadora. Because it will be their children who come to slaughter us one day, all because of the careless words passed down by their elders who meant no harm.”

Tesadora stared a moment, and then a ghost of a smile appeared on her face.

“Strange things happen when we stand face-to-face with our enemy, don’t they, Phaedra of Alonso?”

Tesadora leaned forward and sniffed at Phaedra’s clothing.

“Why, you’re not so dirty after all.” She smiled mockingly. “And you just called me Tesadora, so that must mean I’m not the white witch anymore.”

The queen returned to the mountain with her consort that night, but the others stayed. Phaedra had not been dismissed, so she spent a third night on the Lumateran side of the stream. She had little desire to sleep among the women in Tesadora’s tent and chose to sleep under the stars in a bed of leaves, feeling lonelier than she ever had in her life.

She was awoken in the morning by the sounds from across the stream in the camp. During the night, someone had placed a blanket over her, and she now folded it carefully to return it to the tent. The Lumaterans were already awake, and soldiers of the Guard, including the captain, were swarming the forest.

She approached the others, who were pottering around a fire, being served tea by Tesadora’s girls, when suddenly Tesadora stopped, staring in the direction of the stream. She stood and then her eyes met Phaedra’s.

“Something’s wrong,” she said.

Phaedra listened a moment. It was unnaturally silent. The world of the cave dwellers seemed to have stopped.

“Trevanion!” Tesadora called out.

The captain and his Guard were there in an instant. “The stream,” Tesadora said.

Phaedra and Tesadora followed the Guard. The silence could mean only one thing, that someone had arrived unannounced. Perhaps it was the riders from the Citavita searching for last borns.

They reached the stream and came to an instant halt. Across the water, every camp dweller stood staring back at her. No, not her. They were staring at the little girl the Lumaterans called Vestie, who stood beside Lady Beatriss of the Flatlands. In the eyes of her fellow Charynites, Phaedra saw so much wonder and despair.

Lady Beatriss held her daughter’s hand while the captain stood beside her. They would have been a striking couple in their youth, and Phaedra had heard that it was Lumatere’s sadness that these two had still not announced a bonding day.

Lady Beatriss turned to Phaedra and Tesadora questioningly.

“We came to splash some water on our faces,” she said quietly. “Please speak our sorrow if they are insulted that we used the stream.”

Phaedra shook her head, unable to speak. The Mont girls arrived and stared across at the Charynites, bewildered.

“Do we have mud on our faces?” one asked. “The way they’re staring is strange.”

Celie of the Flatlands looked at Phaedra for an answer.

“Phaedra?” she prodded gently.

Phaedra’s face burned from the attention. “When Luci-en first took me up to the mountain, I cried for days and weeks,” she said, “every single time I saw a child. I had not seen one before, and I suddenly understood in my whole being what drove our people to madness. For the beauty of a child took my breath away.”

The Lumateran women looked confused.

“Have they not told you? Your captain and his men?” she asked. “It’s part of our curse. We’ve not birthed a child in Charyn for eighteen years.”

Celie of the Flatlands and the Mont girls gasped in horror. Lady Beatriss caught her breath, her eyes wide with shock. She stared up at the captain, who looked away.

“You’re pale, Lady Beatriss,” Phaedra said.

Lady Beatriss held two hands to her face.

“It’s been a tiring trip,” she said. Phaedra could see she was lying. Even Tesadora looked away.

A moment later, Lady Beatriss seemed to have recovered and she held out a hand to Tesadora. “Would you accompany me across the stream?” she asked. “I’d like to make their acquaintance.”

“You’re better off with Lucian’s wife. They think I’m going to curse them.”

Then little Vestie held a hand to Phaedra and she took it, her skin tingling at how small and soft it felt.

“They’re very withdrawn, so please do not take offense at their ways,” Phaedra explained. “I’m trying to find a way to have them all speak to each other, but they tend to keep to their own dwellings. The vegetable patches have worked to bring them together to a certain degree.”

“I’m sure you’ll think of a way,” Lady Beatriss said.

The journey down the mountain was silent, and Beatriss found it hard to swallow. It was as though something sour was lodged in her throat and she could not release it. Trevanion rode beside her and more than once she tried to speak, but the words failed.

When they reached the road that passed through Sennington, she clicked at her horse to stop.

“You don’t have to come in,” she said to him. “I’ll take her.” Vestie had insisted on riding with Trevanion and had fallen asleep in his arms.

“I’ll carry her inside,” was all he said.

They rode down the path through the village and past the cottage of Jacklin and Marta. Beatriss saw all their worldly goods packed onto their mule, and her heart sank. They had come to her only days before, heartbroken to have to say the words that they could not stay in Sennington. They had been offered work in Lord Freychinet’s village. Their departure would mean that Beatriss’s village was now down to fifteen people. Three years ago, there were forty-nine of them, all determined to put the past behind and work tirelessly on the crop. But the crop had failed to yield for three years, and it was selfish of Beatriss to keep her village tied to a dead soil.

When they arrived back at the long house, Trevanion followed her into Vestie’s room and she watched him place her daughter on the bed before he followed her down into the kitchen.

“Ask me,” she said quietly.

He didn’t respond.

“It’s what you have wanted to do since you found out about the Charynites. So ask me.”

He stood, dwarfing his surroundings, as he always did in her mind. When she was a young woman, his presence had consumed every part of her. She couldn’t bear being with him in a room because everyone in it disappeared from existence, except for him. Even parts of her disappeared.

“I have to go,” he said quietly, walking out of Vestie’s chamber and down the stairs.

“Ask me,” she cried. “Ask me something. You never ask me of the past, and without questions, I can’t speak, Trevanion. These unspoken words choke me inside.”

He looked at her, shaking his head with despair at not being able to release the words himself.

“What do you want me to ask you, Beatriss?” he said, anguish in his voice.

“Who her father is. It must have been the first question to pass through your mind. If the Charynites have not produced children, who is the father of Vestie?”

But Trevanion did not ask and did not speak. Whatever had happened to him in exile had broken a part inside of him that she could not mend.

Instead, he turned and walked away and left Beatriss standing alone in her kitchen. It had always been her favorite part of the house. Here, during those long ten years, she had cooked for her whole village. They had stayed united because of it. When people supped together, they shared more than food, regardless of their station in life. She stared at the large pot that was able to feed so many, and knowing what she had to do, with a deep regret in her heart, Beatriss sat down and began to pen a letter to Phaedra of Alonso.
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Froi waited in the courtyard of the palace to visit the Citavita. It had been ten days since he had arrived in the palace, but it felt longer. At times, it seemed as though he couldn’t breathe from the weight of the stone walls surrounding him. The Citavita, at least, provided him with some kind of reprieve and a certain fascination. He had become accustomed to coming and going these last few days, and although there was not one specific hour when the drawbridge was raised, he spent most of his time on the lookout. Today he felt Bestiano’s eyes on him, staring down from one of the upper walkways. Froi bowed respectfully, but there was no response from Bestiano.

From behind him, he heard the horses come out of the stables, and as suddenly as the drawbridge was raised, more than a dozen palace riders rode past Froi toward the gates, followed by a heavily armed horse-drawn carriage. He stepped aside, curious about who was inside, and when the carriage rolled past him, he heard the name “Olivier!” spoken with a whimper.

“Quintana?” he said, following it down the drawbridge as it lurched and rolled away. “Are you in there?” he shouted. He continued to trail the carriage down the wall of the Citavita, but it was too narrow a stretch of path to share with the riders and the townspeople. Froi pressed against the rock to stop himself from being crushed. He recognized Dorcas riding close to the carriage and broke into a slow run to keep alongside the guard.

“Dorcas,” he shouted. “Where are you taking her, Dorcas?”

“Soothsayer,” Dorcas replied. “It’s a custom each year before the day of weeping.”

“A custom to do what?” Froi snapped.

Dorcas was irritated in the way he was always irritated when Froi spoke. “To rid her of the curse. Best you go back to the palace. You ask too many questions.”

“Because you don’t ask enough, Dorcas, you fool. She’s scared.”

“King’s orders.”

From the tops of caves and the road above, the Citavitans stopped to watch. Their stares were bitter. “Whore!” one shouted, and threw a rotten apple at the carriage. “Demon!”

Froi followed the entourage farther down the road, watching the carriage totter close to the edge. It was too tight a fit on the narrow track, and he imagined both horses and carriage toppling over the side at any moment. But halfway down, they stopped at the entrance to one of the cave houses and Quintana was taken into the soothsayer’s cave under a pelt of rotten fruit and fury from above.

Outside the cave, the palace soldiers stood guard, their attention on the roofs above. Froi watched merchants pack up their goods nervously, whilst others stared from the street lords to the soldiers, tensely waiting.

“The carriage is blocking the road, friend,” one of the street lords called out to the palace riders. “There’s a herd of cattle behind you that don’t take too well to following orders.”

Although the street lords were few in number, the palace riders were smart enough to look wary. A moment later, the carriage jolted forward and it became impossible for the rider to see what was taking place on the narrow crowded road.

Froi heard cries from inside the soothsayer’s cave and then silence. Chants and then silence again. A warbling sound caused the horses of the carriage to lurch forward. Inside the cave, another cry was followed by silence. Froi could see the horses champing at the bit, and he moved close enough to the carriage to note the driver’s white knuckles gripping on tight. But the large herd of cattle was urged ahead by the street lords and began to push both horses and carriage to the edge of the cliff road.

“You’re going to have to let the horses go!” Froi shouted up to the carriage driver, who stood up to look behind and was jolted again. Froi leaped up beside him, stared back at the road, and saw the herd of cattle gaining on them.

Froi shoved the driver off the carriage before the fool was forced over the side into the gravina, carriage and all. He then climbed up to release the mounts as they tossed their manes with fury. The driver was back on his feet in front of the horses, working on the second harness. Less than a moment after the horses were released, the carriage went hurtling over the side, crashing against the rocks in the abyss below.

On this narrow stretch of rock, Froi watched cattle, soldiers, street lords, and horses jostle for space. Inside the soothsayer’s cave, there were screams and crashes, and the next moment, Froi saw a figure come racing out, her hair drenched and tangled. But Froi wasn’t the only one to see her. From the flat roof of a cave above, a street lord noticed her as well. The man leaped down and landed close to Froi’s feet. Without a second thought, Froi caught him with a fist to the temple, knocking him down.

As Froi raced down the winding road after Quintana, he caught glimpses of her hair, but bend after bend she would disappear, until he reached a stretch where she seemed to have vanished altogether. He imagined that she was either heading down toward the bridge of the Citavita or was inside one of the caves teeming with vendors who were taking refuge. But then, at the entrance of a cave beside him, Froi heard the rasp of heavy breathing coming from behind a trio of baskets overspilling with threads and fabric.

“Quintana,” he whispered.

The breathing stopped a moment.

“Olivier?”

He searched behind the baskets and found her there. Her hair was plastered to her face, the front of her repulsive pink dress damp. Froi crouched beside her.

“Couldn’t you have worn something less noticeable?” he muttered.

But she was too shaken and miserable to respond. He studied her closely, not knowing whether he was dealing with Princess Indignant or Quintana the ice maiden.

“What did she do to you?” he asked.

She looked weary, shaking her head. He settled beside her, hearing the sound of horses’ hooves hitting the hard ground outside the cave. After a moment, she placed her head against his shoulders and Froi felt a tenderness toward her.

“Sometimes . . . sometimes keeping alive is too tiring,” she whispered, wringing her hands.

Before he knew what he was doing, he pressed his lips against her brow. “Don’t ever say that. Ever.”

He looked back to the entrance cautiously. A woman stood stirring a large pot with a paddle. Froi smelled saffron. He watched the woman drop a piece of cloth into the dye and retrieve another that had been soaking. On flat stones behind her, he could see a basket of cotton tunics, waiting to be dipped into the pot.

“Wait here,” he said.

While the woman had her back turned, Froi grabbed one of the tunics and a scarf, and crept back to where Quintana was hiding.

He helped her remove the hideous pink dress.

“Close your eyes,” she said.

Froi stared at her, bemused. Sharing beds and lifting her shift to her thighs and dropping his trousers to his ankles was normal, yet here she was, bashful.

He closed his eyes, and when she was dressed, he wrapped the scarf around her head and took her hand, leading her into the cave.

“It’s best we stay here for a while.”

Quintana was much too intrigued by her surroundings to complain and accepted the circumstances with her usual aplomb. If her eyes weren’t prone to squinting, she would have almost looked wide-eyed with fascination. In a corner, a woman sang a song so pure that it made something inside Froi ache.

“What is she singing?” Quintana stood transfixed, her hand close to her ears, as if she wanted to capture the sound in her fist.

“I don’t recognize the language,” Froi said. “But it’s a pretty melody.”

She looked at him, surprised.

“What would you know of such things?” she asked.

“Well, if you’d really like to know, I can sing a pretty melody or two.”

Froi wanted to cut off his tongue for saying the words. Except for when working alone on the Flatlands where no one could hear, he hadn’t sung out loud since he was a child in a Sarnak marketplace.

He pulled her away. They were still too close to the cave entrance and not far enough away from the fury of those outside. But Quintana had seemed no safer with the palace riders. Was she any safer with Froi?

Farther along, a man juggled three apples, taking a bite from the same one at intervals until it was nothing more than its core. Quintana studied him with a sort of wonder beyond anything Froi had seen on her face before.

But she was drawn away by the cries of a woman in the folds of the cave. Froi followed her to where a couple embraced, the man’s body pressing his lover to the wall, his hands concealed under her dress. Froi held out a hand to pull Quintana away, but he heard a snarl from her and suddenly she leaped onto the man’s back, grabbing him by the hair, pounding his head once against the stone wall. The woman screamed, and the man twisted and turned to throw Quintana from him. But she held on tight, and Froi saw her face, saw her small, slightly crooked teeth, savage in shape.

He grabbed her around the waist and forced her from the man’s back, only to feel a painful kick to his shin by the woman.

He took Quintana’s arm, and they escaped through the labyrinth, choosing paths randomly.

A tunnel led down to a lower level of the caves, and Froi dragged her toward it, climbing down first, his feet and hands pressing into the indents of the narrow space to keep his balance. When he reached the ground, he held up his hands, then clasped her around the legs and settled her before him.

“Are you a madwoman, Quintana?” he whispered furiously after they both had caught their breath.

She pointed up the tunnel. “Did you not hear her crying?”

Froi looked around guardedly. Men stared from small dank corners and music rang in the distance through the pocket holes of the cave.

He leaned forward to whisper, “She was crying from pleasure.”

Quintana shook her head fiercely. “That’s a lie.”

“No. It’s the truth. People enjoy touching each other. Holding each other. Mating. Since the time of the Ancients, lovers have enjoyed it.”

Even in the half-lit space, he saw her expression of disgust.

“Is that what you tell yourself, Olivier? To make yourself feel better about what you’re doing to a woman. Do you convince yourself that she’s enjoying herself?”

Froi bit back his fury. And his shame.

“And what of you?” he said coldly. “Lifting your nightdress in your chamber, convincing yourself that it’s a sacrifice for Charyn when it’s nothing more than a need to ease your loneliness because no one in this godsforsaken kingdom cares whether you live or die!”

He regretted the words the moment they left his mouth. She stepped away and he tried to hold out a contrite hand to her, but she would have none of it.

“Ease my loneliness?” she asked bitterly. “If I wanted to ease my loneliness, Olivier, I would have asked my father for a kitten, not whored myself for Charyn.”

She turned and ran, and he caught her shift, hearing it tear. “Don’t draw attention to yourself,” he said, but she pulled free.

He lost her twice, each time catching a glimpse of her in another nook or alcove.

At last, when he believed he would never find her, there she was in a huddle of musicians.

The music they were playing was accompanied by a wailing sound that seemed to beckon all that was untamed and buried deep within. Strange instruments twanged with every pluck of the strings, accompanied by the flicker of fingers across a hide drum. The man’s voice was rich, reverberating off the cave walls. Froi could tell he told a sad tale. But then the music changed in tempo and a woman with wild eyes spun and spun again, her arms raised high, and Froi was dizzy with the speed and the beat and the wails and grunts until the woman collapsed to the ground, a mass of sweat and deep breaths.

He saw Quintana then, her eyes bright with excitement. Perhaps it was the Serker in her that sang to him. Lirah’s Serker blood. Whatever it was, it seemed to awaken something in Froi that he couldn’t understand. That he didn’t want to understand. Not with Quintana.

And then the woman on the ground rose and the music was all things enticing. In the small crowd, she caught Quintana’s eye and held out a hand, and then the princess or reginita or savage, or whoever she was, danced. It was as if she knew this dance in the deepest core of her, and when she opened her eyes, Froi saw the Quintana who had sat on the piece of granite between the palace and godshouse that day he had watched with Arjuro. The savage in her was a beacon to all things raw and base inside Froi. Her hips swaying, her eyes closed, her hands slowly twisting and turning above her head. It was as Rafuel had said. It was a dance of seduction, and somehow in this dank cave with the half-mad princess of the enemy, Froi was seduced. He walked between the dancers and took her face in his hands and kissed her, his tongue sparring with hers for only the slightest moment before he heard the snarl escape her lips and felt a sharp pain. He wiped the blood from his mouth where she had bitten hard.

“Do that again and I’ll make sure you bleed like a stuck pig,” she hissed.

He clenched his fist. Remember your bond, Froi, he said to himself. He counted to ten.

The music slowly strummed to nothing, and he felt bereft without it. Saw that she did too. Caught the tremble in her body as she came back from wherever she had been in her head. Froi reached out a gentle hand and drew Quintana to him, pressing their brows together.

“In a kinder world,” he whispered, “one I promise you I’ve seen, men and women flirt and dance and love with only the fear of what it would mean without the other in their lives.”

She was silent for a moment, but stayed with her head pressed to his.

“Lirah says it’s a sport of blood,” she said. “A dance between men and the women they own. What cruel lies you tell, Olivier of Sebastabol.”

He took her hand and they traveled deeper into the cave’s core, following the sound of cheering into a small crowded space.

Froi sat down beside a group of men playing cards, pulling Quintana down beside him. This was a game he knew, one he had mastered on the streets of the Sarnak capital.

“You in?” a man barked, half his teeth missing, which was always a warning not to join a game.

Froi pointed to himself and then shrugged, nodding.

The man with thinning hair snapped his fingers and held out a hand, and Froi fished a handful of coins from his pocket. The man dealt, and Froi studied the cards he held in his hands.

“Sir,” he heard Quintana speak.

Froi turned to her, a finger on his lips, but Quintana was staring at the dealer, creases furrowing her forehead.

“You forgot your card, sir.” It was Quintana the Indignant.

There was a hiss of fury from the other players. Froi tensed, then relaxed when he realized Quintana was not in danger. The men were staring at the dealer.

“Don’t know what you’re talking about!” the dealer said.

“There,” Quintana said, confused that he was unable to see. She reached over to touch the dealer’s sleeve.

The other players stared at her. Was it a game this creature was playing, pretending innocence and confusion at the sinister workings of the world?

They threw their cards down in disgust.

“You’re out of play, Aesop. Out!”

Someone pushed the coins toward Quintana.

“They’re yours, miss.”

Another man began to shuffle and deal, and he had a new admirer in Quintana, who watched him carefully, grinning a crooked smile each time he stared down and winked at her.

“Did you see what he did with his eye?” she whispered in Froi’s ear.

“He likes you,” Froi said.

When each man had their cards, Froi felt her at his shoulder, studying the hand. He tried to push her away, wary of what she would reveal to the others by her reaction.

“What’s your name, lad?” one of the players asked.

He hesitated, realizing he couldn’t use Olivier in case someone knew of the palace visitor.

“Froi,” he responded, knowing it was safe to use the name here.

“Well, Froi. A good game is a fast game.”

The men grunted in agreement.

“That means he’d like you to be quick in placing down your card,” Quintana explained.

He looked at her and then laughed.

“What would I do without you?” he said.

Later, Froi led her through the caves, quickening his step when he realized they were being followed. When he pushed Quintana into a crevice and turned to face whoever it was, he saw it was a woman.

“I know who she is.”

Froi ignored her.

“You’re a fool to have her out here,” she said. “You know the most base of men will soon come for the last-born girls and use them as whores to produce the first.”

Quintana stiffened beside Froi.

Froi tried to push her behind him again. The woman thought Quintana was a last born, not the princess.

“It’s against the law,” Quintana said coldly. “The prophecy says that only the reginita can break the curse. Only her. Not the innocent.”

The woman clicked her tongue with regret.

“And what happens when Her Royal Uselessness comes of age?” she asked. “I tell you, they’ll come for the last borns.” She turned to Froi. “You take care of your girl.”

“Always,” Froi murmured, grabbing Quintana’s hand and turning away. Suddenly they faced another — a man bigger in build than any Charynite Froi had ever seen.

“I’ll smuggle her out of the Citavita,” the man said fiercely. “What have you been waiting for?”

Froi felt Quintana take a quick breath beside him. She stepped away from Froi, but he pulled her back.

“And who are you, sir?” Quintana asked.

“I’m Perabo. The keeper of these caves.”

The man held out his hand to Quintana. “You know it’s safe to come with me.”

“She knows nothing of the sort,” Froi said, “and if you don’t step back, I’ll break that hand in places you didn’t think there were bones.”

Quintana stared from Froi to the man and then to Froi again, and there was sadness in her eyes.

“It’s not my time to go, sir,” she said to the keeper of the caves. “Not yet.”

The man’s eyes bored into Froi’s.

“There are those of us who treasure all last borns,” the keeper hissed. “If something happens to her because of you, I will feed every bone of yours that I break down your throat.”

It was late when they reached the palace entrance, and this time there was no need for calling out. The drawbridge was lowered, and two of the soldiers approached, then dragged Froi back with them. The courtyard was illuminated by torches. Gargarin stood behind Bestiano and the rest of the advisers and riders. Dorcas’s face was swollen, either a gift from the street lords or punishment from the palace for losing the princess. Bestiano approached, and his backhand caught Froi across the face.

Gargarin pushed past the advisers, and one of the riders pulled him back and Froi saw him wince in pain.

Count to ten, Froi. Your work here is yet to be done. You’ve not even had a glimpse of the king.

“The palace risks a war with both Sebastabol and Paladozza if anything happens to the last born,” Gargarin called out, a warning in his voice.

“What makes you think anything will happen to him?” Bestiano said pleasantly before turning to Dorcas.

“I think a night in the dungeon should arouse him enough to be of service to the princess tomorrow.”

Later, on the hard cold ground of the cell, when the world seemed so still that it was as though Froi felt the heartbeat of every man and woman in Charyn, he heard the soft singing coming from the opposite tower. It wasn’t the high-pitched purity in Quintana’s voice, nor the fact that she recalled every word to a sad song she had heard only once today in the caves of the Citavita, sung in a language she had never known. It was that he knew that voice, had dreamed it over and over again in a lifetime of rot and misery, and Froi wanted to weep. For he knew he would break his bond to his queen not just with his body but also with his heart.

When he climbed through Lirah’s window that night, she was lying on her cot, reading. He was surprised that the Serker whore could read. As he watched her engrossed in the words on the page, he recognized that the manuscript she held was from Gargarin’s collection. Did that fool of a man bribe her guard to pass on the books he treasured?

“Do you feel nothing for her?” Froi asked accusingly. “Is it why you tried to kill her?”

She stared up a moment and then turned her attention back to her reading. “That took you long enough to work out,” she said coolly.

“Do you feel nothing for her?” he repeated.

“I feel pity. Satisfied?”

At that moment, Froi hated her more than when Arjuro had revealed the truth of Lirah’s crime.

“And you?” she asked, putting the manuscript down. “What do you feel, Serker savage?”

Froi fought hard not to react to her words. “I’m just intrigued,” he said. “I’m wondering what it is that you’re good at. Your skill in drowning children and attacking scholars with a dagger is poor,” he added cruelly.

Her smile was bitter.

“Well, I must be good for something. The king has kept me alive for long enough.”

“I want to know about the brothers from Abroi,” he demanded.

“I loathe the brothers from Abroi,” she said coldly. “That’s all you need to know.”

“No, I need to know more, Lirah.” Froi had come to realize that somehow the clue to where the king was to be found was connected to Lirah, Gargarin, or Arjuro.

His eyes were fixed on Lirah’s. Trevanion referred to this as a gnawing war, where you sit and stare at your opponent as though gnawing away at their souls. Lirah was not one to look away, but Froi could see that she wanted him to leave. So she spoke.

“Arjuro was a priestling. A greater deviant the godshouse has never known, but he was the only person who could twist the oracle around his little finger. His brother, Gargarin, was the king’s prized protégé, cold and remote toward all except his twin and . . .”

She stopped. Froi waited.

“And you?” he asked.

Lirah ignored the question. Froi walked to the cot and grabbed the manuscript from her hands. He walked back to the window and held it outside threateningly. He could see the rage in her eyes.

“Talk,” he snapped. She refused to.

Froi took a chance and tore out a page, inwardly asking Finn and Isaboe for forgiveness. They loved words and books. They sent messengers far and wide to find manuscripts as gifts to each other.

Without waiting another moment, he tossed the page out the window.

“You dog,” she said with a bitter shake of her head.

“Talk.”

She walked to him and took the manuscript, clutching it close to her body. They both knew he could take it from her in an instant, but he waited.

“For too long the wisdom and intellect in this kingdom came from the teachings of those in the godshouses,” she said. “Some believed that the palace could be just as progressive and that the newly crowned king was the one to bring about the change. One of these believers, a lad who had been raised in Paladozza, traveled to the Citavita with his brother. He had the plans and drawings to prove that Charyn could be as mighty as Belegonia. He and his brother had spent years deciphering the books of the Ancients, discovering farm methods and surgical techniques that proved the brothers’ genius.

“The king was impressed with the lad, but he also wanted the gods’ touched priestling brother to serve him because he already had a reputation for being the best physician the Citavita had seen. But despite the wealth the king promised, the priestling was not interested in being solely in his service. More important, the oracle of the godshouse was not going to hand over her most gifted priestling to the palace.”

Lirah looked up at Froi a moment, but she seemed far away.

“Everyone believes the downfall of Charyn began with the godshouse slaughter and the sacking of Serker, but I know it began with the battle between the oracle and the king over Arjuro of Abroi.”

Froi couldn’t fathom such a thing. Arjuro was a drunk with no hope. How could he have ever provided Charyn with anything?

“Despite the tension that was brewing between the oracle’s godshouse and the palace, the brothers from Abroi refused to involve themselves. They began and ended the day greeting each other across the gravina. When they walked through the Citavita together, people would stop in awe. They were beautiful to look at, with their dark curls and fierce blue eyes. They may have come from nothing, but they held a fascination for those around them. The king tried to do everything he could to use them to his advantage. He believed that if Gargarin spoke to his brother and his brother came to be the physician in the palace, then Arjuro would also convince the oracle to sanction any plans the palace had to wrest control from the provincari. But the brothers made a pact to never allow the godshouse or the palace to come between them.”

“How did you meet the brothers?”

“I first made Gargarin’s acquaintance in the palace.”

It seemed difficult for Lirah to say Gargarin’s name.

“We spent a lot of time in a cave the brothers called theirs at the base of the gravina.”

“I know it,” Froi said, thinking of the first time he saw Gargarin.

“De Lancey of Paladozza would be there too. It was all quite primitive at times,” she said quietly. “They were strangely raw in their youth.”

“And then?”

“And then the godshouse was attacked, supposedly by the Serkers. It was a massacre. Forty of the priestlings were killed. One day later, the palace riders found the oracle with Arjuro of Abroi in the cave I spoke of. He claimed that he had not been present in the godshouse on the night of the massacre and had returned to find the carnage. He had found the oracle queen maimed, violated, and close to death, and he had sworn to do anything to protect her.”

“How did the palace know where to find him?”

“He was betrayed. De Lancey did it without realizing.”

“De Lancey of Paladozza?” Froi asked, surprised. He was the son of the provincaro who had taken the brothers into his home.

“They were lovers. Whatever De Lancey did, I’m sure he’s regretted it. After the capture, the palace held Arjuro in the godshouse on his own. Said it was a sound punishment to keep him chained inside the Hall of Illumination where most of the slaughter took place. During the next nine months, Gargarin was allowed to visit him. He never believed his brother was responsible and worked tirelessly to have him released.”

Lirah looked up at Froi, anguish in her eyes.

“But ambition is an ugly thing, and on the night of the last born, the king asked Gargarin of Abroi for the allegiance he had always desired from his prized pet.”

“What type of allegiance?” Froi asked, his blood beginning to run cold.

“The type that ensures a man must sell his soul.”

Lirah walked away, her back to him, and Froi saw her stagger. If it were anyone other than Lirah he would have held out a hand to her. But Lirah did not seem the type of woman who invited help from any man. When he could see that she was composed, he walked around to face her.

“What did he do, Lirah?”

“Unbeknownst to the people of Charyn, the king ordered Gargarin to kill the oracle and the child she bore. To toss them out of the palace window into the gravina as though they were garbage.”

“What?”

“And the king’s guards dragged Arjuro to the balconette of the godshouse, chained him there, and made him watch. It’s why Arjuro has never spoken to Gargarin again. That, and the fact that Arjuro spent more than eight years in the cell below this one for supposedly conspiring with the Serkers.”

“Is that what you believe?” Froi asked. “About the Serkers?”

She shook her head. “Never. If anyone knows the immoral habits of the Serkers, I do. But I would bet the life of this kingdom on the fact that no Serker would enter the godshouse and desecrate it. They may have resented the oracle over the years for instructing them on how to live their lives, but they would never have despoiled the godshouse. The Serkers were begot from the Ancients. No province was more devoted to the gods.”

“Gargarin couldn’t . . . I don’t believe you, Lirah.”

She studied him carefully and a cruel smile crossed her lips. “Oh, I see,” she said bitterly. “Gargarin of Abroi bewitched you, did he? Don’t worry. He’s done it to the best of us.”

“I’m bewitched by no man,” Froi said furiously.

“Then why are you here asking questions?”

“Because I needed to know whether he is worth saving.”

Lirah stared. Froi saw something flare up in her eyes.

“Saving? Aren’t you here just to plant the mighty seed of Charyn?”

“I’m not here to plant a seed, Lirah, and if anyone can tell me about the king’s chamber, you can.”

Suddenly Lirah grabbed his face viciously.

“Who are you?”

Froi was silent a moment.

“I’ll find a way to set you free,” he said quietly. “There’s a cloister in the kingdom of Sendecane. At the ends of the land. You take her there,” he ordered. “She can live in peace, and this kingdom can forget her. This land can forget her.”

“And what makes you think that I would protect her? I tried to drown Quintana, remember? I’m the scum of this earth in your eyes.”

“She’s your daughter. There’s no greater bond than between a mother and her child.”

Lirah of Serker laughed with little humor. “Let me tell you a truth, Serker savage,” she said. “And then I want you to leave and not come back. I gave birth to one child on that wretched night. He was a boy child, torn from my loins and given to Gargarin of Abroi to toss from the palace window into the gravina below. I woke up with the oracle’s bastard in my arms. Quintana the wretched. Quintana the curse maker. Quintana the whore.”

There were tears of fury in the woman’s eyes. “And she gnawed at my breasts day after day, screaming for her own mother, because that savage babe knew the truth. That I grieved my son until I had nothing left inside to give to her. So when you slit Gargarin of Abroi’s throat, you tell him. Tell him that on that cursed night, he didn’t murder the son of the oracle. He murdered mine.”
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Froi crouched by the side of the bed, waiting. He wanted to be the first thing Gargarin saw when he woke. Wanted to see the fear. He had been trained by Trevanion to watch for the signals that showed the difference between a man sleeping and awake. He saw the flicker on Gargarin’s face, and a moment later Froi held a hand to the man’s neck.

“I could snap it in an instant.”

“Then why didn’t you when you had a chance?” Gargarin asked.

“Because I wanted to hear the truth from your mouth first.”

The silence stretched without a flicker of emotion on the other man’s face. Gargarin of Abroi could do uncomfortable silence better than anyone Froi knew. Even Perri.

“I never took you for a murderer,” Froi said bitterly.

Gargarin sighed, as though a truth was revealed that had been waiting a long time to reveal itself.

“There are rules, even among the most base of men,” Froi hissed. “I’ve done things that shame me still, but if I killed a newborn babe, I’d dash my head against a rock rather than live one moment with such blackness staining me.”

Gargarin refused to look away. “I did what I had to do, and I have no shame. And I’ll not explain myself to you. I’ll not explain myself to those who refuse to listen to the truth but still judge me. And if I had to do it again, I would not change a single thing that took place that night. Nor would the oracle expect me to.”

Froi shoved him away, trying to block out the voice in his head that told him to forget his bond and kill this man.

“Do you know how easy it is to snap the life out of a body?” Froi asked. “Especially one that is broken?”

“Then do it,” Gargarin hissed. “Or are you as gutless as the rest of Charyn?”

“Olivier!” It was Quintana, from outside on the balconette. “Olivier, are you in there?”

Froi’s eyes were fixed on Gargarin’s. Deep down he had believed in the boy named Gar who had kept his brother safe all those years. Who had walked four days with no food to bring young Arjuro hope. It was what made Froi want to kill him: the knowledge that Gargarin had sold some part of himself to a darker desire. But Gargarin’s action had nothing to do with Lumatere’s safety, and Froi knew it was not part of his bond to take this man’s life. Yet Froi wanted to cause pain, and he pressed cruel fingers against the dagger wound Gargarin had received from Lirah. His only pleasure was watching the man wince.

“Olivier!”

“Your time will come,” Froi warned.

Quintana stood on her balconette, and Froi climbed onto its latticework and leaped, landing at her feet. He saw that her face was flushed with excitement.

“I’ve been waiting for you all night and day,” she said.

Froi shivered. He realized that the words came from Quintana the ice maiden. Realized, as he felt his face heating up, that the idea of this Quintana waiting for him with excitement spoke to parts of him he believed to be dormant, and then she winked.

“Did I do that right?” she asked. Her smile was lopsided, and he saw a glimpse of the teeth.

And Froi imagined that he would follow her to the ends of the earth.

They sat cross-legged on the bed, facing each other, and she began to deal the cards with a speed and skill that surprised him.

“I practiced,” she said. “I have a good memory for detail.”

He leaned forward, tilting his head to the side, a hand to his ear.

“Say that again.”

“I have a good memory for detail,” she repeated.

“You do, do you?” he questioned mockingly. “Not ‘we’? Not the reginita? Not the princess? Not the other? So what name should I use?”

For a moment, he thought he was losing her back to the coldness. She looked away, refusing to say her name, then she began to shuffle.

He was impressed and surprised and, more than anything, he was intrigued. He was growing to enjoy the way her eyes squinted and her mouth twisted as she concentrated hard. Sometimes he heard her murmur, “Hmm, yes, I know,” and he wanted to creep inside her head and join in her madness.

She snapped her fingers twice, mimicking one of the card players from that day in the cave dwellings. “Where are your coins?”

He choked out a laugh. “We’re not playing for coins. You may know how to shuffle, but that doesn’t mean you know how to play.”

She reached over to the trinket pouch on her bedside table and took out the coins she was given in the cave. She placed them before him and began to study her cards.

“Remember, the same suit is more powerful,” he explained.

She looked up at him, annoyed. “Why would I forget that?”

“Because you’ve only watched three rounds.”

“I told you, I have a good head for details. I can tell you the name of every person in this palace, and if a new palace appeared and one hundred people were introduced to me, I’d remember their names as well.”

“Wonderful,” he murmured. He took his time studying his cards. “That should come in handy if you’re ever fighting for your life. And you can sing as well. Beautiful voice, by the way.”

“I can play with apples, too,” she said.

He looked up, confused.

Quintana put her cards down and climbed over him. Decorum was not quite her forte.

She picked up three apples from the plate by his side of the bed, and concentrating hard, she began to toss them in the air with such precision that he wondered for more than the first time what else lay buried inside Quintana of Charyn.

“Slightly impressive,” he said, feigning indifference.

“And you can do better?”

The first skill taught to a boy on the streets of the Sarnak capital was the ability to juggle. He could do it with his eyes shut. He took the apples from her and did just that. When he opened them, he caught the last apple in his hand and took a bite. She reached out, and he held it away until she straddled him to grab it from his grip. She leaned over him, but with their loins almost joined and the dip in her nightdress revealing a glimpse of round full breasts, Froi’s control over his body failed.

Suddenly she jumped away, staring at him with fury.

“Well, you can’t climb all over me and expect it to just lie there,” he said, trying to fight the pain of his arousal.

Quintana watched him carefully. Then she settled back, shuffled the cards, and dealt them out as though nothing had happened between them.

“A good game is a fast game, Froi.”

His head snapped back in shock. “What did you call me?”

“That was the name you gave the dealer.”

He couldn’t explain it to himself. How it felt to hear her speak his name.

Froi dragged his attention back to his cards, annoyed. He didn’t want to feel whatever he was feeling for her. Or for anyone in this castle. He thought of Gargarin in the next chamber and how Lirah’s words had made him sick to his stomach. What was it about Gargarin and the whore and the priestling and this strange princess that made him care when he was trained not to?

“Arjuro says he was never in the palace,” he murmured, discarding a card and taking another.

“Well, who are you going to believe? Me or a drunk?” she asked.

“You’re not exactly considered the sanest mind in Charyn.”

“I’m going to win this round, so I’d advise you to give in now,” she said, reaching over for his coins. Froi slapped her hand away.

“I do understand the concept of bluffing, Quintana.” He looked at his cards, quite pleased with what he saw.

She sighed and threw in a few more coins.

“I take great offense at being considered insane,” she said.

“There are three of you,” he reminded her.

Her eyes flashed with anger. “First, there are not three of us at all. And what of you? One moment a fighter, next minute an idiot who doesn’t heed warnings that he’s going to lose?”

“So you’re admitting there’s more than one of you?” he asked.

“I’m not admitting anything at all, and I’d advise you to show me your cards now.”

“Show me first,” he ordered.

She turned her cards and pressed them close to his face, and he moved his head back for a better look.

“I did warn you,” she said coolly, collecting the coins and placing them in a trinket pouch.

Froi was put out. “Would I have won if I played the reginita?” he sulked.

“She’s the one with the better memory,” Quintana said, then lay back on her pillow. Again it was as though she was resigned to her fate rather than anticipating it. Froi wanted the anticipation. He craved it.

“Are you going to plant the seed, or should I just blow out the candle and say good night?” she asked with a weary sigh.

“Do you come to me willing?”

He waited, praying to the gods that the answer was yes.

Quintana blew out the candle and said good night.

She woke him later. A distracted look on her face, her hair all over his eyes. Froi pushed it aside with irritation.

“Yes, I know. There’s a man dying in Turla.”

“Why in the name of the gods would Arjuro deny knowing me?” she asked.

“You got it all wrong anyway,” he muttered, willing himself back to sleep. “He was never in love with Lirah because he was having a dalliance with De Lancey of Paladozza.”

“De Lancey?” she said, horrified. “Have you seen De Lancey? He’s the most handsome man in the land. He would never have a dalliance with Arjuro. Arjuro looks as though he hasn’t bathed since childhood.”

Froi pointed to his face. “Eyes closed. It means I’m trying to sleep.”

“For some reason he is lying to you,” she said. “Indeed he was in love with Lirah.”

Froi sighed and opened his eyes. Her lips were pressed together in a grimace.

“Why have you made Arjuro and Gargarin your business when you were sent here for other purposes?” she asked.

“I was sent here to swive you. Your word, not mine. Seeing it’s not your true desire, I’ve turned my attention to the lives of the brothers from Abroi and Lirah. It’s helped with the boredom.”

He wondered how much she knew of Gargarin’s hand in the oracle queen’s death.

“Do you love Lirah?” he asked quietly.

She studied his face. “Despite the fact that she’s not my mother?”

He wasn’t surprised that she knew; he was surprised that she admitted it to him.

“How is it that she spoke to you of such things?” Quintana asked.

“Oh, you know. She opened her mouth and words came out.”

She clicked her tongue with irritation. “We have an understanding with Lirah,” she said.

“So we’re back to ‘we,’ are we?” he asked. “Sometimes this bed gets too crowded.”

He turned away. “I’m going back to sleep. Send one of the others to wake me up later. I like you the least.”

She didn’t speak after that, but he sensed that she was awake and as much as he tried, he couldn’t keep himself from turning to face her. He felt her breath close to his.

“Is it because we’re not beautiful?” she asked.

“What?”

“That you don’t want to save us . . . or plant the seed.”

Froi inwardly groaned.

“In the books of the Ancients,” she said, “the princesses are always beautiful and they always get saved and men always want to swive them.”

At least if there was yearning in her voice, Froi would see it as an invitation. But there was only curiosity.

“I’m going to say this once and once only,” he said. “Are you listening?”

“Only this once,” she responded, and he couldn’t help smiling.

“In the world outside this palace,” he said, “men and women don’t go around speaking of planting seeds and swiving.”

“What’s it called in the outside world, then?” she asked.

“It’s not spoken of. It’s just done. It’s felt. I personally have nothing against the word,” he said with a laugh. “But if you spoke it aloud, you would be judged.”

He thought for a moment, suddenly registering a word she had spoken a moment before. Saved. He reached over and touched a thumb to her face. But she flinched and pushed his hand away.

In all her talk of last borns and seed planting, none of the Quintanas had ever spoken of being saved. He couldn’t help thinking of the fear in her expression outside the soothsayer’s cave. The weariness in her voice when she spoke to him of staying alive. Then there were her words to the woman in the caves. The prophecy says that only the reginita can break the curse. Only her. Not the innocent. Why would she not consider herself innocent?

Worse still, he couldn’t get the words from Arjuro and Gargarin out of his mind. That she would not live past her coming of age.

“Go to sleep,” she said after a while. But Froi couldn’t sleep. Too many questions were plaguing him. Why would Arjuro deny knowing Quintana?

In the early hours of the morning, he heard Gargarin leave the adjoining chamber. Froi had spent enough time with the man to know that aside from being forced to attend breakfast and dinner each day, and sitting against the wall of the second tower and watching Lirah of Serker’s rooftop prison, Gargarin didn’t leave his chamber.

Froi dressed quickly and crept out of Quintana’s room, cautiously following Gargarin down the tower steps. Instead of exiting into the outer ward of the castle, Gargarin disappeared to where the cellars were. Keeping a discreet distance, Froi trailed him through rows upon rows of wine racks and down into a lower basin accessed through a hole dug into the ground. Gargarin struggled to lower himself into the narrow space. His hands, dependent on his staff, fumbled against the cavity wall, and Froi heard muttering and cursing that reminded him more of Arjuro than his brother.

The vertical tunnel led to a burrow so low in height that Froi stooped most of the way. He heard the tapping of the staff and in the distance could see the bobbing of light coming from an oil lamp that Gargarin must have stowed away. Farther along, the tunnel tapered and turned and narrowed. Finally, he saw Gargarin lift a grate and extinguish the lamp. Then there was nothing but black and the quiet sound of breathing. Gargarin climbed the stones up into whatever lay above and disappeared from sight.

Froi waited a while, his heart hammering. Had Gargarin inadvertently led him to the king? How long had Gargarin secretly met him this way? Who were they keeping the truth from? Was it Bestiano? Froi remembered what Arjuro and Lirah and even Bestiano had admitted about the king’s prized pet. That he had been ambitious. Froi knew that if he was to find both men together, he would kill them. The king first and then Gargarin.

After a while, he followed Gargarin up the grate, then climbed into an alcove with a small altar that served as a prayer cubicle. Gargarin’s feet were a short distance away from Froi’s head and the man was gazing down into what could only be the king’s private solar. From where he was, Froi could see frescoes richly decorating the wall, the eyes of the gods staring down at him in judgment. He heard the sound of heavy footsteps and voices below.

“The provincari and their people have arrived, Your Majesty,” one of the riders said.

More footsteps. Froi suspected that they belonged to more soldiers by the sounds of swords clanging as they walked. Suddenly there was a movement before him, and he watched Gargarin place a hand in his pocket and retrieve a dagger. A cold fist seemed to grip Froi’s heart. Idiot. Gargarin was not there to meet the king. He was there to kill him.

Silently, Froi placed a hand over Gargarin’s mouth.

“You’ll never get out of here alive, Gargarin,” he whispered, wondering why he even cared.

Gargarin tried to shove him away, his movements furious.

He pulled Gargarin back to the grate and forced him down the hole. Froi followed closely behind. In the narrow tunnel he watched as Gargarin wearily rested his head against the stone.

“Lean on me,” Froi said. “Lirah’s dagger wound must have triggered spasms.”

“Really. You’re gods’ touched, are you?”

Froi ignored the mood. “Not sure whether you noticed that I saved your life, fool.”

“Not sure whether you noticed that I didn’t ask for saving, idiot!”

Gargarin was still clutching the dagger in his hand.

“And where did you manage to get hold of that?” Froi asked.

“I’m not here to answer your questions.”

“Then what are you here for, Gargarin?”

Gargarin stumbled away, his movements even more awkward in his fury. Froi grabbed him by the coarse woven cloth of his shirt, but Gargarin pulled away again.

“Is this where you break your bond and kill me slowly?” he asked.

“Not today,” Froi said. “I’m feeling too inquisitive.”

“About?”

“You. Your brother. The whore,” he provoked.

Gargarin stopped and Froi walked into him. There was no room in so narrow a space for Gargarin to turn, but Froi saw the whipcord fury in the hands against the wall, the way they tightened on the staff and the dagger.

“You watch what comes out of your mouth,” Gargarin warned coldly. “Lirah of Serker was thirteen years old when she was sold to this godsforsaken rock. She deserves no one’s scorn.”

Froi reached forward and pounded the hand holding the dagger into the wall. Gargarin’s fingers convulsed and let go.

“You’re nothing but a pathetic shell of a man who can hardly hold a weapon, let alone a woman such as Lirah of Serker,” Froi said, picking up the dagger.

“A pathetic shell of a man?” Gargarin asked. “Is that what you call those from wherever you come from who don’t have power in their stride?”

Suddenly Gargarin twisted around, slamming Froi against the wall, the staff under Froi’s chin, the space so narrow they could hardly breathe.

“See, now we’re speaking the same language, Gargarin,” Froi said, excitement making his blood pound. They struggled for a moment until Froi had the upper hand, his arm pressed against the other man’s windpipe. “If you answer my questions, I promise I won’t snap your neck,” Froi said.

Gargarin was silent.

“Waiting for the nod.”

“Well, you’re not going to get one. What’s your name?” Gargarin demanded.

“Doesn’t matter what my name is,” Froi said, irritated. “I’m the one asking questions.”

“There’s something you need to know about me,” Gargarin said in an even tone. “Despite the wretchedness of this body, I stopped being frightened of thugs sometime in my youth. The only people who frighten me are those who are smarter, and thankfully in this palace, there aren’t many of those, so I’ve managed to find some peace in this wretched life of mine.”

“Would you consider me smart for wondering how you would possibly know where the king’s chamber is?” Froi asked.

“Because I once lived in the palace, idiot.”

“You lived here eighteen years ago, when his chamber was in the keep. Twelve years ago, he was moved to the fourth tower. It’s where your brother was chained to his desk. Not the kind of information they hand out readily around here.”

Gargarin’s expression was bitter.

“But perhaps your brother wasn’t chained to the king’s desk. At first I thought he was the grumpiest, meanest man in the land of Skuldenore. Who wouldn’t want to wave to Quintana, especially when years ago he wept while clutching her and Lirah in his arms, as though he was in love with Lirah? But, despite the fact that Lirah’s face makes one ache, Arjuro prefers the company of men in his bed, although these days I don’t think anyone is enjoying Arjuro’s presence in their bed. Then, when I asked Arjuro to describe the king’s chamber where he spent two whole years chained to a desk, he claimed never to have been there. Said the reginita was lying. Perhaps she was lying. Deep down, I think she’s telling a story or two.”

“You have a lot of time for thinking. Is that what you do back wherever you come from?” Gargarin asked.

“Am I right?”

Gargarin’s eyes flickered with some sort of triumph. “And what would you say if I told you I’ve worked you out?” he asked.

“Be my guest,” Froi said. “I could do with some entertainment.”

“You’re an assassin made up of the garbage of this kingdom. You have Serker eyes and you have the face of scum from Abroi. I should know. I grew up among it. We’re probably related — most of Abroi is — and the reason I don’t look like the rest of you inbreds is because my brother and I took after our mother, who came from a nomadic tribe of pig-ignorant Osterians, who thankfully were blessed with refined features, but little else. You were taught to speak Charynite in the classic way, probably by a priest or a scholar, and you’ve spent some time in Sarnak because when you curse, you say Sagra, and only that kingdom butchers the name of the Goddess Sagrami. The fact that you pronounce your z with an s sound tells me you lived among the Sarnaks, and you end your sentences on a high note, which means you’ve spent some time with the Lumateran River people.”

Gargarin waited. “Did I get any of it wrong, whatever did you say your name was?”

“I didn’t,” Froi said, impressed. “Anything else you’d like to add, you lying scum?”

“I don’t lie. I just kill women and babies, remember?”

Froi pressed him harder into the stone. “How could you jest about such a thing?” he said.

He felt Gargarin search his face.

“What’s your name?”

“Olivier of Sebastabol.”

“Tell me something, Olivier of Sebastabol. Was the other Olivier murdered to fulfill what it was you were sent to do?”

Froi hadn’t given the other lad a thought since he had entered the Citavita.

“If I knew what you were talking about, I’d say no. Why kill an innocent lad, regardless of what an idiot he is?”

There was relief on Gargarin’s face.

“Tell me, Gargarin of Abroi, did you throw the oracle queen and the babe from the balconette?”

“Yes, I did,” he said. “And no, I didn’t. I’ll swap my truth for yours.”

Froi shook his head.

“Who sent you?” Gargarin demanded.

“Why would I tell you that?”

“Because I think we want the same thing.”

Froi remembered Trevanion’s warning about not trusting those with the same desire to kill the king.

“You and I are not the same, Gargarin. I would never take the life of a babe.”

“Is that what Lirah told you? Arjuro too?” Froi’s grip loosened and Gargarin broke free, hobbling away as though he wanted to put the greatest of distance between them. “At least Arjuro saw events that tricked his eyes. Lirah made her decision based on hearsay,” he said bitterly.

Froi wanted to inflict as much pain as possible. Gargarin was every man he trusted who had turned his back or betrayed him on the streets of the Sarnak capital.

“Makes no difference to me, because a child died that night,” Froi said, coming up behind Gargarin. “But it makes a difference to her.”

He placed his mouth close to Gargarin’s ear so that he would hear the words whispered for the rest of his days. “You killed Lirah’s son, Gargarin. They swapped the babes.”

Gargarin stopped, shook his head as though to rid himself of a thought that seemed incomprehensible. He managed to turn and face Froi. This time it was Froi who wanted to look away because the stare was a force beyond reckoning. Gargarin stumbled back over uneven ground. Froi leaped forward to grab him, but Gargarin pushed him away and still he stared. Froi didn’t see sorrow in the man’s eyes, but he saw something. Confusion, perhaps. Was that hope? Gargarin swallowed hard.

“Wherever you’ve come from, leave this place and never return,” he said hoarsely. “Please.”

The plea was the last thing Froi expected to hear.

They were both silent as they walked out into the courtyard. Something Froi could not put into words had taken place in the bowels of the castle that had left them both shaken.

Around them, the courtyard was a beehive of activity. Servants swept the ground with vigor, and the castle cooks carried a roasted pig on a spit toward the smaller drawbridge that led to the inner ward. Suddenly they found themselves face-to-face with Bestiano.

Gargarin passed the man without a word, but Bestiano’s hand snaked out and grabbed Gargarin by the arm.

“The king has finally agreed to see you,” the king’s First Adviser said coolly. “He felt it was best to do so with the provincari here.”

Gargarin looked back to where Froi stood. Froi saw his eyes glance toward where he knew the dagger was hidden in Froi’s pocket. The fool wanted it back.

“And what of me?” Froi asked. “Don’t last borns meet the king?”

“You,” Bestiano said, forcing a pleasant tone, “will travel home tomorrow with the provincaro of Paladozza. I especially asked him as a favor on behalf of the absent provincaro of Sebastabol.”

Froi knew that in the early hours of the morning he would have to return to the tunnel and do what he was sent here to do.

A parade of riders entered the courtyard through the portcullis. The provincari, Froi suspected, here for the day of weeping. Froi turned to walk away but saw Quintana standing by the gatehouse, peering out between the riders, into the Citavita below. He knew without asking that she was searching for him, believing him to have leaped to Arjuro’s godshouse.

She turned, her eyes finding Froi’s over Bestiano’s shoulder.

“Get out of that filthy sack, you stupid girl,” Bestiano grated. Quintana had taken to wandering through the castle wearing the calico shift Froi had stolen for her in the caves. It made her look even more ordinary. Even more human than the peculiar princess in the hideous pink dress.

When Froi heard Bestiano’s footsteps retreat toward where the provincari were dismounting, Froi approached her.

“You’re going tomorrow,” she said quietly. “Without having planted the seed.”

Froi tried to hide his frustration. Deep down he wanted her to be of a sound mind, but each time she mentioned the planting of the seed, he knew she was nothing more than a half-mad girl.

“If you fulfill the prophecy,” she said, “we will let you kiss me.”

“A kiss is the prize?” he asked sadly. “Even more than giving me the rest of you? It should be the other way round, Princess. In the real world, it’s called courting. You let a lad kiss you and then you offer him more.”

“Let me tell you something, Olivier,” she said with tears of sorrow in her eyes, “this is my real world.”

Gargarin approached, returning from greeting the provincari. He was headed to their tower but stopped when he caught Quintana’s expression.

“Has Olivier said something to distress you?” he asked gently, noticing the tears in her eyes.

“He has a wicked tongue, Sir Gargarin.”

“Pity it’s not in our power to cut it out, then,” Gargarin said. “The provincaro of Paladozza would like a word,” he told Froi.

Froi looked back to where the portcullis was still raised and the drawbridge down.

“I’ve someone to meet,” he muttered, walking away from them both.

Froi hammered on the godshouse door for what seemed an eternity. He was always wary on this quiet part of the rock, away from the noise and business of the Citavita.

He stared into the peephole the moment he heard Arjuro slide it across. After a moment, the priestling opened the door and stepped aside. Froi watched him look down toward the palace.

“I suppose the provincari have arrived?”

Froi didn’t answer. Arjuro shut the heavy door, pushing his weight against it before placing a piece of timber across the length of the entrance.

They stood silently in the dark.

“Did you swap places?” Froi asked.

Arjuro met his eyes. He didn’t pretend not to know what Froi was saying.

“In a way.”

“In what way?” Froi demanded.

“In the way where I beat him to a pulp and walked out of a prison as Gargarin of Abroi and the real Gargarin stayed locked up for eight years as the priestling Arjuro.”

“Oh,” Froi said quietly. “That way.”

Arjuro was holding a bottle in his hand. He took a long mouthful. He looked worse than Froi had ever seen him. They both sat on the cold hard stone of the stairs.

“Lirah told me the truth. About what Gargarin did all those years ago.”

Arjuro didn’t respond.

“Is there any chance —?”

“No,” Arjuro said, as though he knew what Froi was asking. “I saw him do it. You’ve seen the distance between the godshouse balconette and yours. They shackled me to the railings outside mine, and they made me watch. First he tossed my beloved oracle, then her child.”

Froi’s heart sank.

“It was Lirah’s child,” he told Arjuro quietly. Respectfully. “They swapped the babes.”

Not even a day’s worth of ale could numb Arjuro from those words.

“Gods,” the priestling muttered, hammering his head against the wall. “Gods. Gods. Gods.”

Froi grabbed him, taking the bottle out of his hand. Suddenly, a thought seemed to cross Arjuro’s mind.

“Then the princess . . .”

Froi nodded. “. . . is the oracle’s daughter.”

“Well, that makes sense. There was no one madder than the oracle.”

“Was it quick?” Froi asked. “The way they died, I mean?”

“I could see the oracle was already dead. The struggle had already taken place inside the chamber. Same with the babe.”

Arjuro took the bottle from Froi and was back on his feet, trudging upward. Froi sometimes forgot that the brothers were no older than Trevanion and Perri and Lord August. But they walked like old men, as though the weight of evil stood on their shoulders.

Arjuro stopped at a landing that led to cell after small cell. Froi followed him into one of the rooms and watched the priestling collapse onto the cot, the bottle hitting the ground, shattering into pieces. “They made me watch,” Arjuro repeated over and over again. “They made me watch my brother kill innocence and goodness that day.”

“And what of you, Arjuro? What of your innocence or guilt? Who was it that betrayed this godshouse to the Serkers the year before?”

“There was no betrayal by me and no attack by Serker,” the priestling said.

Froi sat on one of the cots, waiting. If he had to, he would wait all day.

“I had fought with the oracle. I always fought with the oracle. It’s what she loved about me. I was her favorite, you know.”

Froi pushed the shattered glass out of the way and stepped closer.

“I went to meet De Lancey. He was visiting from Paladozza, and one thing led to another and we spent the night together. When I arrived here, I found the horror. All dead, but her. Men and women I adored. Most no older than twenty-five. The oracle couldn’t speak or write because they had cut off her tongue and fingers. I knew that we couldn’t stay, so I took her across the bridge and we traveled down into the gravina to the cave house I shared with Gargarin. I left a message for De Lancey at the inn. He joined us the next day. Told me I was insane for suspecting the palace. In those days the king could do no wrong in his eyes. De Lancey believed that by keeping the oracle away from the protection of the palace, I was placing her life at risk. Said I was to leave her in the cave and that he would send a message to the king to advise him where to find her. He would pretend that the Serkers had left her there on the way back home so I would not be accused.

“But De Lancey was too cowardly to do it himself and sent the farrier from the Citavita. When the farrier’s headless corpse was found in the town square, De Lancey realized the truth and went home to Paladozza. I think he’s been plotting against the palace ever since.”

“Why didn’t you leave her there?”

“Leave her?” Arjuro asked, tears in his eyes. “She was my beloved oracle. I left her once, but not again. If they were going to take us, they’d take us together. But the king had a different plan and locked me up in the godshouse, keeping her in the palace. The only thing that brought me comfort was that they allowed me to see my brother.”

Arjuro shuddered.

“Nine months later, I never wanted to see him again. He came straight to see me after the murder on the balconette. Wanted to explain what I had witnessed. I begged him to remove my shackles because they were cutting into my wrists. He agreed and I took my chance.”

“And you never looked back.”

“You always look back,” Arjuro said bitterly. “Always. And if you don’t, the gods look back for you. But from that day as far as Charyn knew, Arjuro of Abroi was a prisoner of the king for the next eight years.”

“So it was Gargarin who cried for Lirah when she tried to kill herself and Quintana?”

Arjuro nodded.

“He doesn’t love easily, my brother. He loved me and he had a strong affection for De Lancey of Paladozza and De Lancey’s father, who was the provincaro at the time. Women flocked to him, beautiful women. At first I thought he was like me and preferred the company of men in his bed. Men pursued him with the same passion as women. But nothing. It was as though he was in his own world of thoughts and inventions and books.”

“Why Lirah?”

“Who knows why Lirah? Back in the days it was safe to travel between the godshouse and palace, we would all venture out to a vineyard across the bridge or down to the base of the gravina. De Lancey and I were scathing about Gargarin’s choice of her. It was our jealousy, of course.”

“You were jealous that Gargarin had Lirah?” Froi asked with disbelief.

“No. We were jealous that Lirah had Gargarin. Cold, cold Lirah, who was bitter toward all men, loved my brother with all her heart. It made me hate her even more, because I knew this union was not one of the flesh. She hated the touch of men. He barely tolerated the touch of anyone. I couldn’t bear the idea of him loving someone as much as he loved me.”

Froi could never have imagined that Gargarin, Lirah, and Arjuro had such a fierce capacity to love.

“They waited eight years to release him. The provincari warned the king that as long as the last priestling of the godshouse was kept captive, the curse would hold and the kingdom would stay barren. So they released the man they believed to be Arjuro of Abroi ten years ago. The king feared the gods then more than ever.”

Before Froi could question why, Arjuro said the word.

“Lumatere.”

Froi flinched to hear it. He could only imagine that the king was full of fear because he had sent the impostor king and his soldiers to Lumatere and they had been trapped for three years by Lumatere’s curse.

“What did the palace think happened to Gargarin all those years ago?”

“That he deserted his king on the night of the last borns out of his own fear and shame at his brother’s betrayal of the palace. Gargarin was considered a traitor for years, you know, and there was a bounty on his head. And now he has returned with a plan to save the kingdom, to remind the king of how brilliant he is.”

“Not quite,” Froi said. “I think your brother has plans to kill the king.”

Arjuro shook his head. “Madness,” he muttered. “Madness.”

And there it was. Despite everything the priestling had witnessed, he still cared for a brother capable of such treacherous acts.

“Where did you hide all those years?” Froi asked.

Arjuro looked away, perhaps from shame of his betrayal or the horror of memory.

“You don’t want to know that, lad,” the priestling said hoarsely.

“Yes, I do.”

Arjuro shook his head. “Get out of the Citavita, Olivier of Sebastabol. Take your cruel face and your questions with you and leave me to the misery of this cursed existence.”
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Lucian called together the Monts in the meeting place of Yata’s house. It was the home he grew up in with his father, but three years past, he had decided it was best for Yata and her sisters to live there and for him to find a smaller cottage.

He hadn’t called many meetings in his time as leader, but he had spent too many sleepless nights thinking of what Kasabian had told him by the stream, and he knew it was time to speak to the lads and their families.

“So now the valley is theirs,” his cousin’s wife, Alda, snapped. “That is all it takes. They arrive on our doorstep, and we allow them to restrict our lads from entering land that rightfully belongs to us.”

There were sounds of disgust around the room, and Lucian tried to make eye contact with anyone who might take his side. Perhaps his cousin Yael or his neighbor Raskin.

“They damaged much-needed produce, Alda,” Lucian said with patience. “They pissed in the stream in front of the women.”

Some of the Monts laughed. Alda stood. Now she had an audience, and Lucian knew he was in trouble.

“And you’re telling me,” she said, looking around for support, “that you never once crossed the river from Osteria to Charyn in the ten years we were up in those hills? That you never once destroyed Charynite property or relieved yourself in the river.”

Lucian sighed. “That was different.”

There was a chorus of disapproval at his words.

“How different?” Alda yelled. “How were you different from our lads?”

He thought a moment. “Different in the sense that our Charyn neighbors in the hills of Osteria were part of their army. But our Charyn neighbors now are exiles themselves. Can I remind everyone that we took that hill in Osteria without the permission of the Osterians, yet they allowed us to stay?”

“How dare you compare,” Alda shouted.

“Lucian, our people were in exile!” Miro, his father’s dearest friend, said. “These people aren’t.”

“And may I also add that our lads were not interested in the valley until the Charynites moved there,” Lucian said.

“You started this,” Alda said. “By going to Alonso and returning wed to that idiot Charynite girl. A disgrace to the memory of your mother, Lucian. A disgrace, and it’s made us the laughing-stock of the kingdom. ‘The wife Lucian sent back,’” she mimicked. “Do you hear them mocking Lord August of the Flatlands or the elders of the Rock village in such a way?”

Lucian clenched his fists with rage.

“The pact was made between my father and hers, and I honored it in my father’s memory,” he said, fury lacing his words.

“Says who?” his cousin Gwendie called. “Who heard of this pact except for the girl’s father? You’re gullible, Lucian. And weak, and you believe anything the enemy says. Shame on you.”

“Shame,” the others shouted.

“Your father died at the hands of a Charynite,” Alda hissed. “Shame on you.”

She walked out with her sons in tow.

“Give him a chance,” Yael called out. He was Jory’s father, and regardless of what was said tonight, Lucian knew Jory would have his ears boxed by both his ma and fa when he got home.

“We’ve given him enough chances,” Pitts the cobbler said. “What has he done to keep the enemy from the foot of our mountain? Nothing! He can’t even find the culprit behind Orly’s bull going missing every night. How hard is that, Lucian? It’s a bull with more brains than you have.”

Lucian’s eyes met Yata’s, and he saw pain there. Please don’t be disappointed, Yata. Please, he begged silently.

He swallowed hard. “I stand by what I say. I don’t care what you think of them. I didn’t think I cared what I thought of them. I still don’t. But I care what I think of us, and when one of their men gave me a lesson on how they would like their women treated . . . well, it shamed me. And it made me realize that I did care and that Saro would be horrified?”— his eyes met Jory’s —“and disappointed that our lads would treat the women of any kingdom in such a way. You may say shame on me for believing what the enemy says, but I say shame on all of us if we condone the behavior of our lads.”

There was silence a moment.

“The lads do not enter the valley,” he said firmly. “And if any of you have issue with my ruling, I will send a message to beloved Isaboe and have this mountain put on curfew.”

He pushed past the crowd and left the courtyard.

Phaedra of Alonso sat by the stream that evening and wrote a letter to Lady Beatriss of the Flatlands. It had been a week since a horse and cart had arrived from the village of Sennington with a letter and a gift.

Phaedra had read the letter to Kasabian and Cora as they studied the object at the back of the cart.

“What does it all mean?” Kasabian asked.

“Well, here in her letter, Lady Beatriss writes that she used to cook for her village, but she no longer needs it and I should put it to good use.”

It was an oversize clay pot, which took three men to remove from the cart and place on the ground.

“There,” she said, pointing where a campfire was set up beside the stream.

“What are we going to do with it?” Cora asked.

Phaedra thought a moment. “I think we’ll make pumpkin soup.” She looked up at the caves where some of the camp dwellers were staring down at them. “And invite the whole village.”

Later that day, Phaedra crossed the stream with a bowl of soup in her hands and held it out to Tesadora, who sat with the girls cooking trout over an open fire. Tesadora studied it.

“I don’t eat orange food.”

“That’s silly,” Phaedra said, wondering where she got the courage to call Tesadora silly. “You eat green food and red food.”

“Orange is a ridiculous color for food, I say.”

“I’ll have a taste,” the Mont girl named Constance said. Somehow Tesadora had inherited two Mont girls who had come down one day with Phaedra’s Mont husband and never returned home. “I’m sick and tired of fish.”

Phaedra held out the spoon, and the girl slurped it, making a face. “Something is missing.”

Constance jumped up from where she sat and searched around their herb garden before coming back with a small leaf that she began to shred, stirring it into her soup. Constance tasted it again and nodded with approval, handing it to Japhra.

“Strange,” Japhra said. She didn’t speak much. Phaedra had heard someone say she had a gift when it came to cures, but that the Charynite soldiers had broken her inside.

Japhra held it out to Tesadora. “I’ve seen you eat carrots,” she teased. “They’re orange.”

Tesadora took a spoonful of the soup and swallowed. “Tomorrow we’ll show you how a soup is made,” was all she said.

The next night, even Rafuel’s mysterious men had left their cave and Tesadora’s herbs gave a fragrance to the soup that had the more reserved Charynites coming back for seconds.

“You’re sure I’m not poisoning you?” Tesadora called out to one of the camp dwellers who had refused to see her. “Because if I’m not poisoning your food, perhaps you can come and see me about that open sore on your arm.”

The night after that, they made a fish stock that caused much flatulence and even more laughter.

And so it was that Lady Beatriss’s boiling pot became the reason the cave dwellers came out in the open and began to speak to their neighbors. Phaedra drew up a roster, and each night it was a different person’s turn to cook, and sometimes she’d see them venture over the stream to speak to the Lumaterans about recipes. Later, Phaedra completed her letter and showed it to Cora.

“Ask her if she has any need for her bread oven,” Cora demanded.

But Phaedra did no such thing, and it was only after she sent the letter through her Mont husband that she wondered what had possibly happened to Lady Beatriss’s village that would mean she no longer had use for the pot.

Lady Beatriss read Phaedra’s letter in the palace village three days later. She was there with Vestie, collecting some fabric for a dress she promised to make her for Princess Jasmina’s second birthday. She could see outside the shop to where Vestie was speaking to some of the children, but the next moment Vestie was running off and Beatriss looked out to see her daughter fly into Trevanion’s arms. He was with two of his Guard.

Beatriss went outside, but she took a moment before she approached and acknowledged them all politely.

“We’ll speak later,” Trevanion said to his men, dismissing them. Her eyes caught his and he looked away, his attention on Vestie. But Beatriss had seen the dark flash of desire she recognized from their years together.

“Is the cart close by?” he asked quietly, taking Vestie’s hand.

“Just at the smithy,” Beatriss said.

“I’ll walk you there.”

Beatriss didn’t have the strength to argue.

“A piggyback,” Vestie pleaded, and he bent down so she could climb on.

As they walked alongside each other, Beatriss felt the coarseness of his arm beside hers.

“You don’t seem yourself,” he said, and she heard regret in his voice.

“I’m not quite sure I know who myself is anymore,” she said sadly. Who was Beatriss of the Flatlands without her village? Without her sorrow? Without Trevanion of the River?

When they reached the buggy, he lifted her up to the seat of the cart and she felt her lips against his throat, heard his ragged breath. She would have given anything to hold on a moment longer. When she was settled, he hugged Vestie to him and placed her beside Beatriss.

“The queen speaks of having Vestie come stay and help with Jasmina. She’s becoming a handful.”

“It’s the age,” she said quietly. “Tell the queen we’ll speak of it soon.”

She rode away, all too aware of how long he stood waiting. Vestie waved until her arm was weary, then was quiet for most of the journey.

“Is there something wrong?” Beatriss asked, staring out at the village of Sayles where a plow team was at work preparing one of the fields for planting. Even the awful smell of cow dung in the air was progress. A richly fertilized field would produce a good crop, and Beatriss could not help comparing the emptiness of her village to this one.

“Mama?”

“Yes, my love.”

“What’s an abon . . . abobination?”

“A what?” Beatriss said, looking down at her daughter. Sometimes Beatriss thought she’d never see anything so magical as her child’s face. It made her think of the poor cursed Charynites. How strange it was to feel pity for a people who had been the enemy for so long.

“Abobination.”

“You mean abomination. Why?”

“Kie, son of Makli of the Flatlands, called me one today. He said . . . He said I don’t have a father and that I’m an abob . . . abomination.”

The air seemed to whoosh out of Beatriss’s body, and she steadied herself, fighting not to react.

“It’s something bad, isn’t it?”

Beatriss forced a smile. “He was just being silly, my love.”

But Beatriss could not allow it to rest and that afternoon, when Vestie was learning her letters with Tarah, she rode her horse to the home of Makli, whose farm was in Fenton. Makli and his family were exiles, and Beatriss had had little to do with them since the kingdom was reunited. She knocked firmly on their door and waited. When Makli’s wife, Genova, answered, the woman looked taken aback.

“Lady Beatriss,” she said politely.

“I was wanting to speak to both you and your husband,” Beatriss said firmly, trying to keep the quiver from her voice. How many times had she heard Tesadora mock her in the days when they first became friends? “How can you fight the world with a quiver in your voice, Beatriss of the Flatlands?”

Makli came to the door and stood behind his wife. “Is there a problem, Lady Beatriss?”

“Actually, there is. Your son spoke a word to my Vestie today. He called her an abomination, and I presume that a wee boy would not know such a word without having heard it from an adult. A boy his age would not understand the absence of a father in my child’s life unless he heard it spoken in his home.”

“I’m not sure I like what you’re accusing, Lady Beatriss,” the woman said stiffly.

“And I’m not sure I like hearing my daughter ask me what such a word means,” Beatriss said, and there it was. The quiver. “And I would ask you to refrain from speaking my business in front of your boy or I will report it as slander.”

She walked away. Report it as slander? Was there such a thing? Would she go to Trevanion and Isaboe and say, Makli of the Flatland has slurred my name in front of his family, and I want him banished from the kingdom?

“I don’t like your threat, Lady Beatriss,” Makli called out.

“Leave it, Makli,” his wife said. “Come inside.”

“Don’t come here again threatening us. Someone like you,” Makli said.

Beatriss stopped in her tracks and turned around, then walked back up to their cottage door.

“Someone like me?” she asked.

Makli pointed a finger at her face, and his wife pulled him back.

“I say that if she is the daughter of a Charynite,” he hissed, “she is an abomination, and if she is the daughter of a Lumateran, then you are a liar. Those of you who were trapped inside always believe you had it worse, but what are we to believe?”

“How dare you!” she cried.

“I dare because good people like Lord Selric and his family lost their lives in exile,” he shouted, “and no one celebrates their bravery or thinks to take care of those who have survived in Fenton.”

“Enough, Makli,” his wife said.

“Yet all we hear of is how brave those trapped inside were. Brave Lady Beatriss. Well, perhaps brave Lady Beatriss was not as virtuous as they say. Perhaps she spread her legs for every Charynite or Lumateran who sang her praises.”

Beatriss slapped his face with a cry, and it stung her hand. Makli’s wife closed her eyes a moment, an expression of regret on her face.

“How could you possibly want to compete about who suffered most?” Beatriss said sadly. “For if you want to covet that prize, take it! Take it, but don’t bring my child into your bitterness.”

Later, Beatriss sat on the front step of the long house with Tarah and Samuel.

“Perhaps one more time,” she said quietly to Samuel. “We’ll try one more time, and it may just be the three of us. If it doesn’t work, I’ll have to let you both go.”

“We’ll go where you go, Lady Beatriss,” Samuel said. “There’s plenty of work in town, so if you go to town, we’ll be there with you. But if you say let’s try one more time, then we’ll work these fields one more time. And if you say ten more times, then we’ll work the land ten more times.”

Beatriss looked away, fighting tears. She gripped their hands.

“I’m forgetting what the truth is, friends,” she said.

“We were here, Lady Beatriss. We saw it all, so when you forget what the truth is, you come to us and we’ll remind you.”

In the days that followed, Beatriss could see the sadness on her child’s face as more of their neighbors left the village.

“I was thinking of a special treat, my love,” she said to Vestie one morning. “You could go to the palace and stay with Isaboe and Jasmina.”

“And Trevanion?”

“Of course.”

And on the day Vestie left, the blackness inside Beatriss was so fierce that she didn’t have the strength to get up the next morning. Or the morning after that. Or the morning after that.
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That night, his last in the palace, Froi was stuck beside two dukes complaining about the scarcity of food at their end of the table, despite the bounty placed before them. They whispered that the provincari were to blame. The provincari in turn looked uncomfortable in the palace surrounds. The leaders of the provinces didn’t have the useless look of the nobility, but they did exude power, and Froi could understand the king and Bestiano’s need to keep them happy. These men and women had purpose and they had strength. United, they had once been a force against past kings. Divided, they had helped cause the misery that was Charyn today.

Gargarin was sitting beside one, a handsome man whose eyes seemed fixed firmly on Froi with the same horror and disbelief Froi had first seen on Gargarin’s and Arjuro’s faces. Froi knew without being told that the man was De Lancey of Paladozza.

“They’re nothing, I say,” the king’s inbred cousin hissed in Froi’s ear. “Nothing. Do they have a title? I daresay not.”

Quintana sat with the aunts, and it was obvious by the hideous lime-green dress she wore that Bestiano had managed to wrest the calico one from her. In his pocket, Froi found a piece of parchment from Gargarin’s scribbles. He folded it into a shape most like a rabbit and asked for it to be passed toward her.

After much grumbling and scoffing, it reached Quintana’s place. She stared at it a moment and then looked over to his table. Froi saw a glimpse of her teeth.

Later, he returned to the chamber to speak to Gargarin about the events of that morning. Froi hid Gargarin’s dagger under the mattress and waited awhile for the man to return, but his thoughts were too much on Quintana and before he could stop himself, he walked out to the balconette, climbed, and took the leap. From outside her window, he saw the flicker of light from where she was blowing out the last of the candles. When she saw him standing on the balconette, she walked to the doors and opened them. She was about to say his name, but he held up a hand. He couldn’t bear hearing “Olivier” coming from her lips. Not tonight.

“First I’m going to use my hands, and then I’m going to use my mouth,” he said, “and then you are going to teach me to be gentle, and I’ll show you that not all men share your bed because it’s destined by the gods or written on the stone walls of this prison of yours. I’ve never had a lover and nor have you. So let’s be the first for each other.”

He caught her face between his hands and kissed her hard.

But she stepped away and he saw the hesitation in her eyes.

Wait, Froi. Wait.

“I don’t come to you pure,” she said.

“Not interested in purity. Only willingness.”

She backed away from him to the end of the bed, and his heart sank, already guessing her next move. Lying down and pulling her nightdress up to her thighs, asking him to undo the string to his trousers. But instead, slowly she lifted the garment over her head and stood before him, and he stared at the fullness of her. He lifted his shirt above his head and held out a hand, drawing her to him, his body veiling hers from whatever it was that made her face flush red. Then he lifted her to him, felt her legs clasp around his waist as he knelt on the bed, laying her down. Gently he placed his hands on her knees and drew them apart, pressing his lips against her inner thigh.

“What are you doing?” she asked, trying to raise herself.

“First, I thought I’d show you what a pity it would be if they cut off my wicked tongue.”

When Froi woke in the early hours of the morning, she was watching him. He raised himself, pressing a kiss to her mouth.

“Happy birthday,” he said.

“It’s the day of weeping,” she corrected. She slipped out of bed and placed her cotton shift over her body. She seemed in a hurry.

“My father’s agreed to see me,” she said quietly. “Before he sees the provincari.”

“It’s too early,” he said, not quite meeting her eye, knowing that by the time she saw her father, he would be dead at Froi’s hand.

She continued to put on her clothes without a word.

“You need to get a dress from Aunt Mawfa,” he said, needing to buy time. “You can’t go to see your father in that.”

Quintana looked down at her dress and then back to him, nodding. Then she was gone and Froi realized with an immense sadness that he would never see the princess of Charyn again.

When he reached the cellar, it was crowded with servants, chatting with urgency. Dorcas and another soldier were overseeing the activity.

“What are you doing here, Olivier?” Dorcas asked.

“You’ve been demoted, I see, Dorcas.”

“A proper lesson for losing the vessel,” Dorcas responded.

“She’s a girl, Dorcas. Not a vessel.”

Froi knew he’d have to wait. Quintana and the provincari would see the king, and then in the confusion of the provincari’s exit from the palace, he’d take his chance.

Returning to the chamber he shared with Gargarin, Froi saw the rolled-up plans. They were tied neatly by a ribbon with the words De Lancey of Paladozza attached, and all Froi could think was that the idiot Gargarin was off to see the king without his plans. Until he remembered that Gargarin wasn’t an idiot. Froi gripped the mattress and felt for the dagger, but it wasn’t there. He bit back his fury. An ice-cold finger of dread ran up his spine. He grabbed the drawings and ran down the tower stairs into the outer ward, dodging servants and soldiers. He saw Gargarin heading to the fourth tower, pushing past those who stood in his way. Froi bolted toward him.

“At it again, are we?” he hissed into his ear.

Gargarin didn’t respond and kept on walking toward the soldiers guarding the king’s tower.

Froi gripped his arm, forcing him to slow down. “You’ll fail!”

“You want the glory, do you? To go back to whoever sent you and claim the kill was yours?”

“No,” Froi said with frustration. Three of the palace soldiers walked by. Froi and Gargarin nodded in their direction and continued without looking back. “But I can do something you can’t. If you can convince them to let me through with you, I can do what we both set out to do and get us out of this palace alive.”

“Getting out of here alive isn’t part of my plan.”

Froi pushed him into a small hidden alcove in the wall, trapping him. “Listen to me, Gargarin. I’ve been trained to do this. You haven’t. Take your drawings, build your shit holes, but don’t give up your life for this.”

A hint of a smile appeared on Gargarin’s face. A softness unlike anything Froi had seen in his expression before. “Where did you come from?” he asked, but it seemed a question Gargarin was asking himself and not Froi. “Will you do something for me?”

Froi shook his head.

“I’ll ask you anyway,” Gargarin said. “Give these designs to De Lancey of Paladozza. They also contain a letter of instruction to Tariq, the heir. If there is anarchy in the Citavita, promise me this.”

“I’m promising you nothing, Gargarin. Tend to your own instructions and leave me to mine.”

Gargarin continued as though Froi hadn’t spoken. “Take my brother and Lirah out of the Citavita. Perhaps to Belegonia or Osteria.”

Froi was shaking his head, pushing the plans back into Gargarin’s hands.

“It’s all I ask of you.”

“Who are you to ask anything of me?” Froi asked.

Gargarin was silent for a moment. He went to speak, but an ear-piercing scream echoed through the palace. Then more screams and shouts.

Froi raced out into the courtyard. “Quintana!”

Above, between the fourth and fifth towers, Froi could see the provincari and their people disappearing down the stairs that would take them to where he and Gargarin stood.

Once outside, the provincari hurried toward them. “Gar! Gargarin,” De Lancey of Paladozza called out.

When they reached Froi and Gargarin, the provincari were all speaking at the same time.

“Stop,” Gargarin shouted. “One at a time.”

“Bestiano’s killed the king,” the provincaro of Desantos said.

“What?” Gargarin said, disbelief in his voice.

“Where’s the princess?” Froi asked.

They heard more screams from the tower above, then shouts and orders.

“Where is she?” Froi demanded, grabbing hold of a man.

“She arrived to visit her father before us,” one of the provincari’s scribes said rapidly. “She demanded to see him alone, but Bestiano would not allow it. He would not allow any of the provincari to see him. He claimed the king had changed his mind. But the princess refused to listen, becoming hysterical, screaming, ‘I need to see my father on my own. Search me now.’ The provincari insisted that Bestiano allow her to see the king on her day of weeping. They were frightened by her madness. One of the king’s Guard stepped forward to search her, and when he was satisfied, the princess ran into the chamber with Bestiano in tow and not even moments later we heard her screams. Heard her shout, ‘Bestiano has killed my father!’”

Gargarin spun around, taking in those crowded around them.

“Go!” Gargarin ordered the provincari. “Get out of the palace. If Bestiano has control of the riders, he’ll hold you all as hostages to your provinces. Go now.”

“What — ?”

“Now!” Gargarin ordered. “Take only whatever you have with you and get out of the palace. Arjuro will give you sanction in the godshouse.” He shoved Froi forward. “Take him.”

Froi pulled away, shaking his head. He had to find Quintana.

“Go!” Gargarin yelled.

The provincari hurried away except for De Lancey of Paladozza. Gargarin forced the rolled-up parchment into his hands.

The man shook his head. “We leave together, Gar.”

“Go,” Gargarin begged. “You need to prepare Tariq. Take him under your protection.”

De Lancey hesitated one moment more, and then, with a backward glance, he hurried away.

Froi and Gargarin made it as far as the entrance to the fifth tower, where they were met by Dorcas and another guard.

“You’re to return to your chambers, Sir Gargarin,” Dorcas said, agitated. Beads of sweat poured down his face.

“Whose orders, Dorcas?” Gargarin asked.

“Bestiano’s, sir.”

“What’s going on?” Gargarin demanded. There was no response, and Froi wondered if the guard knew as little as they did.

The moment they reached the chamber, Froi raced out onto the balconette.

“Quintana!”

He leaped over to her balconette, but he could see that her chamber was empty. Froi climbed back to where Gargarin was standing.

They heard a key in the door and raced toward it, but were too late. Froi hammered at the door. “Dorcas! Dorcas, find the princess!”

But there was no response, and Froi kicked at the door with frustration.

“Why kill the king now?” he asked.

Gargarin shook his head. “It makes no sense,” he said. “It makes no sense at all.”

It was the longest of days. The waiting and the pacing and the fear for Quintana tore Froi up inside. Please let her be alive. Sometimes he pounded at the door, bellowing the name of every guard he could remember. Dorcas. Fekra. Fodor. And all the while, Gargarin wrote like a man possessed, quill not leaving paper until late that afternoon when they heard the voices crying out from across the gravina.

“Gargarin!”

“Gar!”

Froi ran to the balconette, Gargarin hobbling behind him.

Arjuro, De Lancey, and others stood at the godshouse balconette.

“Bestiano rode out of the palace with the riders,” De Lancey called out.

Gargarin and Froi exchanged stunned looks.

“You need to find a way out, Gar. The palace is unguarded, and the street lords are beginning to enter. They —”

Suddenly a body flew out of the window above Froi and Gargarin’s. Screams could be heard from inside the chambers surrounding them.

“Gods,” Gargarin gasped, searching above and below before Froi saw him look across at his brother. Arjuro’s eyes were wide with horror, and then more bodies flew past them, faces contorted, screams eaten by the air below.

“They’re starting at the top,” De Lancey shouted, wincing as another body of a soldier bounced off the wall of the godshouse. “Get out, Gargarin. Get out.”

“We are locked in,” Gargarin shouted back. He spun around, searching for an answer, and before Froi could argue, Gargarin grabbed him and shoved him toward the wrought iron of the balconette. “You’ve done this climb before. Get to Lirah’s garden and have her let you in. When the street lords reach the prison tower, they’ll release whoever’s in there. Tell them you’re both prisoners of the king.”

Froi nodded. “We can both —”

“No,” Gargarin said. “No time. You know I’ll never be able to climb a step. You do this now. You don’t argue. They won’t kill a prisoner in the king’s tower. I don’t know how much time it will buy you, but it’s better than finding you here.”

“But you —”

“They may use me to bargain, but they will kill you in an instant. Go.”

Froi was shaking his head. The plan was bad. The plan meant Gargarin would die and Froi would never be able to find Quintana.

“The princess . . .”

“Is in all probability dead,” Gargarin said flatly. “And if she’s not, she will be soon.”

On the other side of the gravina, Arjuro and the provincari watched anxiously.

“Save yourself and take care of Lirah,” Gargarin said, his voice hoarse. He gripped Froi by the shoulders.

“Tell her . . . tell her that the babe they placed in my hands was smuggled out of the palace to the hidden priests. Tell her that if I knew it was hers, I would have found a way for her to know so she would not have suffered all these years.”

Froi stood on the balconette, his eyes fixed on Gargarin.

“Go,” Gargarin pleaded. “I’m begging you. Keep safe. Keep her safe.”

Froi heard the crash of the door and in an instant he leaped up to catch hold of the latticework of the balconette above their chamber. A moment later, the street lords were outside, one of them holding a hand to Gargarin’s throat. Froi held his breath, praying they would not look above.

There was shouting from the other side of the gravina. “We’ll pay a ransom,” De Lancey shouted. “We’ll pay a ransom!” But Gargarin and the street lords disappeared inside the chamber.

On Lirah’s tower garden, Froi hammered at the door. “Lirah! Lirah!”

He heard a fumble for the lock, and the door was pushed forward.

“What’s happening?” she asked, and he saw the fear in her eyes. “All I hear is screaming and when I stood on the roof . . .”

She shook her head, and he imagined what she had seen. “We’re going to have to wait for them to open the door,” Froi said. “We’ll say we’re both prisoners of the king, but do not tell them you are Lirah of Serker.”

Lirah nodded.

“Where is she?” Lirah asked. “Where did you hide her?”

Froi looked away. He couldn’t find the words and he saw the slow realization on her face.

“Where is she?”

They heard another scream disappear down the gravina. Froi grabbed her hand and pushed her back inside her prison cell, but Lirah pulled free viciously, as though reason had left her.

“You were supposed to save her. Quintana! Where is she?”

Froi covered Lirah’s mouth with his hand and she bit hard. Stunned, he stepped back.

“Coward. Bastard. You were supposed to save her.”

Froi shook his head.

“Go back and search for her!”

“I can’t,” he said through gritted teeth. “Gargarin said —”

She slapped him hard across the face, hissing through her teeth. “Thank the gods you’re motherless, you piece of worthless garbage, for no woman would stomach such a coward for a son.”

Froi’s face smarted for more reasons than the slap. “Don’t let me say words I regret, Lirah. Gargarin said this is the best way.”

“Don’t speak his name to me,” she cried.

“He said to tell you, Lirah! That he smuggled your son out of the palace eighteen years ago. Give yourself that reason to live.”

“And you believe his lies?” she asked, half-mad with fury.

They heard the sound of a key in the lock, and a man stepped in calmly, wiping the blood of his dagger onto his trousers. Behind him, Froi could see the lifeless body of Lirah’s guard. She gave a small cry. Froi pushed her behind him.

“We’re prisoners of the king,” Froi said, thanking Sagrami that it was neither of the street lords who would have remembered him from outside the godshouse. “The king’s Third Adviser took a liking to my sister here, and when I tried to defend her, he arrested us both.”

The man’s eyes were greedily fastened on Lirah. Froi itched to take the dagger from him, knew he would do it easily, but they needed this man to accompany them out of the palace if they were to survive. The man beckoned them along. Gargarin’s plan could work. Being the king’s prisoners would perhaps set them free. Froi and Lirah stepped over the guard’s body, and Froi felt her body tremble beside him. On one of the landings between the levels of the tower, Froi caught the desperate eyes of two of the dukes, who were on their knees, hands to their heads. In the courtyard, some of the servants were being released into the Citavita. The street lords carried cases of ale and wine from the cellars, smashing the bottles after they emptied them down their throats. Out in the barbican, four soldiers stood with their heads to the wall while a street lord paced back and forth behind them, a dagger in his hand. The last thing Froi heard as he passed them was the sound of the first soldier choking on his own blood.

At the portcullis, the street lord who had escorted them grabbed Lirah, bunching the skirt of her dress in his hands. So close to the entrance, but still not free.

“We live with the soothsayer,” Froi said. “You know where that is? Come visit us this night. My sister will be most grateful if you do.”

Lirah nodded, and the man hesitated a moment, a salacious smile on his face at the promise of what was on offer. He let go of Lirah, and Froi took her hand and hurried away. But just as they reached the drawbridge, drops of blood splattered at their feet and Froi stared up in horror at the body of a man hanging from the battlement, his throat cut, his body bludgeoned. Reaching out to drag Lirah away from the grisly scene, Froi caught the expression of bitter satisfaction on her face and he knew that the street lords had found the king’s body to flaunt to the people.

The king of Charyn was indeed dead. What was it Trevanion had instructed? “The moment he stops breathing, you return home. The very moment. Do not look back.” Run, Froi told himself. Run down to the bridge of the Citavita and leave this place behind.

But the pull of Gargarin’s and Quintana’s fates was too much, and Froi took Lirah’s hand, breaking his second bond to those he loved, in as many days.

They arrived to find a crowd of people gathered at the godshouse door, begging to be let in. Froi recognized a provincaro’s guard at the entrance.

“There is no room,” the guard shouted, shoving the crowd back. “No room.”

Froi pushed through, closer to the door, his fingers digging into Lirah’s hand, determined not to let her go. He caught a glimpse of Arjuro inside the foyer. The priestling stood behind the guards, searching anxiously over their shoulders.

“Arjuro! Arjuro!”

Froi climbed onto the back of the man before him. “Arjuro!”

Arjuro pushed past the guard and pointed toward Froi. A moment later, one of the guards shoved his way through the crowd and grabbed Froi and Lirah, dragging them inside.

The door was latched shut behind. The small foyer was packed with not only those who had escaped the palace but also the people of the Citavita, fearing for their lives.

Froi hurried past Arjuro and raced up the stairwell all the way to the top, dodging floor upon floor of people. When he reached the Hall of Illumination, it was filled to the brim, but he shoved his way to the balconette, where only the brave stood watching what took place across the gravina.

“Have you seen her? The princess? Or Gargarin? Have you seen him?”

And the only good news for a day so bleak was that Quintana and Gargarin had not been tossed into the gravina below.

Yet.
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Pale faces, stunned by the carnage they had witnessed, studied any newcomer who entered the room. The main hall was filled with those from the streets of the Citavita who had taken refuge in the godshouse, as well as the provincari and their guards and advisers. Alone in a corner, Arjuro caught Froi’s eye, and Froi saw wretched misery in the priestling’s expression. They had spent most of the day watching the macabre scene taking place on the balconettes across the narrow space between the godshouse and the palace. The palace scribe had asked for Froi’s assistance, pen and parchment in his hand, as he identified those hurled into the gravina below.

“Who was that?” he asked Froi as they looked on.

“The king’s cousin from Nebia,” Froi replied, recognizing the body of the simpleton who had spoken to Froi most often in the palace.

Sometimes the scribe would stop a moment to throw up over the balconette before calmly returning to his task. “Cyril of Nebia, would you say? No, no, Chabon of Sebastabol.”

When there was little to be seen in the darkness, they returned inside and spent the rest of the night crowded in the Hall of Illumination with hundreds of others.

“Are we safe here, De Lancey?” a woman asked.

Froi looked up to study the boy who had grown up alongside Arjuro and Gargarin. The lover who had betrayed Arjuro. A more unlikely pair Froi could never imagine in his life. Even under the dramatic circumstances, De Lancey was all perfection and charm, his skin bronzed, his garments tailored to perfection, while Arjuro’s stark white skin contrasted with his dark torn hair and beard. The black robe that covered him from neck to ankle was grubby and shapeless.

“Best that you ask that question of the priestling,” the provincaro replied in his smooth voice, pretending to study something nonexistent on the wall, as though it were the most natural thing to do under the circumstances. Arjuro refused to respond to the woman with anything beyond a grunt. Despite his forced benevolence, most in the room seemed wary of him and kept their distance.

“It’s best we all leave and return to our provinces,” De Lancey said. “At least we are safe there, with armies to protect our people.”

There was a chorus of agreement, but also dismay.

“What about the people of the Citavita?” a woman cried. “You care only for your own provinces and leave us to this carnage. Who rules Charyn when you return to the safety of your walls?”

“And what would you have us do?” De Lancey said calmly, but Froi heard restrained anger in his voice. “You’ve all seen what happens the moment a king dies and his men desert their post. The ignorant take over. Savages killing their own people. Innocent people.”

“Those who live in the palace aren’t innocent,” another shouted from across the room. “They deserve what they get.”

There was uproar at those words.

“We were in the palace,” De Lancey of Paladozza argued. “On province business. Do I deserve to die? Do the other provincari? And do you know who else was visiting the palace? Gargarin of Abroi.”

Froi watched the feverish whispers. “Yes,” De Lancey confirmed. “How soon we forget men who have worked for the good of Charyn.”

“What about the princess?”

It was Lirah’s voice. Froi had lost sight of her the moment they entered the godshouse. But here she was asking the question that no one else dared to ask. There was an uncomfortable silence, and most looked away. Froi heard the words the Serker whore whispered, but Lirah seemed to care little for their scorn and curiosity.

“With these savages, one does not negotiate with a list,” De Lancey of Paladozza said coolly. Dismissively. “We speak one name. Gargarin’s. He has the trust of almost every provincaro in this kingdom. Tariq of Lascow has stated that Gargarin is his choice as First Adviser if Tariq is ever to be crowned king.”

There was more fierce discussion, more anger.

“Tariq knows nothing of the world. He’s been in hiding since he was fifteen.”

“But he is the legal heir, and at this moment, he’s our only king. Gargarin knows enough to guide him. Both are aligned to no province, and that fact in itself will satisfy every one of us provincari. We return home, combine our armies, march into the Citavita, and place Tariq on the throne with Gargarin alongside him.”

There was approval for this suggestion, the first sign of calm.

“And what of Quintana?” Lirah demanded again. “You can’t leave her in the palace to die!”

“Your daughter is worth nothing,” a man called out.

“If she had broken the curse, at least we could have forgiven her for something,” Provincara Orlanda of Jidia said. She was a handsome woman who had fawned over Bestiano and Gargarin the night before.

“She’s our last born,” Lirah said.

There were hisses and fury directed at Lirah.

“Our lives have been ruined because of her,” Orlanda spat.

“Your spawn, Serker bitch,” a woman Froi didn’t recognize shouted.

“Her birth. Her lies. Her failure to break the curse,” another joined in, advancing on Lirah.

“If we choose between Gargarin of Abroi and the princess, we choose Gargarin,” the ambassador for Sebastabol said.

Despite his anger toward her, Froi pushed through the crowd of people to Lirah, but Arjuro was there before him, grabbing her arm.

“Come,” he said to both of them.

Froi felt De Lancey’s eyes following them from across the room.

“It’s best that you keep your mouth shut, Lirah,” Arjuro said, shoving his way through the crowd.

“It’s best that I take my leave, priestling,” Lirah said coldly.

“It’s not safe for you among the street pigs, Lirah,” Froi snapped. “Don’t be a fool.”

“It’s no safer here,” she said quietly as they reached the door, where De Lancey of Paladozza stood, blocking Froi’s path.

“Would you like to know who has taken refuge in this very godshouse?” De Lancey asked Froi smoothly.

Froi ignored him, stepping aside and following Arjuro and Lirah into the dark corridor. They stopped a moment as Arjuro lit the lamps that lined the wall. But De Lancey was on their heels, followed by four of his guards. Froi saw a flash of fear cross Lirah’s face, heard Arjuro’s curse as the priestling grabbed Lirah’s hand, leading her to the steps that would take them to the levels below.

“Stop a moment,” De Lancey ordered.

“Remember whose place this is, De Lancey,” Arjuro warned over his shoulder.

De Lancey reached them and grabbed on to Arjuro’s robe to stop him, but the priestling viciously pulled away, catching the provincaro in the face with his elbow. In an instant, the four guards slammed Arjuro against the wall and Froi heard the crack of the priestling’s head against stone.

Froi felt the pounding of blood in his brain chanting at him, replaying the events of the last day. There were too many voices and images in his head. Quintana’s face the day before. Gargarin’s instructions. Lirah’s bitter tirade as he dragged her out of the castle. Those tossed from the balconette, the king’s body, the fury of the crowd in the godshouse hall. Suddenly he grabbed De Lancey, snapped the man’s wrist, and heard his quick intake of pain. The four guards let go of Arjuro and charged for Froi. And in that confined space where priestlings once prayed and studied and died, he used fists and palms, smashed heads against stone walls, broke bones, bit flesh, and spat it out. “You’re a weapon, Froi. The best we’ve ever created,” Trevanion had told him once. And when De Lancey’s men were writhing in pain at his feet, Froi’s blood cried for more, his breath ragged, his feet dancing around them, wanting them back on their feet. He wanted to do it again.

But Arjuro was there, blocking his path. “Leash it,” Arjuro hissed. “Leash it.”

Froi couldn’t leash it. He didn’t know how, and that knowledge made him want to weep. He tried to count. But couldn’t remember the right numbers. He hammered a savage fist to his temple over and over again until Arjuro gripped his face between his hands.

“Take a breath.”

“I can’t remember my bond,” Froi whispered hoarsely.

In his head, Froi counted in Lumateran and then Sarnak, but the numbers meant nothing, led to nothing. Arjuro studied his face and then looked down to watch Froi’s fingers dance with every number he tried to speak aloud.

“Este, dortis, thirst . . .” Arjuro began counting quietly in Charyn.

Froi’s heart fell. All those times, even as far back as three years ago, when he first arrived in Lumatere and they gave him his bond, Froi had used the numbers of the Charyn language without even realizing.

Blood sings to blood, Froi.

Froi closed his eyes and took in a deep breath.

An important rule of the bond was: never to break a bone if Lumateran lives are not at risk.

He opened his eyes to see De Lancey nursing his wrist. In the flickering light, he could see Lirah’s face.

“They’re becoming hysterical in the hall,” she said coolly. “They think the street lords have entered.”

De Lancey caught one of his guard’s eyes and gestured him toward the hall. A moment later, all four men reluctantly limped away.

“Take Lirah’s hand, Olivier,” Arjuro said quietly. “The steps are steep.”

“Yet he’s not Olivier,” De Lancey said, “are you? The last born from Sebastabol is in the library downstairs with my son, burying the ancient books in case the street lords enter and destroy them.” De Lancey’s eyes met Froi’s. “The real Olivier claims to have spent the last few weeks held captive in the caves outside Sebastabol.”

Arjuro’s breath was ragged as he looked at Froi, shaking his head with regret. “Bit of truth would have helped.”

“You ask him for truth, Arjuro?” De Lancey said. “When you’ve been interested in no truth but yours.”

Arjuro pointed a finger at De Lancey. “And what was your truth?” he said through clenched teeth. “What was Gar’s? That my brother didn’t murder the oracle? That you didn’t send your messenger to betray me? Did you know that the farrier left behind a family, De Lancey? Did you ever give them another thought?”

De Lancey’s eyes met Arjuro’s, and Froi saw something flare up between them. History was history, he once told the priest-king. Why couldn’t it stay in the past? All this hatred between these two men could only mean that once there had been so much love.

“The oracle and the child were already dead. That’s Gar’s truth!”

Lirah pushed the provincaro away with all the fury she could muster. And he winced from the pain, nursing his hand. He couldn’t disguise his anger and disgust.

“Oh, we care about children now, do we, whore?” he sneered. “After you tried to murder your own?”

Arjuro grabbed De Lancey’s injured wrist and snapped it back into place. De Lancey gasped from the pain.

“Ask the Serker whose child it was Gargarin tossed from that window,” Arjuro said. “She should know. It was hers.”

“The child belonged to the oracle,” De Lancey said. “Born dead. It was what Gar swore to me.”

“Yet he told this impostor that the child was smuggled out of the palace,” Lirah said, looking at Froi bitterly. “So who are we to believe, De Lancey? A liar or a liar?”

Arjuro stared at Froi, shocked by the words. “When did Gargarin tell you that?” he asked huskily. “When?”

“Today. Before the street lords took him away,” Froi said.

“But he told me the babe was born dead,” De Lancey argued. “Gargarin swore he was forced to toss a dead child into the gravina.”

“My son was born with a mighty voice,” Lirah said fiercely, a tremble in her words. “And Gargarin tells you both lies. In one breath, a dead child. In the next, a smuggled last born. Do you believe the gods conjured up a spell and made his brother see our worst nightmares?”

“Come,” Arjuro said quietly. But he pointed a finger at De Lancey emphatically. “Not you. And bind that wrist.”

They left De Lancey standing alone in the dark corridor. Arjuro led Lirah and Froi to the tiny marble steps that spiraled down. But De Lancey was a hard man to lose.

“So whose bastard is this lad, Arjuro?” he called out from the top of the steps. “Yours or Gargarin’s?”

Lirah gasped. Froi swung around to look up, almost tumbling down the narrow steps.

“The person I was swiving eighteen years ago hasn’t the capacity for childbirth. Curse or no curse,” Arjuro said coolly. “Does he, De Lancey?” Arjuro continued down the stairs, refusing to look back. There was a ringing in Froi’s ears, and when they reached the landing, his legs buckled under him. Arjuro forced him to sit, resting his back against the wall and pushing his head between his knees.

“Breathe, idiot boy. His words are false. It’s pure coincidence.” But Froi heard doubt in Arjuro’s voice.

“That face can’t be pure coincidence, Ari,” De Lancey said, suddenly behind them. He reached over Arjuro’s shoulder and grabbed Froi’s face, but Froi leaped to his feet and shoved them both away.

“Who do I resemble?” Froi hissed. There was silence.

Arjuro looked away.

“Who?”

“The most base of beasts born to this world,” Arjuro said sadly. “My father. But I see my father’s face in half of Charyn.”

Froi sucked in a breath.

“He cannot possibly be Gargarin’s son,” Lirah said coldly. “I was the only woman he had.”

De Lancey gave a short laugh of disbelief. “Don’t you think it’s strange, Lirah, that you can believe Gargarin is a murderer of babes and oracles, but you can’t accept that he preferred another woman?”

“There was no other woman,” she spat. She threw a look at Froi. “This one looks like the shit and garbage of this kingdom. Isn’t that what they say Abroi is? He could be anyone’s trash. Sent by anyone. Probably the Serkers living in the underground city who want their revenge.”

The provincaro searched Froi’s face. “Who sent you?” he demanded. “Was it the Serkers?”

“Does it matter? I didn’t kill the king.”

“Pity,” De Lancey said. “I would have liked you much better if you had.”

Arjuro led them to a room laid out with straw cots once used by priestlings. He pushed Lirah toward one.

“Sleep,” he said to them, ignoring De Lancey, who stood at the door watching them all. “The sun will rise soon, and it will be another long day.”

Froi sat with his back to the others. He felt a hand at his shoulder and shrugged it away viciously.

“Not the time to be sulking,” Arjuro said. “What would you expect from me?” he added gently. “A ‘Hi-de-ho to you, lad. By the way, you have the face of my demented father, which could only mean that you are either his child or Gargarin’s, who also happens to be a killer of women and babes’?”

Froi turned to them. He could see only their outlines in the darkness. Lirah lay with her back to him, her body huddled.

He studied Arjuro closely. “Is there a chance I’m his son?”

That Froi and Arjuro had the same blood was too hard to fathom.

“I don’t know,” Arjuro said honestly. “The only way I can answer that question is if you tell me the truth. Days ago you informed me that the oracle’s child was not tossed into the gravina. That my brother murdered Lirah’s son instead. Today you tell me he didn’t murder the child. That it was smuggled out of the palace. What am I to be told tomorrow? That my brother is dead without me knowing the truth?” Froi saw tears in the man’s eyes. “I don’t even know your real name, Olivier.”

But Froi couldn’t tell the whole truth without betraying Lumatere. Did he trust these people enough to do that?

“Do you know a man by the name of Rafuel of Sebastabol?” he asked after a stretch of silence. “He approached . . . my people with a plan.”

He saw Arjuro stiffen. Lirah turned slowly from her cot to face them. “I know that name,” she said.

“What was the plan?” De Lancey asked from the door.

“That he could get an assassin into the palace to impersonate the last born from Sebastabol.”

Froi waited for Arjuro to speak.

“Arjuro?” De Lancey said. “Give him something in return.”

“No,” Arjuro said. “I’m more interested in what Rafuel of Sebastabol had to say to . . . sorry, what did you say your name was?”

The stare from Arjuro was sharp, and Froi fought back a shiver. He felt as if he were looking at Gargarin.

“I didn’t,” Froi said.

A hint of a knowing smile appeared on Arjuro’s face. “You don’t trust me, do you?”

“I don’t trust anyone here.”

Arjuro looked at him shrewdly, eyebrows raised in contemplation.

“You don’t trust anyone here in the Citavita? Or anyone here in Charyn?”

“Are you saying he’s a foreigner?” Lirah asked, studying Froi with confusion.

Froi didn’t respond for a moment. “You’re not so slow when you’re sober, Arjuro.”

“He’s Lumateran,” De Lancey said. “Who else would be training an assassin?”

Froi didn’t respond.

“But why would Rafuel of Sebastabol go all the way to Lumatere to find an assassin when he could train one here?” De Lancey continued. “I could have provided him with one or two myself.”

“Didn’t say I was a Lumateran, and careful, Provincaro, that’s the second time you’ve mentioned the death of the king. You could be accused of treason.”

“He can’t be a foreigner. He has Serker eyes, and a face from Abroi,” Lirah said.

“I disagree,” Arjuro said. “In the times when nomads traveled throughout the land, a Sendecanese or Sarnak or even a Yut could be found with Serker eyes.”

Arjuro eyed Froi. “Your Charyn is flawless.”

“Perhaps I’ve inherited a sharp mind from my father,” he whispered mockingly in Arjuro’s ear. “Or perhaps from my uncle. Perhaps I’m gods’ touched.”

“What else did Rafuel of Sebastabol have to say to your leaders?” De Lancey asked.

“Nothing,” Froi said.

The provincaro made a sound as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“It’s true. He said nothing more to my leaders. But he did make mention of something to me without my leaders knowing.”

The others waited.

“But as part of my bond, my captain said I was not to interfere with the matters of another kingdom.”

De Lancey gave another humorless laugh.

“They sent you to assassinate the king and that’s not interfering?”

Froi felt weary. He wanted more from Arjuro, but the priestling was a man who had been betrayed too many times, and Froi knew he would have to give a whole lot more before Arjuro spoke freely. Two of De Lancey’s guards appeared at the door.

“My lord, it’s not safe for you here,” one said, eyeing Froi.

“Go check on Grij,” the provincaro said tiredly, and Froi heard the voice of a man concerned for his son. It made him hate everyone even more.

De Lancey’s attention was back on Froi.

“Rafuel of Sebastabol made mention of . . . the lost last born of the Citavita,” Froi said quietly.

“A myth,” Lirah said. “Used to dismiss the importance of Quintana as the last born.”

“Not a myth,” Arjuro said.

“You can’t prove that,” De Lancey argued.

“I saw the last born of the Citavita. Held him. Do you need any further proof than that, De Lancey?” Arjuro raged. “Or are we going to have a repeat of eighteen years past? Last time you refused to believe me about the king, an innocent messenger was murdered.”

They all stared at Arjuro.

“You held the last born?” Lirah asked.

Arjuro nodded.

“When I escaped from the palace after . . . after taking Gargarin’s identity.”

“What?” she gasped, stunned.

“It was Gargarin who was imprisoned for eight years,” Froi said. “Not Arjuro.”

“I took refuge with the only people I trusted in this world. I knew where the priests of Trist were hiding, because they had found a way to send a message to me after my arrest the year before. When I arrived at the caves, they told me the strangest tale. That the night before, they had heard a sound outside and then saw the figure of a young boy fleeing. And at their feet was a filthy basket that smelled of cats with a babe inside. A male. No note. Nothing. They had no idea where he came from.”

De Lancey moved away from the door, his eyes wide. Lirah placed a trembling hand to her throat.

“That night, every priest in the cave, whether gifted or not, woke up with the same words on their lips.”

“That the last will make the first?” Lirah asked.

Arjuro shook his head. “That if redemption was ever to be possible, a sign would appear in the palace. We had no idea what it meant. We didn’t know that at the time Charyn was cursed. All we knew was that the oracle was dead. The priests have always believed that even the gods were divided over this curse. That not one god has claimed it as their own.”

“If no god claimed it as their own . . .” De Lancey said.

“Then no god could break it. Perhaps in their realm they’ve been searching for clues themselves.” Arjuro sighed. “All we knew was that whoever left the last born with the priests feared for the child’s life.”

He turned to Lirah. “Why would the palace have wanted your son dead, Lirah?” he asked. “Was it because the king suspected it wasn’t his?”

Lirah made a sound of annoyance. “I was his whore and the whore of anyone he chose to share me with! Why would the king ever have thought it was his child over anyone else?”

“Whose child was he then, Lirah?” De Lancey asked.

“Mine. Mine. He belonged to me,” Lirah said. “What do you want me to say, De Lancey? I had no idea who the father was.”

“Was it Gargarin’s?” De Lancey asked again.

“I hardly saw the babe,” she said. “And even if I had, do you think I would have seen a resemblance from a newborn? ‘Ah yes,’” she mocked. “‘Here is the chin of the king’s favorite banker or the eyes of his favorite cousin.’”

There was a strained silence. A reminder of what Lirah was forced to be all those years.

“More, Arjuro,” De Lancey said. “We need more.”

“The priests of Trist asked me that night to name the boy because I was gods’ touched and they weren’t,” Arjuro continued. “A child named by one who is gods’ touched is blessed all their lives.” Arjuro swallowed. “I knew this babe could not stand out in the world, so I gave him a name with no meaning, from a place with no meaning.” Arjuro stole a look at Froi. “I called him Dafar of Abroi. He was smuggled into the kingdom of Sarnak, where the priestlings of Trist had a godshouse despite the Sarnak worship of the goddess. After the random burning down of the Sarnak godshouse four years later, the boy disappeared from our lives.”

Froi’s breath was caught in his throat.

“I am now sure that the child came from the palace and not the Citavita,” Arjuro said.

“A moment ago you said the priests had no idea where he came from!” De Lancey said. “Why would you change your words?”

“Because Olivier the impostor,” Arjuro said, pointing to Froi, “has just informed us that my brother claimed to have smuggled a child out of the palace. It could have only been your son, Lirah. Perhaps, without him realizing, it was Gargarin’s son. You would not have known that then. But we can only guess it now. Our young impostor’s resemblance to my father is quite extraordinary.”

Arjuro’s eyes met Froi’s, and Froi could hardly breathe. Lirah. Not cold Lirah, who had despised him from the moment she first laid eyes on him. Not Gargarin.

Froi stumbled to his feet. “I’m not from this place.”

Blood sings to blood, Froi.

Lirah’s body was rocking, her expression one of horror.

“Lirah?” Arjuro asked. “Who passed your messages to Gargarin when you lived together in the palace? Who was your go-between?”

Lirah couldn’t find the words to speak.

“Lirah!”

She shook herself out of her stupor.

“The Sixth Adviser’s boy,” she said quietly. She stopped, agape, and Froi watched Arjuro nod.

“Rafuel,” she gasped. “Little Rafuel, with the cats.”

“A sensitive boy,” Arjuro said. “Smart, though. He was shouted down daily by his father, by everyone whose path he crossed in the palace. It’s how he befriended my brother. He reminded Gargarin of who we once were. And do you want to know something else? In the early days of my imprisonment, when there was trust between my brother and me, Gargarin was my messenger to the priests. He was the only person to have known where they were hiding. Where to keep a babe safe from the palace.”

Froi, Lirah, and De Lancey were too dumbfounded to speak.

“I think our Rafuel’s been busy these past years searching for the last born.” Arjuro’s eyes met Froi’s. “Did he find you in Sarnak, or have I got it all wrong?”

Froi didn’t want to respond. If he said the words aloud, it would all be true and he didn’t want it to be.

“I live in Lumatere,” he said.

Lirah’s shoulders sank. Was it relief or despair? De Lancey shook his head with disappointment, walking away. But Arjuro continued to stare at Froi, as though he were still attempting to work out the puzzle.

“I’ve not lived in Sarnak for three years,” Froi said quietly.

Lirah stared at him, stunned, and De Lancey turned back, hope flaring in his expression. Froi saw a ghost of a smile on Arjuro’s face. A nod of satisfaction.

“But what of the babe you did see tossed on the night of the last born?” De Lancey asked. “Who was that if not the daughter of the oracle, or Lirah and Gargarin’s son?”

A cry was heard from above, and moments later De Lancey’s men appeared at the door.

“They’ve started the killings again.” There was a desperate look of urgency in one of the men’s eyes. “It’s Gargarin of Abroi, my lord.”

Froi shoved through the crowded room and onto the landing.

Across the gravina, two men gripped Gargarin, pushing him to his knees. Froi recognized them: Donashe and his companion, who had once stopped Froi on his way from the godshouse to the palace.

Froi knew what they would do next. Hold Gargarin by the legs, but not let go for a moment or two. He could imagine it was torture for those hanging. Blood rushing to their heads, staring down into the abyss. For the women, the indignity of being exposed as their dresses flapped around their faces. The jeering, the laughter, and then at a moment’s notice, the street lords would let go.

“We’ll pay a ransom. A ransom!” De Lancey shouted across the space, squeezing in beside Froi. “One hundred pieces of gold.”

From the palace side of the gravina, where they hung off balconettes and battlements, the street lords jeered. “For this bag of broken bones?” Donashe called out.

“Two hundred,” another voice called out over Froi’s shoulder, trying to get through. The ambassador of Sebastabol.

Lirah was suddenly there beside Froi, her nails biting into his hand. He heard Arjuro’s ragged breath beside her.

“We don’t make deals,” Donashe said. He seemed to have taken leadership of the street lords. “The worthless ones die now. The others get hanged in the main square for the whole Citavita to enjoy.”

“He’s an architect, you fools,” De Lancey shouted.

“Three hundred pieces of gold,” the provincara of Jidia could be heard saying.

“And where is this gold?” the shorter of the street lords called out.

“From our provinces,” De Lancey tried, but Froi heard anguished defeat in the man’s voice. “It will take no more than a week to send a messenger and have him return.”

Donashe waved him away. “If we can’t see the gold now, friend, don’t speak another word.”

Two of the street lords yanked Gargarin’s head back by his hair, and Froi saw a face covered with dried blood and bruises, heard the sobbing around him as those in the godshouse prepared for another day of death. But he saw a ghost of a smile on Gargarin’s face. He remembered their conversation in the chamber one night. Gargarin lived on his own terms. He would die the same way. With little fear. Would that be his gift to his brother, Arjuro? To Lirah? To his son? A smile in death?

One of the street lords bent and lifted Gargarin by his feet, holding him head down over the balconette. Everything around Froi sounded strange and so far away. The provincaro’s shouting, Arjuro breathing. His pulse pounding.

“A ruby ring!”

Froi hardly recognized the voice as his. All he felt was the sudden weight of the ring in his pocket.

“Belonged to the dead king of Lumatere. The Lumaterans would pay a queen’s ransom for it!”

There was a hushed silence around him.

Donashe and the street lords stared at the ring. Despite the space between them, they were close enough to see its worth. Words were nothing to them. How many times had Froi heard that on the streets of Sarnak’s capital? “Show us the goods and then we talk.”

Froi climbed onto the iron trellis of the godshouse balconette amid gasps and cries from those surrounding him. He leaped onto the protruding granite, his legs trembling. Someone screamed. Froi lost his balance. Found it again. One foot before the other.

He held up the ring and the light from the rising sun caught the stone and Froi thought he had never seen anything so beautiful. It was the ring that had given him a life he could never have imagined. It was all things magnificent about Lumatere.

Donashe stared at the ring. Stared at Froi perched over the gravina.

“I’m a thief, friend, and so are you,” Froi said. “If you don’t recognize the worth in this jewel, then you’re nothing but ignorant street scum and there’s nothing lordish about you.”

Perhaps the silence was only for a moment, but Froi felt as though he was perched on that thin stretch of granite for hours. He wasn’t much for praying to the gods, but he prayed all the same.

“Throw it over,” Donashe ordered.

Froi knew there was no more bargaining to be had today. He either obeyed the command or watched Gargarin die. He tossed the ring, and the man caught it in his hand, staring at it greedily.

“You get your architect back when I get my three hundred pieces of gold.”

They pulled Gargarin up, dropped him to the ground, and kicked him into the chamber. Out on the stone, Froi crouched, straddling it a moment, trying to control the beat of his heart. He slowly turned around and balanced his way back into a standing position. He watched Arjuro shove everyone but De Lancey’s men back from the balconette. Froi leaped and gripped hold of its trellis as De Lancey’s men reached out to steady him, grabbing him by the hands, clothing, and hair, and dragged him over the wrought iron.

Once on his feet, Froi pushed through the hushed room. Suddenly Lirah was there.

“Who are you?” she asked, her voice hoarse as she gripped his arm.

“I’m Abroi shit and Serker garbage, Lirah,” he said, his eyes smarting. “Thank the gods I’m motherless, remember, because any woman would be shamed to call me her son.” He pulled free and walked away.

At the end of the hallway, Arjuro sat hunched on the stairs leading down. Froi was forced to climb over him.

“All our young lives, Gargarin and I counted among our blessings the fact that we didn’t have to see him in each other’s faces, and then you turn up and sometimes I can’t bear to look at you, lad.”

Froi kept on walking down the steps.

“What name do you go by?” Arjuro asked, his voice ragged.

Gargarin of Abroi was his father. Regardless of who Gargarin smuggled out of the palace, Gargarin was a murderer. That’s why Froi was so base and damned. That’s why he tried to take Isaboe of Lumatere by force. Because bad blood flowed through his veins. And what Froi despised the most about himself was that he had resented Gargarin and Lirah’s indifference. Even without knowing who they were, Froi had wanted something from them. His heart knew first. He longed for Trevanion and for Lord August and even for Perri. They were the men he wanted to have sired him, not Gargarin with his cold stare and awkward ways. Those men made sense with their rules and orders.

“What name do you go by?” Arjuro shouted.

Keep on walking. Don’t turn back.

“Olivier!”

“Froi,” he shouted back. “My name is Froi. Dafar of Abroi. A nothing name. From a nothing place.”

At the bottom of the steps, he took a turn and found himself in the ancient library. Realizing he had taken the wrong exit, Froi turned back to where he had seen a narrow entrance close to the steps. But within moments he was confronted by two lads. Behind him he heard a sound, and another lad came out of the shadows from the library. He knew he was in no danger because the three looked useless. They all wore their hair shoulder-length and one had ridiculous golden curls. Froi would have liked nothing more than to drag them back to Lumatere and throw them in among the Monts.

“You think you can impersonate me and not suffer the consequences?”

Froi sighed. Olivier of Sebastabol. Froi couldn’t have looked less like the last born.

“What did I stop you from doing?” Froi asked. “Prancing into the palace and planting the mighty seed of Charyn? Did you honestly believe you would be the one?”

“We had a better purpose, assassin,” Golden Curls said. “A different purpose, blast you.”

“Blast you?” Froi mocked bitterly. “That’s the best curse you can come up with?”

A doe-eyed lad stepped forward, his pale, slight fist clenched at Froi’s nose.

“If you d-d-did anything to hurt her, I’ll k-k-”

“K-k-kill me?” Froi sneered, cruelty in his voice.

Fatigued, he pushed through them. It was too easy to crush these lads. He wanted to go home. There was nothing left for him to do here.

The fist that came out to connect with Froi’s jaw was weak in its delivery, and he heard a grunt of pain come from the doe-eyed lad, who rubbed his knuckles.

“We had a plan, a year in the making,” Grijio of Paladozza said. “Satch and I had a means to smuggle her out. We knew her life was in danger the moment she came of age with no child.”

“We w-w-wanted to save her.”

“I would have saved her,” Olivier of Sebastabol said. “Perabo of the caves would have saved her. Taken her to Tariq of Lascow, who would have protected her with his life.”

Froi’s head rang from what he was hearing.

“My father just told me who you are,” Grijio said. “Good work done in Charyn, Lumateran,” he spat, but there were tears in his eyes. “You go home and tell your people that their assassin did good work in Charyn.”

Another fist to his jaw and a boot to his face, and one to his chest. And on his knees, Froi finally understood the truth. That by impersonating Olivier, he had written her death sentence.

He had foiled an attempt by the last borns to set Quintana free.

“Have you got something to tell me, Olivier?”

Froi woke with a start. He had spent the night sleeping by the side of the road that led down to the bridge of the Citavita, joining the throng of people who were desperate to leave. Not even outside the Lumateran gates three years ago, when Finnikin and Isaboe prepared to enter and break the curse, had Froi seen a people so desperate, clutching each other and their possessions. Back then there was at least hope. Here there was desperation.

This is where it begins, he realized. For some it would end in a valley between Lumatere and the province of Alonso. “Why live like a trog at the doorstep of an enemy kingdom?” Lucian had asked on the day Froi left.

Because it was safer than living at home.

He patted the pouch he had hidden in an inside trouser pocket. The night before he had gone back to what he did best. People who were running for their lives were less concerned with their pockets, and the pickings were too easy; he had enough coins in his pouch to prove it. He wondered what would have happened to him if he was still on the streets of the Sarnak capital. Stealing had become too boring. Where would that boredom have led him if Isaboe of Lumatere had not come across him in that square in Sprie?

He shuffled among the crowd and tried to shut out the crying from those who were turned away by another set of cutthroats taking bribes to allow people out of the Citavita. Froi was amazed how swift some men were in plotting a way to take advantage of human despair. He realized that what he despised the most about the street lords and the cutthroats at the gate was that he was looking at himself in another life.

It was on the next morning that he finally reached the bridge. He thought of Trevanion and Perri. Of the tale he had to tell. He thought of Lord August and Lady Abian and the crops and the ideas he had for planting them. He thought of Lucian of the Monts and how he would warn him that what was taking place in the Citavita would bring danger to the valley and Lucian’s mountain. He thought of Finnikin and Isaboe and the priest-king and he thought of Tesadora with her Serker eyes. Which made him think of Lirah, and Lirah made him think of Gargarin, and Gargarin made him think of Arjuro. And then all he could think of was her. Princess Indignant. Quintana the ice maiden. Quintana the savage. The abomination. The curse maker. The whore. The last born. The girl who could make rabbits appear on walls.

And before Froi could change his mind, he turned and walked back up to the Citavita, sensing in his deepest core that he would not be returning to Lumatere for some time.
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Life in the Citavita each day began with a hanging. One by one, the king’s close advisers, physician, banker, and anyone else the street lords found hiding in the king’s solar were dragged out into the marketplace, where a crowd would gather around a makeshift hanging gale. The onlookers would jeer and chant and clap with a frenzied glee that had little to do with enjoyment and much to do with malevolence. It had been a week since the events in the palace, and every day Froi held his breath the moment the drawbridge was lowered, wondering who the next victim would be.

Those from the Citavita who weren’t part of the vicious crowd or the never-ending stream of people shuffling their way out of the capital stayed hidden in their dwellings, fearful of what it would all mean. “Lad,” they’d whisper, their heads suddenly appearing from rooftops. “Lad, what’s happening in the marketplace? Will they come for the merchants next?”

During the first days, Froi exchanged his doublet jacket for loose-fitting trousers and a tunic as well as a cap that covered his hair and came close to covering his eyes. But the wool of the tunic itched against his skin, so he stole a flannel undershirt. Although it was a relief to leave Olivier of Sebastabol behind, something inside of him couldn’t help wondering how much he looked like the old Froi. The thief. Street scum.

Most days he saw Lirah and Arjuro in the crowd. Arjuro wore his cape and cowl and reminded Froi of the sketches in the priest-king’s books showing the spectre of death who visited a plague-ridden Lumateran village hundreds upon hundreds of years ago and left no one alive. Standing far enough away from Lirah and Arjuro were De Lancey and his men. Froi had discovered through talk around the Citavita that the gold had arrived safely from the provinces and the provincaro of Paladozza was waiting for the release of Gargarin before he and his men took their leave.

Apart from his mornings at the hanging gale, Froi spent the rest of his days searching for the man named Perabo, who had once tried to warn Froi about Quintana’s fate. In his memory, he saw the scene over and over again. Quintana had stepped toward Perabo, but some sense of duty had made her return to the palace with Froi. Froi wished that Perabo had yanked her out of his arms. He wished that the last borns had been there, all their weak strength combined, holding Froi down so Quintana could escape.

In the second week, the street lords began to hang the king’s extended family: cousins, uncles, aunts. Froi watched an entire bloodline disappear from existence as the days passed. As yet, Gargarin had not been released and Quintana had not been hanged, and on a particularly sickening day when the rope half cut off the head of the king’s third cousin from Jidia, Froi looked away, and Arjuro caught his eye. The priestling pointed to the road leading down to the bridge before walking away with Lirah.

Froi fought the urge to follow. Despite having to talk himself out of returning to the godshouse each day, he felt a pull toward them. Perhaps he had felt that pull from the first moment he clapped his eyes on these damned people.

Regardless, he trailed Lirah and Arjuro down to a cave house he recognized as the soothsayer’s dwelling. The two stopped outside, and Froi knew they were waiting for him.

“Where have you been?” Lirah asked, her voice harsh.

“I don’t answer to you or anyone else in this kingdom,” he said coldly.

Arjuro entered the cave, and Froi and Lirah followed. It was small, one room only, with stems and saplings hanging from the ceiling and a smothering odor that seemed to be trapped in the cave walls. In the corner was a grubby bedroll, and in the center of the space was a large pot of water in which the soothsayer was stirring a foul-smelling substance among leaves and petals.

He thought of what this wretched woman had done to Quintana year after year, and realized he wanted to hurt her, could easily kill her with his bare hands. But his bond to Trevanion and Perri stopped him. You kill only those who are a threat to Lumatere, Froi.

But Lirah of Serker had no such bond. She grabbed the woman by the hair and shoved her head into the pot of water. Froi watched the soothsayer thrash, struggling under Lirah’s strong grip. He saw the fury and hatred on Lirah’s face.

“Do you like the feel of that?” Lirah said.

“Froi,” Arjuro said somewhat calmly. “Stop her, please.”

“Why would I want to do that, Arjuro?” Froi said, his heart beating fast at the satisfaction of what he was watching.

“Because I’d like to know a thing or two, and that may not happen if Lirah kills our only source of information.”

Froi sighed and stepped forward. He grabbed Lirah’s arm and dragged her back. She struggled against him, and although she had strength, Froi easily overpowered her.

The soothsayer collapsed onto the ground, gasping for air, and Froi couldn’t help imagining the child Quintana was, struggling for the same filthy air, year after year.

Arjuro walked toward the woman and stooped, contempt in his expression. When she regained her breathing, the soothsayer struggled to her knees and spat in the priestling’s face.

“Oh, the gods’ blessed,” she mocked viciously. “Aren’t those from the godshouse mighty now, Priestling?”

Arjuro wiped the spittle from his face. “These two are here to kill you, and I am here for answers,” he said. “So what if we make a deal, old woman? You tell me what I need to know, and I may just spare your life.”

“That’s not your decision to make,” Lirah snapped, struggling to free herself from Froi’s hands.

“Answers,” Arjuro repeated. “Why did the king order the murder of the male child born to the palace eighteen years ago?”

“No male child was born to the palace,” she said.

“On the night of Quintana’s birth.”

“There was only one babe born that night, and she’ll be hanged soon enough.”

Froi knew she was lying. The woman hardly made a pretense of it. Her eyes met Froi’s, and she inhaled deeply, as if in a rapture.

“And if the king did order the murder of a child,” she said, her voice drowsy, “what makes you think he told me?”

Lirah pulled free of Froi’s arms and gripped the woman by the throat. “He was frightened to piss without consulting you.”

Froi placed an arm around Lirah and pulled her back once more. The soothsayer leaned forward, her face an inch away from Lirah’s.

“Spit in my face and I will tear out your tongue,” Lirah threatened.

“Oh, there’s the Serker savage,” the old woman said, closing her eyes and inhaling. It was beginning to sicken Froi. “I smell those of Serker. Waiting. It’s what I can do. Smell the dead. And you have the smell of the dead on you, Lirah of Serker. Because you’ve been there among them.”

Froi felt Lirah shudder.

“Do you know what happens each year I lead our abomination to the lake of the half dead? Of course you’d know, Serker whore. You saw them yourself that time you tried to drown the child. The way the dead clambered onto the shores, screeching out their pain. They want to go home, and unless the song is sung to lead them there, they will never have peace and nor will Charyn.”

“What is she talking about?” Froi asked.

“Those slaughtered in Serker died voiceless,” Arjuro said. “Their names were left unspoken. Only the gods’ touched standing on Serker soil can sing them home to their rest.”

Froi felt Lirah tremble again. Through all her talk of Serker savages, Froi could sense Lirah grieved for her people.

The old woman inhaled again.

“I used to hear that the wild young priestlings would travel to the marshes to search for the reed of righteousness. They’d crush it, cook it over a small flame, and inhale the scent, and in the euphoria, they would see the gods.”

The woman was staring at Arjuro.

“Untrue,” the priestling said. Even inside the cave he wore the cowl and gorget, every inch of his body covered except for his face. “It was a game. We were aroused from the vapors. It’s why we brought our lovers to the marshes. What was the use of all that arousal if you couldn’t share it with the one you loved?”

“But you saw the gods?”

Arjuro refused to speak.

“A priestling once tried to explain it to me,” the soothsayer said. “She fainted from merely recalling it.”

Still Arjuro didn’t respond.

“Even without the pleasures of the flesh, Priestling, was it not beyond anything you had ever experienced?”

After a long moment, Arjuro nodded.

“When I sense the dead, it brings me the same pleasure,” she said. “The dead are my reed of righteousness, and when that girl comes into my home, the dead shake this cave with a power beyond reckoning.”

Suddenly the soothsayer took Froi’s arm, which was still clasped around Lirah. She scraped her tongue against his skin. Froi shuddered and stumbled away.

“Quintana of Charyn seeps from your pores. You’ll carry that scent for the rest of your days.”

“Come,” Arjuro said quietly to Froi and Lirah. “She’s of no use to us.”

They reached the entrance of the cave, and Froi felt the hot panting breath of the soothsayer at his neck. He felt her hand on his nape, and he spun around and shoved her against the unevenness of the rock.

“Touch me again and I will kill you,” he said.

Her breath smelled foul. As if something had died inside her mouth.

“Nine months before the births,” she said, “the king dreamed that two children would be born to the palace and that the one born first would end his reign. The boy child was born first and was tossed into the gravina along with the oracle.”

When the soothsayer spoke, there was a whistle to her speech.

“But he made the wrong choice.” She looked at Lirah. “The second born, the fruit of his own loins, was an abomination. Everyone in the palace was frightened of her, running around on all fours like she was some kind of animal. Was she not a savage, Lirah of Serker?”

Lirah looked away.

The soothsayer nodded. “Oh, yes, she was. But everything changed when you decided to dispose of her.”

“It was for mercy, you wretch. She begged me.”

“And what kind of mercy did she get, Lirah of Serker? Was the little beast who died in your arms the same girl who returned?”

Froi turned, saw the flash of anguish on Lirah’s face.

“Her mind came back in pieces,” Lirah said.

“Because part of her has no aura,” the old woman continued. “Quintana of Charyn returned with the other. A lost spirit collected at the lake of the half dead.”

The soothsayer’s mouth formed a malevolent smile. “And once they hang that girl, the dead get back their own.”

The three of them pushed their way through the crowd camped outside the godshouse entrance. Inside, the number of those taking refuge had tripled, and everywhere he turned, Froi saw sleeping bodies on the stairwell or in any corner they could find. So far the street lords hadn’t dared to enter the sacred space, but Froi knew the type well. The godshouse would not be spared.

He followed Lirah and Arjuro beyond the level that housed the Hall of Illumination and onto the rooftop, where Froi was surprised to see a garden. Lirah looked over to where her palace prison tower could be seen. How many times had these two former enemies caught sight of each other tending to their gardens?

No one spoke for a while. The scene with the soothsayer had unnerved them all, and there were too many unanswered questions.

Arjuro began yanking out his plants, placing those with roots inside a glass bottle, preserving the seeds. Froi recognized a white plant from the priest-king’s garden. The yarrow plant was a physician’s best friend, according to the priest-king. Zabat had spoken of Arjuro being a physician once, and the herbs and saplings in his garden would have been the tools of Arjuro’s trade.

Froi sat beside Lirah. They studied each other, her beautiful eyes confused and full of disbelief, as though wondering how someone as plain as Froi could have come from her loins and Gargarin’s seed. He reached over and took her hand, placing a bag of coins in her palm.

“Get out of the Citavita, Lirah,” he said quietly. “They’ve got nothing else to loot, and they’ll come here next.”

“Where did you get this?” she asked, her voice husky.

“Where do you think? I’m a thief.”

She pushed the bag back into his hands. “Then use it to return home, wherever that is. I’m a whore, so I think I can find my own means out.”

Arjuro stood, sighing. “When you’re both finished trying to frighten each other away with the sordidness of your pasts, can you help me, please?”

Froi and Lirah collected the baskets of bottles and seedlings and followed Arjuro inside.

“Have you heard anything?” Froi asked over their shoulders as he stooped down into the low stairwell.

“Good news or bad news?” Arjuro asked.

“Bad.”

“De Lancey has lost contact with the street pigs.”

“Good news.”

“They’ve not returned a corpse,” Arjuro said flatly.

Arjuro stopped and waited for Lirah to be out of earshot. They watched her disappear into the Hall of Illumination.

“The scribe has accounted for almost everyone,” Arjuro said. “They’re down to the last few.”

“Is there anything . . . ?”

Arjuro shook his head. “None of the provincari will risk their lives or their men’s lives on her. Even if one or two were willing, they’d be outnumbered. The street pigs have control of the whole Citavita.”

“She’s their princess,” Froi said angrily.

“But not their heir, Froi. At least if she were the curse breaker, she would hold some power, but she’s worth nothing. The provincari need to secure the kingdom. The only way to do that is to place Tariq of Lascow on the throne.”

Froi bristled to hear the words. Too many lives worth nothing.

“You may as well toss yourself into the gravina now if you’re fool enough to try to save her,” Arjuro said.

“I wasn’t sent here to save her,” he said quietly. “It’s not part of my bond.”

For the rest of the week, he stood alongside Arjuro and Lirah to watch the hangings. When they were certain that Gargarin and Quintana remained alive for one day more, all three would walk back up to the godshouse, where talk of the street lords entering the sacred space would send those taking refuge into a frenzy. The streets became even more crowded, with most Citavitans now desperate to escape the violence that was rife. Looting had begun. A potter had been killed trying to protect his stall. A stampede at the bridge caused the death of seven others. It was each man or woman out for his or herself.

At the end of the week, it was Aunt Mawfa’s turn, and her hanging was hideous beyond imagining. Froi thought of the men he had killed in Lumatere. If he was grateful for anything, it was that most times, he did not see their fear. But here in the Citavita, fear made people beg. Fear was piss running down the legs of those who once stood pompous and proud. Fear was a bloodcurdling cry that rang through one’s ears for days to come. All he would ever remember about Lady Mawfa’s hanging were her little plump legs dangling and how, out of all the deaths, it would have been the one to make Quintana weep.

But he returned day after day, waiting for her to appear. She is worth nothing, Arjuro had said. If Froi understood anything, it was that in this world one’s worth came from others. He had no worth until he crossed the path of the novice Evanjalin and Finnikin. So he found himself writing his own bond to Quintana of Charyn. Her worth would come from him and Lirah and the idiot last borns. She would not die alone. That would be his bond to her.

And then the day they were dreading came, when there was no one to account for but Quintana and Gargarin. When the street lords dragged them out, Froi had a moment’s foolish thought that perhaps he could rescue them, but he was unarmed and there were too many desperate Charynites surrounding him, begging for more blood. He reminded himself, as he had every day since the death of the king, that he had not been sent to this kingdom to rescue a princess. He had been sent to wipe out the royal seed of Charyn, but there had been too many men in this kingdom ready to do that for him.

He was barely able to recognize Quintana, with her bloodstained ugly dress, her filthy face, hair in knots. The crowd cried out for blood. Hers. Froi prayed to whoever was listening that Quintana the ice maiden would be in her head this day. But he knew in an instant it was Princess Indignant. It was the way she wept and fell on her knees, begging, crying out the words, “I carry the first! I carry the first!” until the street pigs dragged her to her feet by her hair.

Gargarin was trussed, and it had been a savage beating he had received this past week. But Froi knew that Gargarin would be released. De Lancey had paid half the amount of gold only and the street pigs would get the other half when Gargarin was safe. Today, it would be Quintana’s day to die.

Without his staff, Gargarin collapsed on the raised floor above them for the umpteenth time. Froi heard Arjuro’s broken whisper, “Stay down, my brother. Stay down,” and Froi wanted to reach out to him in some sort of comfort. He had realized many times in the past weeks that if anything, Arjuro of Abroi was blood. Without thinking, Froi pushed through the crowd until he was at the platform, his head level with Gargarin, who lay facedown, blood pouring from his nose.

“Are you finished with him?” Froi asked the street lords. The man guarding Gargarin kicked him off the platform viciously and he fell at Froi’s feet. In an instant, De Lancey and his guard were there, half carrying Gargarin away.

“Do something,” Froi begged the provincaro. “Do something for her.”

“We’ve been promised the road out of here, lad,” De Lancey whispered. “The best I can do is leave and raise an army to take back the Citavita.”

Froi watched two of the street lords drag Quintana to the raised block, and oh, how she fought. To the very last moment she fought, and when the hangman placed the noose around her neck, Froi knew it was Lirah who cried out in a way that tore at him. Froi finally understood what she had tried to do so long ago, in that tub of water. She had tried to take this wretched creature to a better place. To prevent this moment of horror.

And then a bellowing cry rang out. A war cry? Froi swung around, searching for anything. Any sign. He thought he saw something, but couldn’t quite believe it. The last borns? Three of the most useless fighters in existence. He had seen Trevanion teach Vestie of the Flatlands to use a bow, and even she could hit a target, despite the distance. One of them, Grijio of Paladozza perhaps, fell out of a branch overlooking the platform. In the crowd, Olivier of Sebastabol bellowed yet another war cry, while Satch of Desantos tried to jab at the legs of the street lords on the podium.

Arrows went flying in the wrong direction. The idiot, Olivier, was attempting to shoot a mark toward the noose, but he hit the palace wall in the distance instead. From where Froi was trying to get a better look, it seemed as though they were attacking each other. The people of the Citavita began to laugh. Despite the failure of the situation, the street lords reacted, leaping from the podium and shoving their way through the crowd after Satch, who was closest.

And suddenly, in all the absurdity, Froi forgot the orders from his queen. Forgot everything he had been told was right or wrong. Forgot any type of reason. Perri the Savage once told him that moments of opportunity were pure luck; the priest-king claimed that it was the gods sending messages. But both agreed that you took them without question. Whatever it was today, Froi didn’t ask, and he took his chance and bolted for the tree that Grijio was attempting to climb, while one of the street lord’s gripped his ankle. Froi knocked the street lord’s head against the branch, before shoving him away. He scampered up the tree. “Follow,” he ordered Grijio. With the last born at his heels, Froi straddled the top branch, grabbing the bow from Grijio’s hand. Down in the crowd, he could see Olivier of Paladozza stare up to where he and Grijio sat.

“Bolt,” Froi ordered, and Grijio slapped one against his palm, and Froi took aim and fired. “Bolt!” he ordered again.

“Bolt!”

“Bolt!”

“Bolt!”

Froi shot five bolts in quick succession at his targets on the podium. But despite four street lords writhing with pain on the raised platform, the hangman kicked the block from under Quintana’s feet and her body began to swing, her hands grabbing at the rope around her neck. Froi cried out, a roar of anguish that came from a place within that he had never acknowledged.

“Olivier!” he bellowed down to the last born in the crowd. “Sword!” Froi leaped from the branch, and flying through the air, he grabbed Quintana’s body. As they both swung over the crowd, he reached out to where Olivier held the sword high above his head and Froi grabbed it, stretching the sword in an upward swing to slice at the rope holding Quintana’s noose. A moment later, they crashed down into those standing below.

Satch was there before them, pulling both Froi and Quintana to their feet. “Run,” he shouted. “R-r-run.”

The stuttering last born led, and Froi followed, gripping Quintana’s hand, dragging her at times when it seemed she had nothing left inside of her. Grijio caught up as arrows flew past them. The four of them ran through one of the cave houses, climbed up onto a roof, and then crossed the Citavita, leaping from one flat cave to another. Froi had no idea where they were heading, but despite the last borns’ inability to fight like warriors, these lads seemed to have purpose. So Froi followed.

Suddenly a hand flew up beneath his feet and Froi was yanked down into a hole through the roof of one of the caves. He crashed down onto the ground of the house alongside Satch. Within seconds, Quintana tumbled in behind them. A moment later, Grijio fell through.

“Quiet,” someone whispered, and Froi realized that their breathing was coming out in sobs. He closed his eyes to regain his breath, and when he opened them, he could only see the bottom half of whoever had dragged them into the room. The rest of the man was peering up through the hole in the roof.

“Have y-y-you lost th-th-them?” Satch asked.

The trapdoor was secured in place, and the room was dark. A candle was held toward them and Froi found himself face-to-face with the keeper of the caves.

“Follow,” Perabo ordered.

Froi was surprised to see an underground river in the bowels of the city. Perabo led them to one of two small rafts and helped Quintana step onto the first. He then placed a hand on Froi, but it was no hand of assistance. The grip tightened until Froi felt pain. “Did I not tell you to get her out of Charyn?” the man snarled.

“He’s n-not Olivier,” Satch said.

“He would have known nothing of Tariq’s plan to take her out of the Citavita,” Grijio added.

“Then who is he?” the keeper asked.

Grijio hesitated in replying. “He’s a foreigner. We don’t know what his name is.”

“Froi,” they heard a hoarse voice say behind them.

Froi stumbled toward Quintana, realizing with horror that part of the noose was still around her neck. He removed it, and in the dim light, he could see that her throat was burned from the rope. She was shivering, and he took off his coat and placed it around her.

Perabo gave Froi the oar. “Listen to my instructions. You follow this river until it branches into two. Steer the raft left and travel awhile. When you come to a bend, they will hear you. So wait for two sounds of a rock against rock. Five beats apart. In return, you tap your oar on the roof of the cave. Three taps. Five beats apart. You ask for Tariq of Lascow, heir to the throne of Charyn. You tell them Perabo sent you.”

Froi gripped Quintana as the raft swayed from side to side. He looked up at the lads standing beside Perabo. “You’d be safer with us,” he said.

“We n-n-need to get back and see if Olivier escaped.”

Froi scowled. “You don’t have to be nervous, Satch. I’m not going to hurt you!”

He saw a flash of irritation on the last born’s face.

“It’s a st-st-stutter, idiot. N-n-not fear.”

It was a strange path to the hidden compound of Lascow. The roof of the cave was little more than a handspan above their heads, the sides of the raft at times scraping against the wall until Froi was forced to lay the oars aside and push his way down the cave river. There was nothing to be heard, except for the lapping of the water and Quintana’s rasping. When they reached a section where the river’s current seemed to carry the raft along, Froi stumbled to where Quintana was. He sat down and gathered her in his arms. “Shhh,” he whispered. “You’re safe. I promise you.”

Perabo’s instructions were precise. At the bend, Froi heard the sound and waited, and despite the firm grip Quintana had on his arm, he managed to retrieve the oar and tap the cave ceiling three times. A moment later, the pitch-black space was illuminated by a lantern. Froi held Quintana’s face to his chest, his eyes blinded by the light.

“We are here for Tariq of Lascow, heir to the throne of Charyn,” he said. “Perabo sent us.”

The lantern was lowered, revealing the face of a man. He stared from Froi to Quintana and then gave a nod.
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Tariq of Lascow was tall for a Charynite. And striking. Froi wasn’t expecting tall and striking. For some reason, he wanted Quintana’s beloved Tariq to be short and ugly. The heir placed a hand against Quintana’s cheek tenderly and then led them down a dank corridor of stone, speckled with a substance that lit their path. They followed him into a large chamber, the floors and walls adorned with beautiful woven carpets of blues and gold and red. There were books and drawings and ochre sticks for writing scattered over the cot that lay on the ground. A mandolin sat in the corner. A small altar was in the center of the room, built upon a piece of rock that extended from the ground. Carved into the rock were symbols Froi had seen in Gargarin’s books about the gods. Tariq of the Citavita worshipped Agora, the Charyn goddess of wisdom. A poet, a musician, a peacemaker. Froi wanted to hate him.

Tariq pushed the books and sketches from his cot and took Quintana’s hand. “Little cousin, speak. I beg of you,” he said as Quintana stared up at Froi. Tariq placed a blanket over her, and she lay down.

“Will you be here when I wake?” she asked Froi, her voice broken.

“Of course,” he lied.

Quintana closed her eyes and turned to the wall.

Tariq stood and Froi saw tears in the eyes of the heir. And anger.

“How was it that you didn’t get her out in time?” he asked. “We’ve been waiting for weeks.”

“I was careless,” Froi said. “For that I’ll always be sorry.”

Tariq stared but didn’t speak. Too much seemed to be going on in his mind, and Froi wondered if the heir of Charyn had to count in his head to control his fury. Or was he just a good man who could walk a path through life without a bond?

“Then forgive yourself now, for we do not need laments of guilt sounding through the air,” Tariq finally said.

Froi took one last look at Quintana and fought the urge to reach out a hand to where her throat was red-raw.

“I’ll take my leave,” he said huskily, walking out of the chamber.

In the light-speckled tunnel, Tariq was on his heels.

“Stay,” the heir said. “Eat with us.”

It was not an order, but Froi found himself turning back because he realized he had nowhere left to go.

In an adjoining chamber, Tariq introduced Froi to his childhood nurse, a woman named Jurda, who was stunned to hear the story of the escape and rushed to where Quintana lay. Froi watched Quintana as she woke from a half sleep with a hiss and a snarl. He stepped into the room, but Tariq held him back. “Jurda was my nurse in the palace. She is well acquainted with Quintana’s . . . ways.”

Froi followed Tariq through the nooks and tunnels of the underground village-in-exile of Lascow. They passed women weaving, men working at a kiln. One chamber housed the cattle; another stored the grain. In the kitchen there was chaos and all things familiar. Bread was baking in a large oven, its smoke tunnelling through a hole into the level above. The cook was barking out insults and instructions to a man milking a goat in the corner, while the serving women peeled eggs, giggling among themselves when they saw Froi. Tariq reached over the bad-tempered cook’s shoulder and she slapped his hand away, but he took the bread all the same, pecking her quickly on the cheek.

Froi was confused by the language. Although he had picked up a spattering of Charyn, it seemed to sing a different tune.

“What are they saying?” he asked.

“We speak a dialect of the mountains of the north, different from the Turlan mountain folk of the east,” Tariq said.

The women continued to speak, looking in their direction. Tariq hid a grin.

“My cousins say that for someone so plain, it’s a good thing your build is so pleasing. You have the shoulders of an ox, according to Liona.”

“Your cousins are servants?” he asked, his face reddening from the attention.

“This is my family. On my mother’s side. Twenty-seven of us in total. We’ve not dared return home, for we know that if the king found me there, he would not think twice about annihilating all my people on that mountain.”

Tariq pointed to a cushion on the ground, and Froi sat. A moment later, a plate of flatbread, gherkins, soft cheese, sliced eggs, and olives was placed before him. Froi waited politely for Tariq to choose first.

“You don’t seem the type to follow etiquette,” Tariq said.

“I follow a bond that says I grab food after the host,” Froi said honestly, staring at the small feast hungrily.

Tariq grinned again. “I have a rule that says whoever is stupid enough not to grab food first deserves to die of starvation.”

Froi grinned in response and reached for the cheese.

“Could I ask, sir,” Tariq said, after wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, “if you have heard news of Gargarin of Abroi?”

Froi remembered De Lancey’s words. That Gargarin had been a mentor to Tariq.

“I’m not a ‘sir,’” Froi said, after swallowing the last of the egg. “My name is Froi, and to answer your question, De Lancey of Paladozza paid a ransom and they let Gargarin go. I can’t promise his body is in one piece, but he is safe for now.”

Tariq sighed with relief. “Is he not the most honorable man you have ever encountered?” he asked.

Froi didn’t respond for a moment. “He’s a hard man to get to know.”

“But once you get to know him, he is hard to forget,” Tariq said. “I’ve never seen so many calf-eyed women in the compound, following him around the year he stayed with us. ‘Gargarin, would you like me to rub your twisted bones?’” he mimicked. The cook came to deposit pieces of cooked pig rind on Froi’s plate. “‘Gargarin,’” Tariq continued, looking up at her, feigning seriousness, “‘Would you like me to rub the bone that’s not so twisted?’”

Froi laughed. The cook grabbed Tariq’s face. “Do you want me to wash this filthy mouth out?” she snapped.

“Even Cousin Jurlista here was not immune to his humble charm.” Tariq did a perfect impersonation of Gargarin’s awkwardness that not even Arjuro could have matched.

One of the older men sat opposite them. “What news of above?” he asked. “Is it as bad as they are saying?”

“It is very bad,” Froi said.

Tariq’s expression was pained as he cleared his throat. “Despite my feelings for the king and my father’s kin, is it true . . . that they’re all dead?”

Froi nodded. “Except Quintana.”

“Thank the gods for that. She’s my betrothed, you know.”

Froi nodded. After a moment, he cleared his throat. “I think it’s best that you end the betrothment,” he said.

Tariq’s eyes narrowed. Froi met the heir’s stare.

“And why would you suggest such a thing?”

“Because the people you will rule brayed for her blood,” Froi said angrily. “They stood in the marketplace and cheered when a noose was placed around her neck. Why would you subject her to life in the palace after what she has endured? Why would you not want to set her free?”

Tariq looked contrite. “Because we made a vow to each other,” he said. “She would break the curse, and I would do everything to bring her to safety.”

“Forget the curse,” one of Tariq’s kinsmen said. “The people of this kingdom will accept you as the rightful heir, but they’ll not want to see the face of Charyn’s greatest failure alongside you.”

“To you, a failure, Gisotte,” Tariq said with a gentle reprimand. “To me, a most-beloved betrothed, regardless of our youth at the time we were promised.”

“How is it that she escaped the noose?” one of the serving cousins asked from where she was grinding beans.

Froi told the story. He left out the part where the last borns were laughed at, but by the time he was finished, a crowd had gathered around him, stunned.

“You’re all heroes,” one of the women said, smiling prettily.

Froi felt awkward from all the attention, and Tariq grinned.

“Come,” the heir said, jumping to his feet. “Let me show you around.”

They left the room amid cries of, “Stay for more.”

Tariq laughed as they stooped down into a low damp corridor. “I’ll confess to you, we’ve not seen many outsiders these past three years,” he said, “and apart from my correspondence with Grij and Satch, sometimes I feel as though I’m an old man who knows nothing but books and keeping out of harm’s way.”

“There’s not much you need to know about the world,” Froi said. “Except how to use a sword and trust very few.”

Tariq was silent a moment. “Well, something tells me that both my betrothed and I can trust you.”

They reached the end of the tunnel and Froi could see Tariq’s eyes blazing with determination. “You must come to the palace with my queen and me. To protect her as you did today. To be her personal guard so I need never worry for her safety.”

Froi shook his head, his mouth suddenly dry at the idea of Tariq and Quintana lying side by side, night after night. He looked away, wanting to speak of other things.

“How is it you survive here?” he asked.

“Perabo in the Citavita sends us food. He travels to us once a month. We have a water spring, we have a healer, and we have faith in the gods that Charyn will have a new beginning now that the king is dead.”

“Is Perabo’s tunnel the only way in?” Froi asked.

Tariq shook his head. “Follow.”

Froi followed when his heart told him to leave. But with Tariq, he believed the people of Charyn could find hope. Strangely, he didn’t see traces of Finnikin or Lucian in this new king, but a boy he had once met on his travels with Finnikin and Isaboe through Yutlind. Jehr, heir to the throne of Yutlind Sud, had been the first to teach him how to use a bow and arrow. He was a lad of great strength, and Froi saw the same decency of character in Tariq. He needed to believe there was goodness in Charyn after the carnage, so he followed the heir through the underground world of the Citavita and listened to his stories.

They stood at a shaft, and Tariq held out his hand beneath it and Froi did the same.

“Do you feel the air? It’s the only other way out of the compound. Gargarin had it built for ventilation and for lowering goods and messages.”

“From who? Who do you trust?”

“The people of Lascow have an envoy who lives in the province of Paladozza. He is a passionate advocate of my people and travels to the Citavita each month to bring us news, among other gifts. When Bestiano left the palace with the riders, we received word from our envoy that the provincaro of Paladozza pledged an army if we were willing to speak face-to-face.”

Froi looked at him, confused.

“Wouldn’t the provincaro have sent a message through his son Grijio?”

Tariq laughed again. “De Lancey of Paladozza would kill Grij if he knew he was risking his life.”

“Well, after today’s display, I think the provincaro knows everything. Tell me more of Paladozza’s promise.”

“I agreed to the meeting, and in one week’s time, the envoy from the provincaro will meet us at the top of this shaft with the promised protection. They will smuggle us out of the Citavita and into the center of Charyn to collect my army. Then we will march back into the Citavita and claim the palace.”

Tariq looked around the cave. “And we say good-bye to my underground home.”

“A solid home indeed,” Froi said, impressed.

“Mostly thanks to Gargarin’s plans.”

Tariq pointed into another room. “The privy. Gargarin’s idea, of course.”

“Of course.” Froi laughed for the first time in weeks. “He does have his obsessions, doesn’t he?”

Froi followed Tariq into a cluster of small caverns.

“The hospital,” Tariq said. “Can I introduce you to my cousin?” he asked quietly. “She has had an ailment of the heart for some time now. Nurse says death will take place in the days to come, so we all pray that she will soon be at peace with those who’ve passed before us.”

Her name was Ariel. She would have been a pretty girl. Her cheek dimpled the moment she saw her younger cousin, and she patted her bed for Tariq to sit.

“I have heard the strangest story of a wild rescue in the Citavita,” she said, fighting for every breath, looking beyond Tariq to Froi. “I think Cousin Ortense is giddy for our visitor.”

She held out a hand and Froi took it.

“And the princess?” she asked.

“She has a strangely strong . . . spirit,” Froi said.

“Or two,” Tariq added, and he looked at Froi sheepishly. “Did getting used to it take you long?”

Froi shook his head. He realized that nothing about Quintana of Charyn took long to get used to except the idea of leaving her behind.

“Will she visit?” Ariel asked, and Froi heard the tiredness in her voice. “I dreamed of her not so long ago. I told her in my dream that if I had one wish, it would be to die with hope and not with such despair for this kingdom. I told her that I dreamed of entering the other life with a smile to greet them all. ‘Good news!’ I’d shout. ‘Good news for you all.’”

“She’ll like that dream,” Froi said, a sadness overwhelming him that goodness died when baseness lived.

“We will go collect her, Ariel,” Tariq said, on his feet in an instant. “And tonight we will dine, all of us, together here with you, my love.”

Tariq seemed to hasten his step out of the room, and Froi watched the heir stop and lean his head against the stone wall. He knew the lad wept for Ariel, and he stood back to give Tariq the time he required to collect himself. Then he followed him through a tunnel to a set of stairs that led them down into another cavern.

Froi felt the cold instantly and realized he was in some sort of crypt. There were two slabs of stone in the middle of the room, one with a body wrapped in white from head to foot.

“It’s a Lascow tradition for the dead,” Tariq explained. “We lost one of our elders two days past. This is what we will do for Ariel. Wrap her in white linens and call her name out for the gods to receive her. Then we will send her down the underground river and set the raft alight so the gods can see her and lead her spirit toward our people in the Lascow Mountains. Only then can they be sung home to our ancestors.”

Froi nodded, touched by the ritual.

“Is that how they do things where you come from?” Tariq asked.

Froi shook his head. “It’s important for the Lumaterans to be part of the earth. The earth is the goddess, so by being buried at death, we’re returned into her arms.”

“Buried?” Tariq shuddered, but then realized what Froi had said. The heir stared, intrigued.

“And what is a Lumateran doing in these parts?” he asked. “I would think you hate us for what was done to your people at the hands of our men.”

Froi didn’t respond. He cursed himself for the words he had said, but there was something about Tariq that put him at ease.

“When I’m in the palace, Froi, and all is calm in Charyn, my first duty to this land will be to issue an invitation for peace to your queen and her consort,” Tariq promised. “The despair of Lumatere is a stain on a Charynite’s soul.”

“And when that time comes,” Froi said, “I will do anything to ensure your safety within my kingdom.”

Later, they ate with Quintana and Ariel, and Froi watched the two girls sitting side by side. Quintana had spoken little, her eyes fixed on Froi at every moment. If he stood, she’d stand as well, as though waiting to follow him wherever he went.

Froi watched Ariel take Quintana’s hand and Quintana pull away. It made him wince to see how cold she was in their presence, when Ariel wanted comfort in her dying days. But then Quintana bent and whispered into the dying girl’s ear, and he saw an expression of pure joy on Ariel’s face.

Froi felt Tariq’s eyes on him, wary. Suspicious.

“You were staring,” Tariq said. “Perhaps at Ariel. She’s beautiful, is she not?”

Froi nodded, but Tariq was no fool and he looked toward Quintana.

“She was my first, the princess was,” Tariq said. “The breaking of the curse was to begin with us, for we were born in the same year. She’s the only girl I’ve ever lain with. We were frightened beyond anything and had no idea what to do. Do you know who we had to ask?”

“Lirah?” Froi asked.

“No. She was imprisoned, and I was never to meet her.” Tariq leaned forward to whisper. “Did you become acquainted with Aunt Mawfa?”

“Yes,” Froi said sadly. “Yes, I did.”

“I think our Aunt Mawfa was a wildcat in her days,” Tariq said. Froi laughed.

“Did she die easily?” Tariq asked quietly.

“Yes,” Froi lied, abruptly getting to his feet. Talk of Lady Mawfa and Tariq and Quintana’s first time together was making him uneasy.

“I need to go.”

Tariq looked dismayed. “Have I offended you in some way?”

Froi looked over to where Quintana was still whispering to Ariel. When he turned back to Tariq, the other lad’s expression darkened.

“I can take care of her, you know,” Tariq said stiffly. Then his face softened and he grimaced. “We both . . . Quintana and I . . . we both agreed that we would do everything for Charyn. We are fated to be together. Those born last will make the first.”

“But Charyn has done little for both of you,” Froi said harshly.

“Some of us weren’t born for rewards, Froi. We were born for sacrifices.”

“I’ll not say my good-byes,” Froi said, walking away. “It might be best that I leave without ceremony.”

“You saved her life,” Tariq said to Froi’s retreating back. “Charyn may forget that one day, but I won’t.”

He got as far as the end of the tunnel of speckled light.

“Froi!” he heard her cry. Froi turned to see Tariq gripping her hand and Quintana pulling away.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

He continued his way to the docked raft and began to untie the rope. She reached him.

“Please, Froi. Only you can take care of us,” she wept. “Only you.”

She held on to him and he tried to push her away gently, tried to get onto the raft, half lifting her back onto the landing.

“Please,” she begged. “Please stay and protect us.”

“You have an army coming, Quintana. Tariq doesn’t need me.”

“But we need you, Froi. Not Tariq. We need you.”

Froi sighed, pushing her gently away again. “Tariq!” he called out. But she tried to climb on board again, almost toppling into the water, weeping.

“Let us come with you, Froi. Please.”

Tariq reached them and tried to remove her from Froi, but Quintana held on fast, sobbing, “Please, please,” over and over again.

“Quintana, you’ll hurt yourself,” Tariq said when she tried to board the raft a third time. “You’ll not survive a moment in the capital.”

“He’ll protect us. He’ll make sure nothing happens to us.”

She managed to cling to Froi, her arms clasped around him.

“Can we have a moment, Your Majesty?” Froi asked Tariq, his heart hammering hard at what he was about to do. Tariq was hesitant, but then stepped away.

Froi pulled free of Quintana, grabbing both her arms to shake her hard.

“Listen and listen well, Princess,” he said through clenched teeth. “I was sent to assassinate you. Do you hear me? By the Lumaterans who despise you. I was sent to snap your neck and put this kingdom and mine out of their misery.”

She recoiled, and Froi knew he would take this moment’s expression to his death.

Quintana stepped back onto the landing, and her legs buckled. Froi reached to catch her, but Tariq was there, picking her up in his arms.

“Go,” Tariq said. “On my word, I promise that I will not let anything happen to her. Go.”
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The Belegonian ambassador had outstayed his welcome. Finnikin knew it. Everyone in the room, including the ambassador’s own scribe and guard, knew it. It had been too long a day, with little compromise. No, the Lumaterans could not send fleece down the river through Belegonia to Yutlind. Belegonia now had a strong market selling their own fleece to wool merchants in Yutlind and Osteria. Did they not have the right during Lumatere’s curse to breed their own sheep for such purpose? And no, Lumatere should not expect the Belegonians to buy their ore when the kingdom of Sorel was selling it for half the price. Then there was the subject of Charyn. Belegonian conversation always came back to the subject of Charyn.

“I will repeat this one more time, Your Majesty,” the Belegonian ambassador said. “My king is urging you to take up this opportunity. It’s what Lumatere has been waiting for.”

“Do not presume to tell me what we’ve been waiting for, sir,” Isaboe said sharply.

“The Charynite capital is in anarchy,” the Belegonian ambassador said. “The Osterians and Sarnaks have armies in place with our Belegonian soldiers standing by their side, ready to enter at any moment.”

“The last I heard, one does not invade merely because another kingdom’s capital is in anarchy,” Finnikin said from the window overlooking the garden, where he could see Vestie of the Flatlands and Jasmina playing blindman’s bluff with Moss, who was guarding them.

He turned back and saw the Belegonians exchange looks. They were going to change tack. He was certain they were going to mention Sorel. They always used that kingdom as a threat in their negotiations. Finnikin tried to catch his wife’s eye.

“The Sorellians will take advantage of this,” the Belegonian ambassador said.

“You know this for certain, do you?” she asked.

“No, but our spies tell us that Sorel has been in constant discussion with those on Avanosh Island, who have claimed for hundreds of years that the Charyn throne was once theirs. The heir of Avanosh could be what the Charynite people want.”

Isaboe looked to Sir Topher. “Why would these people of Avanosh be what the Charynites want?” she asked.

“Because —” the Belegonian ambassador went to answer, but Isaboe held up a hand to stop him. Finnikin was used to the hand. The hand was held up at times when Jasmina tried to argue about what to wear on certain days, and the hand came into play when Finnikin tried to insist that Isaboe had no idea how to win a game of Kings and Queens fairly. His wife’s hand was mightier than a sword.

“Because Avanosh is neutral,” Sir Topher explained. “During times such as this, a neutral leader will prevent Charyn’s provincari from going to war with each other if one tries to take the throne.”

Isaboe stood and walked to Finnikin, by the window. She leaned against him, so unlike her when they were surrounded by foreigners. He reached out a hand and kneaded her shoulder. As much as he wasn’t allowed to say that she looked tired in front of others because No one walks around saying that men and kings look tired, Finnikin, he wanted to say the words all the same. Isaboe, you look tired. Isaboe, you work too hard. Isaboe, you can’t solve everyone’s problems. Isaboe, you are not responsible for the happiness of every person you meet.

“Then why not leave the Charynites to be ruled by the Avanosh lot, who will keep their people from going to war?” Finnikin suggested.

The Belegonian ambassador shook his head emphatically.

“If the Avanosh heir ends up in the palace, the kingdom of Sorel will play a role in the running of Charyn,” the ambassador said. “We don’t want that.”

“But you have absolutely no qualms buying Sorellian ore when they are undercutting an ally of yours?” Isaboe asked sharply.

The Belegonian grimaced. “You are misunderstanding the matter, Your Majesty.”

“I don’t misunderstand matters, sir,” she snapped. “I can’t afford to misunderstand matters. Each time a queen or king in this land misunderstands a matter, many people die. So I would advise you to think carefully of your words.”

“Sorel and Charyn have been thorns in our side since the beginning of time,” the ambassador said. “Nothing can be worse news than if they unite.”

“Not a thorn in your side, Sir Osver,” she said, her tone so frigid Finnikin hardly recognized it. “Not a thorn in the side of Belegonia. Perhaps the kingdoms of Osteria and Lumatere and Sarnak, but you share no border with the Charynites. Yet you stand to gain much if they are forced to surrender to these joint armies you have in place.”

Finnikin watched his daughter, below, look up from her play, straight to their window. He moved Isaboe aside. If Jasmina saw them now, they would be ending one series of negotiations and entering another. At least they had a chance of winning against the Belegonians, but Jasmina was another matter.

He watched as his father rode into the garden on his stallion. Vestie and Jasmina ran to him with excitement, and Moss lifted them, seating Vestie behind Trevanion and Jasmina in his lap. Trevanion proceeded to canter around the garden while both girls chortled with joy. It made Finnikin smile to see them. Who would ever have thought that Trevanion would be softened by two little girls?

But Finnikin’s attention was brought back to the Belegonian ambassador.

“The Charynites murdered your family! The Sorellians imprisoned your captain. The father of your consort. Take this opportunity, Your Highness.”

Finnikin could see that Isaboe was speechless with fury at the mention of her family’s death.

“Thirteen years ago,” he reminded her, “your king and the Charyn king, among others, stepped in and made a decision about who would run this kingdom. Did you see any good coming from that?”

“Regardless of what has taken place in the past, Charyn will be ruled by her own,” she said.

“A peasant heir from the mountains of Lascow or a Sorellian puppet from Avanosh?” the ambassador scoffed.

“As opposed to a leader controlled by the strings of Belegonia?” Isaboe asked. “We won’t be part of that. Take that back to your king.”

When they were finally gone, Isaboe sat back in exhaustion.

“Give me names,” she begged Sir Topher, “of men inside Charyn who are prepared to be king. Fair men. Good men. If there is such a person, then I will be the first to offer them a neighbor’s recognition of their right to rule. Better that than a war among every kingdom of this land.”

“I’ll find out what I can,” Sir Topher said, “but from what we know, Tariq of the Lascow Mountains could be our best chance for peace.”

Finnikin watched a grimace cross Isaboe’s expression. “Did I do the right thing with the Belegonians?” she asked them both. “Or were my emotions ruling me?”

“Nothing wrong with emotions ruling you,” Sir Topher said gently. “I think the important thing is to keep our ears open to the events in Charyn. If it’s true what they’re saying, we need to be cautious. A new king could be a good thing, but Sorel being involved causes me concern.”

She looked at Finnikin.

“Would you have made the same decision?” she asked. “That’s what I’m asking you, Finnikin.”

“What I would have done differently . . .”

She bit her lip, and he knew that look. They were never happier than in the moments when they acknowledged that they would have made the same decision.

“. . . is that I would have told the Belegonians what they could do with their plan using different words.”

“What words?”

“Shut your ears, Sir Topher,” Finnikin said, then spoke the words. He saw a ghost of a smile on her face.

“Ah, my wife likes it when I speak filth,” he said, and they all laughed.

Sir Topher excused himself. “We need to prepare for the Fenton lot,” he reminded Finnikin.

“The Fenton lot,” Finnikin muttered, kissing her a quick good-bye. “I forgot about them.”

“I’ll walk with you,” Isaboe said.

He was quiet as they made their way down to the garden. She spoke to each person they passed. She would ask about a husband’s health, comment about the bloom in one’s cheek, gently remind another that the hounds needed exercising, marvel at the taste of the grapes served that morning at breakfast. Their people, in turn, would walk away beaming, and sometimes Finnikin wished for the ease Isaboe possessed with the world.

Outside in the garden, they watched Trevanion with Jasmina and Vestie.

“I’m worried about my father,” he said. “I think he’s beside himself, although he’d rather not admit it. This thing with Beatriss. She’s not turned up for the last two meetings with the Flatland Lords and is rarely seen around her village. Lady Abian is out of her mind with worry.”

“What’s he said?” she asked. “Trevanion?”

“He can’t get past Tarah. Each time, she has said Beatriss is resting.”

They watched Trevanion hand Jasmina to Moss before dismounting. A moment later, their daughter was hurtling toward them. She’d go to Isaboe first. She always went to her mother first. Lord August had once told Finnikin that there were years when his children were so attached to their mother that he could hardly approach for fear of being cursed by their wails. Finnikin knew those moments well.

With her cheek pressed against Isaboe’s shoulder, his daughter stared at him. After a moment, she extended a hand and he pretended to bite at her fingers. Finally she smiled.

Trevanion approached with Vestie clinging to his hand.

“This situation in Charyn makes no sense,” his father said quietly.

“Isn’t it exactly how we planned?” Isaboe asked.

Trevanion shook his head and looked at the little girls.

Isaboe placed their daughter on the ground. “Can you help Jasmina find a chestnut for Finnikin, Vestie?”

Vestie took Jasmina’s hand and went searching.

When the girls were a distance away, Trevanion continued. “They’re saying the king’s First Adviser, not a nameless assassin, has killed the king.”

Finnikin and Isaboe exchanged a look.

“Then where is our nameless assassin?” Finnikin asked, trying to keep the worry out of his voice.

“If he killed the king, he should have been back by now,” Isaboe said.

Trevanion nodded, and Finnikin knew his father didn’t want to voice their greatest fears.

Isaboe sighed. “You may need to speak to the Charynite up in the mountains again.”

“Easier said than done. Lucian sends word that the Monts are making threats against Rafuel of Sebastabol.”

“Well, he’s going to have to control them,” Finnikin said, irritated with the Monts more than Lucian. “He has to be firmer. He can’t be one of the lads anymore.”

Isaboe turned to Trevanion. “I want you to find out anything you can about what took place in the Charyn capital and keep an eye on the situation with my cousins. If it worsens, send Aldron to take care of it and warn the Monts that if I have to travel up to speak to them, the regret will be theirs.”


[image: ]

When Froi arrived back in the capital, the streets were eerily quiet except for the strange autumn winds that had begun to shake the Citavita, whistling a tune that sent a chill through his bones. He found the godshouse ransacked, pages strewn everywhere, straw cots turned upside down, and Arjuro’s garden torn up, stomped with the madness of those who no longer believed in anything. He imagined that the street lords had come searching for him and Quintana, and prayed that the others had escaped without harm. He hoped they had at least managed to hide as many of the ancient manuscripts and Arjuro’s plants as possible.

He traveled down below, to the bridge of the Citavita, which swayed dangerously from side to side over the gravina. Those who had been waiting in line for days were forced to choose between going back to their homes and losing their place, or staying in line, at the mercy of the elements. Froi knew he could easily take the chance and cross now, but something held him back.

A week passed, and the winds continued, managing to tear the sand from the stone of the caves and almost blind those who ventured out to scrounge for food. Even the street lords kept inside, and Froi took his chance each day, wrapping a cloth around his face to search for Lirah and Arjuro.

He didn’t dare question what he wanted from Lirah. Was it an acknowledgment that she loved the son she had grieved for so many years? Was it a declaration of love, such as Lady Abian’s daily words to her children? If Lady Beatriss could love the child of a man who had violated her, why couldn’t Lirah love Froi?

Nevertheless, he scoured the streets and caves for any sign of them, but if there was one thing those of the Citavita knew how to do, it was hide. On a day he was about to give up and chance a crossing on the hazardous bridge, he noticed one of De Lancey of Paladozza’s guards duck into a cave house and followed. Once inside, stone steps tunneled down into the ground, and soon enough he heard voices and arguing and tracked the sounds into a hidden inn.

The room was crowded, and Froi recognized more of De Lancey’s men and some of those who had taken refuge in the godshouse when the street lords first took control of the palace. At a corner set of benches, he saw De Lancey with his head down, speaking rapidly to the group of men surrounding him. Froi made his way toward the provincaro but was intercepted by one of his guards, who clearly recognized him from the attack in the godshouse corridors.

“Leave,” the guard said. “We don’t need trouble here.”

Froi pushed past him, but the man gripped his arm.

“You have a very short memory,” Froi warned. “Don’t let me remind you of what I can do.”

Suddenly De Lancey was between them.

“Come,” he said to Froi, holding up a hand to his guard. “I’ll take care of this.”

“Sir —”

“I said I’ll take care of this.”

Froi followed De Lancey as he pushed through the crowd and resumed his seat.

“We’ll speak later,” the provincaro told the men at his table, who eyed Froi suspiciously. They walked away, turning at intervals until they left the room.

“What don’t they trust more?” Froi asked bitterly. “The fact that they don’t know who I am, or the fact that I saved her life and they didn’t want it saved?”

De Lancey didn’t respond.

“Where’s Lirah?” Froi asked, not wasting time.

The provincaro shrugged, an effortless movement. “I’ve not seen her since the day of the hanging.”

“And Arjuro?”

“I’ve not seen him either.”

Froi shook his head, giving a humorless laugh. “You’ve been most helpful, Provincaro,” he said as he stood.

“If you ask me where Gargarin is, I can tell you that,” the provincaro said, his voice silky in its lazy drawl.

Froi stiffened. He wanted to walk away.

“Sit,” De Lancey ordered.

“I don’t —”

“Now.”

Froi sighed and sat, and they eyed each other a moment or two before De Lancey pushed over the carafe of wine.

“I’d prefer food.” Froi hoped there wasn’t a plea in his voice. Food had been scarce during the week, and he had taken to stealing whatever he could, regardless of who he was taking it from. Those in the Citavita had made it clear that it was each out for his own. De Lancey signaled to one of his men and gave him an instruction before the man walked away.

“We think Lirah and Arjuro are staying at the Crow’s Inn, close to the bridge of the Citavita,” he told Froi.

“Think?”

“Someone with an abundance of wild hair and clothed in black from head to toe was heard calling one of the street lords a horse arse of gods-like proportions. Could only be him.”

Froi closed his eyes a moment, feeling a relief that almost made him faint.

“Are you going to take them with you?” he asked, clearing his voice of its hoarseness.

“No. Should I?” De Lancey asked.

“You’ll take Gargarin, but not Arjuro?”

Froi could tell by the narrowing of De Lancey’s eyes that he was unimpressed with his tone.

“Well, they’re not exactly attached, and Gargarin doesn’t owe Arjuro anything,” the provincaro said coldly.

“But you do.”

“Do I?”

Froi bristled. The man was too calm and cool-blooded.

“I would have done the same to Gargarin in that prison cell,” Froi said. “If I had seen Gargarin kill the child and the oracle, I would have escaped the exact way Arjuro did.”

“So would I,” De Lancey said. “I think Gargarin’s accepted that, too. But ten years ago, when they released Gargarin from the prison, after they had broken every bone in his body, we searched this kingdom high and low for one of the most brilliant young physicians in Charyn. And Arjuro refused to be found. Gargarin’s bones mended twisted.”

A plate of pigeon stew was placed before Froi, and he wolfed it down.

“How long since you’ve eaten, you fool?”

Froi burped and stood. “Not your concern.”

De Lancey sighed. “Sometimes I think you and Grij and the lads are a punishment to us all for our wild youth.”

“I’m not one of the lads,” Froi said. “I’m just someone’s bastard, remember?”

There was regret on De Lancey’s face.

“I did not mean for you to find out the way you did.”

Froi shrugged. “You had a dalliance with Arjuro, and you wanted to pick a fight.”

De Lancey gave a bitter laugh. “Dalliance? Is that what he told you?”

“I knew he was lying,” Froi said with a sneer. “As if you would lower yourself. I know your type.”

The provincaro was quick. He reached over and gripped Froi by his shirt, bringing him an inch away from his face.

“No,” De Lancey said through clenched teeth. “You don’t. Never presume.”

His guards were at the table in an instant.

“We’ll take him outside, sir.”

The provincaro shoved Froi back and waved them away. Froi studied him a moment. He wondered who was telling the truth. Arjuro or De Lancey?

“He lied about the dalliance part,” the provincaro said quietly. “We were lovers from when we were sixteen years old until the night of the last born. Nine years. Not quite a dalliance, don’t you agree?” he added bitterly.

“But you betrayed him?”

A flash of regret crossed the other man’s face. “I betrayed many that night. But I believed I was doing the right thing.”

De Lancey poured wine from the carafe. “Do you have trust in your king?”

Froi pushed his mug toward the wine, and De Lancey poured another. “I have a queen, and you have caught me on a mellow day, De Lancey. Because if anyone dared to question my allegiance or trust in my queen and king, I’d take a knife to their throat.”

“I trusted my king. I thought Arjuro was mad and in his madness he was risking the life of our beloved oracle. I felt there was no better place to protect her from the Serkers than in the palace. But I was a coward in my plan. It cost an innocent farrier his life, and I realized afterward that the Serkers were not involved.”

De Lancey looked up, and Froi followed his gaze to where the three last borns entered the crowded room. Froi watched Grijio speak to one of the guards, who pointed to the provincaro.

“Arjuro was your lover, but you had a wife who bore you a son?” Froi accused.

“No,” the provincaro said. “I’ve not had a wife. It’s far more complicated and tragic than you’d imagine.”

“Everything in Charyn seems far more complicated and tragic.”

Froi stood, quaffing his wine.

“By the way,” Froi said. “It’s no business of mine, but I would reconsider asking Tariq to travel into the center of Charyn, regardless of how many men your envoy promises him.”

“My envoy?”

Froi saw genuine confusion on the man’s face.

“Lad, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

The hairs on Froi’s arm stood tall as he stared at De Lancey.

“Are you saying you haven’t sent an envoy to meet with Tariq of Lascow?”

The last borns arrived to hear Froi’s words.

“Who told you that?” De Lancey asked.

“Tariq.”

“What?” De Lancey asked.

Froi bolted, shoving through the crowd. He heard the provincaro call out Grijio’s name and felt someone at his shoulder and knew it was one of the last borns. They clambered up the stairs and out of the cave. Once outside, the wind tore at their skin, but they raced up the Citavita wall, flying over cave tops to reach Perabo’s home.

“He’ll not let us in,” Grijio shouted over the wind. “The rule is that we are never to search him out.”

Froi ignored him, fighting the images that came to his mind. You should never have left her, he raged to himself.

When they reached the roof of Perabo’s cave, Froi grabbed a piece of stone and hammered, shouting out the man’s name over and over again, his voice raw. Olivier and Grijio and Satch collapsed beside him, their voices joining in with his, until finally they heard a sound from inside and the trapdoor was lifted, revealing Perabo.

“They’ve been betrayed,” Froi shouted at the man. Perabo ushered them in. Froi leaped down into the room and pushed aside the chest placed over the trapdoor.

“How can you be sure?” Perabo said, crouching down to where Froi pulled at the ring to lift the door.

“They’re waiting for De Lancey’s envoy.”

“And Father sent no envoy!” Grij said.

Perabo grabbed Froi’s arm. “Then we do nothing!” he said, anguish in his voice. “That was the plan. That if there’s been an ambush, we do nothing.”

“You do nothing, Perabo,” Froi said, climbing into the narrow cavern below. He landed on his feet and began to run down the tunnel. A moment later, he saw the flicker of light and knew the others had followed. At the place where two rafts were docked, Perabo pointed Grijio toward Froi and handed them a lantern before pushing their raft along. Perabo, Olivier, and Satch took the second raft, and there was a sickening somber silence for too long before someone spoke.

“When?” Grijio whispered as they approached a familiar turn in the underground river. “When did he believe this so-called envoy was to come?”

“He said a week,” Froi said. “That was eight days ago.”

Froi looked back to the others. “I’ll go in first,” he said. “I need your sword, Perabo.”

“No one goes in unless it’s secure.”

“Give him your sword, Perabo,” Olivier protested. “If they live, the Lumateran has a better chance of getting them out alive.”

When they reached the place where they had heard the three beats last time, they waited for the sound. But there was nothing. Perabo tapped the roof of the cave with his oar, but still no one came.

“Gyer,” Perabo whispered. “Gyer.”

Still nothing.

“This is not good,” Froi heard Olivier whisper. “This is not good.”

Froi stepped out of his raft, and Perabo reached across from the second vessel and handed him the sword with shaking hands.

In the tunnel of speckled light, Froi began to clear his mind of all things that could spell doom and concentrated on what brought hope. He knew that if whoever had infiltrated the compound was smart, they would take Tariq’s people hostage and ransom them to the provincari. The provincari would pay for the heir and his family. Any day now, De Lancey or one of the other provincari would get news and deals would be struck and Tariq would be safe. But would Quintana? Would the enemy have recognized her, or would they believe her to be one of the Lascow compound, waiting in exile?

And then he saw the first corpse. Recognized the face of the gatekeeper. What had Perabo called him? Gyer. A small distance away was another corpse, throat slit from ear to ear. Froi’s legs almost buckled as he entered Tariq’s chamber, where they had first placed Quintana, his heart catching in his throat when he saw that Tariq’s nurse lay on the ground, her wounds identical to the men’s.

Froi heard a sound and spun around, his sword pressing against the base of Olivier’s throat.

“I told you to stay behind,” Froi said quietly.

But Olivier could only shake his head.

“We found others,” he whispered. “In the kitchen.”

It was quick. They had been taken by surprise. The cook still had flour on her hands, the once-giggling cousins were clutching their grinders. Every one of them had the same wound, and Froi’s only consolation was that the deaths were quick. He reached over to an egg that had been shelled. Felt it was cold.

“You don’t know how smart he is,” Grijio said. “He would have found a way to live. He would have.”

Doesn’t matter how smart you are, Froi wanted to tell them. When you face the end of a sword, it has little to do with smarts.

He walked among the dead. Sometimes he thought he saw her, recognized her dress, and his heart would sink as he crouched to gently turn the body toward him, and then for a moment, all he could feel was relief. Until the next girl and then the next.

Some were still holding hands, as though they had gripped on to each other with fear as the dagger cut the breath out of them. Froi’s eyes swelled with a fury of tears. Knew they never had a chance.

He heard a cry of anguish and followed the sound into the tunnel where only a week ago Tariq had stopped to weep for his dying cousin. At the end, where Froi knew there was nothing but steps leading down to the crypt, he saw the others. He couldn’t breathe. He could only watch. Olivier crouched down in sorrow. Satch stood with hands to his head, bewildered horror on his face. Grijio was weeping bitterly, his arms clasped around himself, while Perabo’s fist pounded at the stone wall until Grijio pulled him away before he could do further damage. When they heard Froi’s slow footsteps, they turned, and he saw the faces of men who had lost hope. Not even among the Lumaterans when they had discovered that their heir, Balthazar, was truly dead had he seen such desolation.

Sprawled at the top of the steps was Tariq of Lascow’s body. Close by, a girl lay dead. Froi could see by the color of her hair that it was Ariel. He fell to his knees beside Tariq, saw the way one arm lay lifeless against the top step.

“Perhaps they took Quintana,” Froi managed to find the words, staring down at the young king who had shown him nothing but kindness. Who had promised nothing but peace.

Perabo shook his head, blood dripping from his fists. “You know better than me, Lumateran. This was a hunting party. No one was to survive. They would have had no idea she was here. They would have killed her not knowing who she was.”

“There’s another chamber,” Olivier said, pointing farther on. “Where the corpses are piled onto each other.”

Froi stumbled to his feet. “I need to find her,” he said.

There was a trail of blood between the bodies, as though the wretched assassins couldn’t allow the two cousins to die side by side. Froi gently dragged Tariq’s body closer to Ariel’s and turned him on his back.

He heard the swallows of grief around him as he reached out to close the young king’s eyes. He couldn’t help noticing that although Tariq was cut from ear to ear, much the same as everyone else, the assassins had also hacked at the inside of his arm, as though with a blunt sword.

Froi had been taught that dead men sometimes spoke louder than those who breathed. He searched the space around them for a sign, and saw it there, close to Ariel’s body. A small decorative dagger, sharp enough to slice paper and do little else. Had Tariq tried to fight the assassins with a letter opener? And if so, why cut his arm so crudely? Suddenly Froi’s eyes were drawn to the wound on Ariel’s throat. Crudely hacked, much the same as Tariq’s arm, but unlike the precise wound at the heir’s throat.

“What is it, Froi?” Grijio asked.

Froi shook his head, unable to speak. He needed to think. Had Tariq’s visit to his cousin’s deathbed been interrupted by the assassins and had they tried to escape together? Had Tariq tried to fight them with the only weapon he had, which was then used against him? Yet the wound to his throat was delivered by the sharpest of weapons.

“We need to find her corpse,” Perabo said, his voice rough in its sorrow. “And then we get out of here. There’s nothing we can do.”

“Come, Froi,” Grijio said. “We’ve seen enough.”

The last born glanced at the two bodies one more time.

“She was a beauty,” Grijio said softly. “I knew her before her illness. She had the brightest eyes I’d ever seen.”

Froi had to agree about the beauty. Despite Ariel’s ghastly pallor, she looked peaceful, almost a hint of a smile on her face. But then a strange thought struck him.

“Her eyes are closed,” he said. “Perabo, stop!” Froi called out to the keeper of the caves, who had already begun to walk away.

“What are you saying?” Grijio asked.

“Every body we’ve passed has had eyes that are wide open in death. Except for Ariel’s.”

He reached a shaky hand to touch the girl’s face and froze. The others were back alongside him. Froi grabbed Perabo’s hand, placing it on Ariel’s face.

He watched the man flinch. “She’s been dead for at least a day or two. The stiffness has already entered her bones!”

“Why would they slit her throat if she was already dead?” Olivier demanded.

“Fro,” Satch said urgently, his voice a gasp.

“It’s Froi.”

“There!”

They looked back to the step where Satch pointed and where Tariq’s hand had first rested when they found him. And they saw the letters F — R — O written in blood. Froi studied Tariq’s hand. A finger was stained with blood.

“He cut himself to bleed,” Froi said urgently, looking around for something else. Anything. “He hacked himself with the paper dagger so he could write those letters, but he was interrupted, and even after they slit his throat, he dragged himself from here to there,” he said, pointing to the trail of blood.

“So he could finish your name?” Olivier asked.

Tariq would have known that nothing would keep Froi away the moment he heard Quintana’s life was in danger. The young king was speaking to him beyond death.

“Why hack at Ariel’s throat?” Froi asked the others, needing them to think with him.

“He wanted them to believe she was already dead,” Perabo said. “That one of their own had already come across her.”

“Because then”— Olivier’s eyes blazed with excitement —“then they wouldn’t go near her body!”

“Because they’d realize she had died much earlier and he didn’t want them to know that,” Grijio suggested. “But it doesn’t make sense. Why?”

“Sagra!”

Froi flew down the steps, the others following. Tariq hadn’t dragged himself to the steps to complete Froi’s name. He had done so to point him in the direction of the crypt.

“Quintana!”

“Be as smart as you were kind, Tariq,” Grijio prayed.

Froi burst into the crypt where two bodies wrapped in white linen were lying on a slab of stone. He began to tear at the cloth around the face of the smaller of the two.

“Stop!” Olivier said, grabbing Froi’s shoulder to pull him away.

“You’ll offend the gods!” Grijio shouted.

Froi threw the last born aside, desperate to get back to the gauze-covered body. He tore at the fabric around the mouth, trying to find a beginning or an end. The moment they heard the sound of a gasp beneath, the others were around him tearing at the bindings until the face was free. Froi grabbed Quintana to him, fighting back a sob as her breath returned.

“Tariq?” she whispered hoarsely. “Where are you, Tariq?”

He helped her to the steps, his own heart pounding as hard as hers.

“You’re going to keep your eyes shut, Quintana. Do you understand?” he said as they stumbled up the steps. He wanted nothing more than to protect her from the sight that would meet them at the top. He covered her eyes with a hand, but she tried to pull free, struggling against Froi viciously.

“Don’t look, Your Highness,” Grijio pleaded as they reached the top of the steps.

She shook her head, clawing at Froi’s hand. “I want to see. I need to see. Tariq,” she shouted.

Froi dragged her away and they struggled over the slippery surface of the bloodied ground around the bodies of the two cousins.

“Perabo will keep us safe until we can travel to where De Lancey of Paladozza is staying,” Froi said in an attempt to comfort her. “The provincaro and Grijio will be the first to leave the Citavita when the bridge is open, and you’ll go with them.”

And it was only when Froi almost lost balance that Quintana finally broke free and turned back to where Tariq’s body lay with Ariel’s.

“Close your eyes, Quintana!” Froi begged.

But she sank onto her knees, taking Tariq’s and Ariel’s lifeless hands in hers and pressing them to her face. And she wept a pitiful cry from a place in her spirit so hopeless that Froi thought she’d will her own death.

Perabo placed a gentle hand on her arm.

“It’s not safe here, Your Highness. We must go.”

But she refused to move, and the keeper of the caves picked her up in the crook of his arm and dragged her away. Froi knew that he would remember her screams for days and years to come. Despite their pleas that she close her eyes, she looked into the face of every one of the Lascow dead and spoke their names out loud, until the gods took mercy on them all and broke her voice and she could speak no more.

Grijio, Olivier, and Satch stayed for the first two days, but Grijio was desperate to return to his father.

“He’ll tear himself apart with worry,” the last born said. “I will speak on Quintana’s behalf and pray that he’ll give her sanctuary.”

They looked over to where she lay on the bed, facing the wall.

“And you?” Olivier asked Froi.

“I’ll return home.”

“Then at least travel with us part of the way,” Grijio said.

Froi shook his head. “My weapons are hidden in a cave near the bottom of the gravina. They’re all I own.”

Grijio nodded and held out a hand. Froi shook it. He turned to Olivier.

“Were you treated well in captivity?”

Olivier was silent a moment. Then he nodded.

“I’m going to join Lascow’s army,” Olivier said. “I know they are gathering one for Tariq.”

“B-b-but you don’t know how to fight,” Satch said.

“The days of keeping the last borns weak and safe are over,” Olivier said fiercely. “I’m going to be the best fighter they’ve ever seen.”

Froi held out his hand to Olivier, and the last born shook it firmly. Then Satch’s.

“If Gr-Gr-Grij’s father does not t-t-take her to P-P-Paladozza, I’ll speak to my people in Desantos.”

“If not, keep her safe, Froi,” Grijio said solemnly.

He missed them the moment they left, and the days that followed were long. Froi spent his time playing silent card games with Perabo and listening to the wind howl. It was a sound he had not heard before, and at times he felt as though the gods were wailing with fury. Perabo said more than once that it was as though they were heralding the end of time.

Quintana’s silence was the most frightening. It had been four weeks since the king’s death and she had experienced more during that time than another would in an entire life.

“Where will you take her?” Perabo asked quietly one night.

Froi had no idea how to answer the question.

“I need to find Arjuro of Abroi first. And Lirah of Serker. I think they’re both staying at an inn near the bridge. I need to get them all out of the Citavita.”

Perabo looked down to where Quintana lay.

“I don’t care what you’ve done to save her,” he said bitterly. “I would have had her halfway across this kingdom if not for your deceit.”

Days later, when the winds finally died, Froi shook her out of her stupor and helped her up.

Without a word, Perabo went to a basket beneath his cot, pulled out some clothes, and handed them to Froi. Froi helped Quintana dress in the man’s garments. He grabbed the knotted mass of her hair and stuffed it inside his cap. He took the coat Perabo held out and placed it around her, fastening it all the way to her bruised throat.

“Head down,” Froi ordered gently.

Perabo stood on a stool and pushed the stone away from the ceiling. When he gave the signal and stood aside, Froi lifted himself out, holding a hand down to Quintana. She grasped it. Froi pulled her out of the cave house, and not letting go of her hand, he led her across the roofs of the caves.

When they reached the center of the Citavita, he felt her shudder, saw the hanging gale perched high on its platform. The moment the winds had died, it seemed as though every Citavitan was determined to leave. Froi had never seen so many people in the one place, shoving their way through to the road that led down toward the bridge. He placed an arm around Quintana, holding her close to him, tenderly pressing a kiss to her capped head. They were jostled, elbows shoving against them, their bodies wedged in the crowd. And then Quintana looked up at him, and Froi would remember that look for a long time to come. Betrayal. Hurt. Sadness.

And before he knew it, before he could stop her, Quintana let go of his hand, and suddenly the crowd swallowed her. He went to shout her name but knew that it would alert those around him to discover who was in their midst. He shoved his way through the crowd, trying to catch a glimpse of her, but everyone looked the same in their grays and their browns, and he wished for the awful pink dress so he could find her, protect her. But the crowd surged forward, down the Citavita walls, and Quintana disappeared with it, leaving an emptiness inside Froi that he could barely comprehend.

He went searching for Lirah at the inn by the bridge but found only Arjuro.

Arjuro ushered him into the minuscule chamber. It was almost as if they were charging for broom closets these days.

“Is it true? About Tariq of Lascow?” Arjuro asked, his voice ragged with emotion.

Froi nodded. “Where’s Lirah?”

“Next door.”

Froi left the room and knocked on the adjacent door, but there was no answer.

“Lirah,” he whispered, not wanting anyone to make the link between their guest and Lirah, the king’s Serker whore.

“It’s Froi,” he said. “I need to speak to you.”

But there was no answer.

“She’s not there.”

Froi spun around to see Gargarin leaning on the banister, holding his staff in one hand and a crutch under his other arm. His face was so drawn that it made Froi want to look away.

“What do you mean she’s not here?”

“She’s left. Gone. Don’t ask me where.”

Froi was stunned. “Gone?” he asked. “I need to speak to her. Gone where?”

“I said I don’t know. According to the innkeeper, she left not even an hour ago. For all I know, she’s probably halfway across the bridge by now.”

“No,” Froi said, pushing past Gargarin. “It’s too crowded. She would never have gotten across this last hour.”

Froi ran down the stairs and outside, to where the stream of people passed the entrance of the inn. He tried to push through toward the bridge but was shoved back.

“Wait your turn,” a man shouted.

Froi was desperate. He looked around and up to the roof. The stone of the inn was too flat to climb, so he pushed his way back inside and took the steps, two at a time. Gargarin was still there, and Froi ignored him, grabbing a stool to stand on and reaching up to where there was a ceiling hatch. He shoved the stone away and climbed onto the roof, where he spent the rest of the day searching the crowd below for any sign of Lirah. He could see the queue all the way up the Citavita wall to the palace, but he was determined not to move until every last one of them passed him by. Arjuro joined him and they sat in silence, and then they heard Gargarin struggling through the hatch to join them. After hearing him suffer for some time, Arjuro stood and walked to the opening and dragged Gargarin up through the hole.

“They’re idiots for leaving,” Froi said, pointing to the people below, when Gargarin was settled beside them. “Do they think it’s any better out there?”

Neither of the brothers spoke. Froi leaped to his feet when he thought he saw a woman with Lirah’s rich long hair, but sat down again when he realized he was mistaken.

“They’re leaving,” Gargarin said, “because they know it will be a bloodbath.”

“With the street lords?”

Gargarin shook his head.

“If there is one thing a king and heir is able to do, it is to create agreement across the kingdom that the right person is on the throne, no matter how bad their blood might be. We no longer have that ugly luxury. So mark my words. Bestiano will return. He’ll come at a time when the people of the Citavita will be desperate for stability and peace. He’ll take up residence in the palace, kill a street lord or two for show. But then the provincari will send their armies. The provincari will never abide Bestiano or another provincaro on the throne. So a battle will be fought here,” he said, pointing to the people. “In their blood.”

“Nice to see that you are still a regular prophet of doom,” Arjuro muttered.

“Nice to see that you didn’t heed my instruction to cross the bridge with the Paladozza people!” Gargarin snapped.

“Maybe Lirah did,” Froi said. “Travel with De Lancey, I mean.”

Gargarin shook his head. “I was there to see the Paladozza compound off.”

“And why didn’t you go with the mighty De Lancey?” Arjuro asked.

“Because I had unfinished business.”

“Of course,” Arjuro said. “You decided to stay around so the street lords could finish off their business with you? Because from what I can see, there’s still an arm or bone in your body that they didn’t break!”

A head appeared through the hole in the roof, and Froi recognized the innkeeper’s wife.

“We’re shuttin’, so come inside, Priestling, and tell your friends to pay for a room or go elsewhere,” she said.

“Did the woman in the fourth room leave a message?” Froi asked her. “Say where she was going?”

“She didn’t need to say where she was going. Out of the Citavita, that’s where she was going.”

She disappeared inside.

Gargarin struggled to his feet and looked down at Froi. “Join the line tonight and get out of this kingdom by morning.”

“I’m not going anywhere!”

“Until when?” Gargarin snapped. “Until Lirah comes back and leaves you a message? She’s gone. She’s been a prisoner on this godsforsaken rock since she was thirteen, Olivier. She’s not coming back.”

“Froi,” he shouted. “My name is Froi.”

He leaped to his feet, wanting to hurt Gargarin for not even getting that right. “And I’m not pining for Lirah. You are. I just wanted to see her face so I could tell her that I hate her!” Froi grabbed Gargarin by the coarse cloth of his tunic. “I had a life with people who I would die for! You’ve all ruined everything. I despise you,” he spat.

“You’re supposed to despise him,” Arjuro muttered. “He’s your father.”

“Shut up!” both Froi and Gargarin shouted.

The innkeeper’s wife appeared again. “Out,” she hissed. “I want you out.”

Scowling darkly, the three of them made their way to the opening. Froi grudgingly shoved Gargarin down, holding him by the back of his undershirt until Gargarin’s feet touched the ground inside. Froi followed, and the innkeeper’s wife stood before them, a broom in her hand.

“The priestling can stay only because I don’t want another curse befalling this house,” she continued in her furious tone. “But you two, go. That beautiful woman and her precious boy must be grateful to be halfway across this land rather than putting up with any of you.”

The three of them exchanged looks as the innkeeper’s wife walked away. “What boy?” Froi asked.

“Out,” she ordered over her shoulder.

Arjuro went to follow, a question on his lips, but Froi dragged him back, waiting for the woman to be out of earshot. Suddenly, he understood the truth.

“We dressed Quintana in Perabo’s clothes,” he said quietly. “So she would be mistaken for a lad.” His eyes met Gargarin’s. “She came to Lirah, and now they’re both somewhere out there.”

Gargarin’s eyes were cold.

“A good thing. It’s best we all go our separate ways. There’s nothing left for us here. Nothing left for you.”

Froi nodded, bitterness in his heart.

“You’ve made your thoughts clear, Father,” he spat.

Gargarin flinched.

“You have no place here, Dafar of Abroi,” he said. “It’s time for you to return to your people.”
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Six weeks after Froi arrived in the capital to kill the king of Charyn, he crossed the bridge that would mark his journey home to Lumatere. As he turned back to look just once, the Citavita seemed ghostly in the morning mist, half concealing the strange cluster of rocks with their secret worlds beneath. He couldn’t help but think what would happen to Perabo and all the cave dwellers who had intrigued Quintana that day they spent together. Or those in the castle who were too unimportant to be counted on the death list. Did the cook and the servants and the farriers survive? Did the street lords take their bloody revenge on the soothsayer, aligned to the king for so long? How long would the soulless cutthroats control the lives of all those innocent people? He had heard news that one of the street lords had run off with the ransom of three hundred pieces of gold and the ruby ring, leaving his companions with not a penny. Froi had learned early in life that there was no honor among thieves, and judging from the thirst for blood of those who had murdered the palace dwellers, he could only imagine the fate of the traitorous thief when his former companions caught up with him.

Before Froi on the bridge were the last of those who had decided to leave the capital, including Gargarin and Arjuro. Arjuro kept a distance between himself and his brother, and Froi easily caught up with the priestling.

“Where will you go?” he asked Arjuro quietly. Gargarin had made it abundantly clear that he was going to join De Lancey in Paladozza and that Arjuro and Froi were not invited.

“Osteria is said to be beautiful at this time of the year.”

Froi knew the priestling was lying.

The bridge ended and the crowd traveled north on the road that ran alongside the edge of the gravina. Most of the day, the people were silent, and Froi knew their bodies were hunched under the weight of knowing that they were leaving their home and had nowhere to go. He couldn’t help turning to look back, time and time again, until the rock of the Citavita was a blur.

They reached the three roads that crossed in Upper Charyn, and most took the path east to Sebastabol or Paladozza. A handful continued on the road north that would lead them to the provinces of Jidia or Desantos. Froi’s path was back down the wall of the gravina to collect his weapons.

When the last of the Citavitans had disappeared, Froi still waited with Gargarin and Arjuro. Perhaps a part of him was waiting for something more.

But Gargarin’s stare was cold. “You deserve all the calamities of this world and the next if you ever return to this cesspit of a kingdom,” he said, before leaving in the direction of the crowd and not looking back once.

“Thank you for your time,” Froi shouted after him. “It’s put to rest some idiotic romantic notions!”

Gargarin didn’t stop, nor did he turn around.

“Bastard!” Froi shouted. “Curse the day you were both born,” he shouted at Arjuro as well.

“Someone’s already beaten you to that one, whelp,” the priestling said, taking the road south.

He was going home. Home, he thought for the tenth time that day, traveling down the mountain of rock. Home, where foreign blood had become family to him and where men were strong and virile, not all twisted and broken without a clue of how to defend themselves, or reeking of ale or wine or whatever it was that helped Arjuro endure a day. Home, where no one judged him. Not even the queen, who had every reason in the world to judge him. Lumatere was everything Froi wanted to be, while Charyn was a reminder of everything he despised about himself. That unwanted pathetic street urchin who had begged for food, the surly boy who had sung his song for the rich street pigs of Sarnak and allowed himself to endure so much depravity just to survive. Weak boy. Stupid, useless boy. Froi wanted to kill that boy he had been. If not for Lumatere, he would be nothing and have no one.

Except it was only when Froi had come to Charyn that he realized there had been nights in Lumatere when he felt loneliness beyond imagining. Not once had he felt its intensity here in Charyn. Because you were busy in Charyn. You had too much to do. But he knew he was fooling himself. And now, under this full moon, on his way back to his beloved home, Froi felt the ache of loneliness return. But he fought back the feeling, making plans for the morning instead. He would retrieve his weapons, and then he’d travel to the province of Jidia and pick up a horse. He’d ride two days, he told himself, not even stopping for rest. The sooner he returned to Lumatere, the better for him. He knew the excitement would return the moment he left the outer region of Alonso. There, Lucian’s mountains would appear in the distance and Froi would understand what it meant to be home.

After a moment or two of lying down and staring at the stars, he allowed thoughts of Quintana to enter his head. No matter how hard he tried to fight it, she seemed to be there all the time. Usually she was asking a question of him in her indignant tone. Sometimes he would feel her cold stare of annoyance. Other times the savage would growl low in his ear, a sound from a place so primitive that it thrilled him each time.

He closed his eyes and tried to sleep, but then he heard a sound. Not just of the nocturnal world, but something human. A humming. He had seen the last of those from the Citavita head east and knew it couldn’t possibly be any of them. Twigs crackled and he stood, listening before following the sound and then his nose. The strong smell of roasting meat — a gamey smell, hare perhaps — permeated the air.

Up ahead was a small incline off the main path. Froi climbed toward it. He heard a soft song being sung, a prayerlike warble so beautiful in pitch that it made him stop a moment. For, despite all the horror he had endured on the streets of the Sarnak capital, because he knew how to carry a tune, the sound of this song made him want to weep from the pure beauty of it. He climbed farther up and looked over the incline, into a cave where he saw a man hunched over the small fire.

Arjuro.

“I was told that the Osterian border lay south,” Froi called out.

Arjuro jerked in surprise, but after a moment, the priestling went back to stoking the fire, not even bothering to turn.

“This is south,” Arjuro said, pointing to where he sat. “South of that cave. South of that rock.”

“You’re a fool not to have gone, Arjuro.”

“Then come and join me, Abroi’s youngest fool.”

Froi couldn’t help smiling.

He sat before the fire, and Arjuro held out a morsel. Not hare, but some kind of rodent.

“I heard Gargarin tell you to pack some food,” Froi said, trying to keep Gargarin’s reprimanding tone out of his voice.

Arjuro feigned a moment’s thought, his fingers at his chin for emphasis. “Hmm, what was I doing when he told me that? Ah, yes, I think I was too busy ignoring him.”

Perhaps Froi’s strangest sadness this day was that the brothers weren’t traveling together.

“What are you doing here, Arjuro? You can’t stay hidden at the bottom of the gravina. There’s nothing here.”

“Just the way I prefer it,” Arjuro said. “This last month of sharing everyone’s breathing space and stench has driven me quite mad.”

Froi saw the truth on Arjuro’s face. He had no place to go. Suddenly he was overwhelmed by fierce emotion for this bitter man. Blood sings to blood. Rafuel’s words were never so true.

There was silence for a time as they ate, the fire illuminating the remoteness out here in a world that seemed forsaken by all. Froi found himself clearing his throat.

“Well . . . I have connections,” he said. “In Lumatere.”

“And you’re telling me this why?” Arjuro asked.

Froi felt foolish, but he spoke the words anyway. “I can take you home with me. The queen may grant you sanctuary because you’re the last of the priestlings. I heard them say it once. That the first people they’d allow into Lumatere were those who were the last of their kind.”

Arjuro studied him in the flickering firelight, and Froi had to look away. It was all too intense for him. It wasn’t like the moments of disappointment and reprimand or approval from Trevanion and Perri. They kept emotion out of their stares. Arjuro didn’t.

“Well, first, I’m not quite the last of my kind,” Arjuro said. “There are many hidden priests and priestesses in Charyn, mostly in the mountains outside Sebastabol. Second, you can’t take me home as though I’m some kind of puppy, and third, I’d rather live on rodents for the rest of my life than live in Lumatere.”

“Well, that’s rude,” Froi said. “I’ll not offer again. And I meant that you’re the last of the priestlings, not priests.”

“Another irritating fact,” Arjuro said. “I’ll be forty-three in the spring. Do you know how demoralizing it is to still be called a priestling?”

Froi tried not to smile but couldn’t help himself. There was silence again, but he was getting used to it. Back in Lumatere, Froi was the instigator of silence. Here, he was the one who always seemed to end it.

“The song you were singing? What was it?”

Arjuro looked up again, his expression somber.

“It’s the song of the dead. If it’s sung by the gods’ touched, sometimes the soul of one who is lost may be able to return home.”

“Home?”

“Wherever they came from. When a Charynite dies, their people call their name out loud for the gods to hear and then the gods allow the souls to enter a sphere within the city or province. So the living and dead live side by side. But if their names are not called out loud, the gods have no idea where they are and the souls are lost.”

“That’s what the soothsayer said,” Froi said. “About the ghosts of Serker.”

Arjuro nodded. “Their names were never called out. They never will be, because too many of them died and no one has a record of all the names. Serker was razed to the ground.”

“Who were you singing to?”

“I can feel restless spirits in these parts.”

Arjuro began to sing the song of the dead again, and his voice was so deep and pure that Froi could imagine the beauty of him as a young priestling, charming the world, loved by the handsome De Lancey, spoiled by the oracle, adored by his brother. In his song, he sang names that sounded strangely familiar, and when Froi heard the name Mawfa, he knew that the priestling had memorized every one of those tossed from the palace balconette or hanged at the gale.

“Can you not sing for Tariq?” Froi asked quietly, after the song was sung.

Arjuro shook his head. “Tariq belongs to Lascow. He doesn’t want to be kept in the Citavita. He wants to return to his mountains.”

Froi shivered at the thought that if he was to die and they called out his name, he would have no idea where his spirit would belong.

“What is your plan, Arjuro?” he asked. “The truth this time.”

Arjuro shrugged. “First I’ll find out what that fool brother of mine is up to, and then I’ll probably head to the Sebastabol mountains.”

Froi was confused, but that was nothing new when it came to Arjuro.

“What’s Gargarin got to do with anything now?” he asked, trying to keep the curiosity out of his voice.

“Do you honestly believe he’s gone to Paladozza?”

Froi nodded, surprised by the words.

“Despite our years apart, I can pick my brother’s lies in an instant.”

“Then where is he?” Froi asked.

“Is that excitement I hear in your voice?”

“No,” Froi snapped, but his heart was beating hard. “Go on.”

“Very rude to speak with your mouth full.”

“Hmm, pity my family wasn’t around to sit me down and teach me how to behave properly.”

Something flashed in Arjuro’s eyes. He reached into his pack and retrieved a bottle, holding it up in the light from the fire.

“Mead, not wine, but it will have to do.”

Arjuro took a swig and handed the bottle to Froi.

“Where is he?” Froi asked quietly, despising himself for wanting to know.

“He could still be struggling down this gravina,” Arjuro said. “I traveled after you and didn’t come across him. He probably stayed a while in Upper Charyn, deliberating. He likes to deliberate, my brother does. When we were boys, he’d spend hours and days deliberating about whether it was safe to escape from my father.”

A rare flash of pain crossed Arjuro’s face at the memory.

“And in the palace prison, I can assure you he deliberated for eight years.”

Arjuro’s eyes met Froi’s. “As we speak, he’ll be deliberating about whether he should have explained that he ordered his son home to Lumatere because he wanted him safe, or whether his son will despise him for the rest of his days if the words remained unspoken.”

His son. Froi had never been anyone’s son, although at times he had sensed a father in Perri. Even Lord August, after a good day’s work, would gather his sons and Froi together in thanks. Something inside Froi’s gut twisted at Arjuro’s words. Oh, you fool, Froi. You’ve always wanted to be someone’s son.

Arjuro smiled sadly. “He’s probably wondering about whether it’s better to trust his instincts.”

“What do you think his instincts are telling him?”

Arjuro shrugged. “Does it matter? I’m going to follow his example, Dafar.”

Froi shuddered at the sound of that name.

“I’m going to tell you to go home to Lumatere and not look back,” Arjuro said gently.

Froi held a hand out for the bottle, took another swig. “I’ve only come this way for my weapons.”

“Good.”

Froi nodded, handing the bottle back to the priestling. “But do you want to hear what my instincts are telling me right now?” He didn’t wait for Arjuro’s response. “My instincts tell me that Lirah took Quintana to the only place that has ever been safe to her and that Gargarin is searching for them. He needs absolution. That’s what I’ve discovered about him these past few weeks. You see, Gargarin returned to the Citavita to tell you and Lirah the truth and then to kill the king. He failed at all three.”

Froi’s instincts were good. He could tell. Arjuro stopped mid-swig.

“He’s heading toward the cave you both claim as yours,” Froi continued, almost cheerfully. He liked being right. “The one where you hid the oracle and where I first saw Gargarin’s scowling face. Where he took Lirah and you took De Lancey once upon a time when life was joyful.”

Arjuro gave nothing away.

Froi continued. “Lirah mentioned the cave. You mentioned it. In between getting his bones broken and being imprisoned, Gargarin mopes in the cave. De Lancey fantasizes about the cave.” Froi shook his head mockingly. “If those frescoes could talk, they would blush from what they’ve seen the brothers of Abroi get up to in that cave.”

Arjuro was silent, but after a moment, Froi saw his mouth twitch.

“Still shocks me that you’re not as stupid as you look, runt.”

Rain fell throughout the night, making their journey down the gravina even more difficult than when Froi had climbed it weeks before with Gargarin. Arjuro cursed and grumbled for most of the time, and if Froi didn’t know every Charynite curse word when he set out that day, his companion had introduced him to most by late afternoon.

When rain came pelting down again, they crawled into the closest cave, its ceiling too low to stand. Arjuro sat for most of the night at the entrance of the tiny space, brooding.

“My brother’s an idiot,” he said, refusing to lie down. “He’s probably dead at the bottom of the gravina, stacked on top of the rest of those bodies they tossed down.”

Later, Froi was awakened by the sounds of voices, but then he heard nothing and thought he had imagined it.

“What are the chances of someone other than Gargarin being down here?” he asked Arjuro in the dark, knowing the priestling was awake.

“Apart from Lirah and the girl, probably none. This isn’t exactly the fastest way to the rest of the kingdom. People only come down here to catch trout and I don’t think anyone in Charyn feels like fishing at the moment.”

The world was silent again and it was at such times that Froi missed Quintana most. Missed the solace he felt as they lay beside one another. He fell asleep thinking of their last night together in the palace, when her legs had wrapped around him and he had heard the cry in her voice as she buckled against him. “Again,” she had whispered. “Again.”

He woke to a sound and realized he had groaned aloud.

“Think of an ice-water bath,” Arjuro mocked from where he sat. “It always kills any desire in me.”

Early the next morning, they heard the sound of shuffling along the path outside the cave.

Arjuro made a strange birdlike sound, and Froi could have sworn that there was excitement on the priestling’s face.

“You don’t speak to him for eighteen years, and you still share a whistle?” Froi whispered.

“Nothing wrong with a whistle.”

Froi chuckled. “You would like Finnikin of Lumatere. He has a passion for whistles. One for his wife. One for his hound. One for his daughter. One for his father. And then there’s the one for when he’s merely enjoying the day.”

A moment later, they heard the birdsong returned.

Froi crawled out of the cave. Gargarin was sitting low behind a rock ahead of them, as though trying to avoid being seen by someone farther down. Gargarin turned, held a finger to his lips, and beckoned Froi over, not even questioning what he was doing there. Gargarin pointed down into the gully. Froi saw the cave where he had hidden his weapons, marked by the image of the fan bird. But farther down, where the stream passed Gargarin’s cave, he saw horses.

Froi pointed up and quietly climbed to a higher rock. From there, he saw the palace riders instantly. At least ten of them had set up camp downstream from Gargarin’s cave.

“Not good,” he said when he climbed down. “They’re here for something, and I don’t think it’s us.”

“Have you seen Lirah and the girl?” Arjuro asked, joining them.

Gargarin shook his head. “But I saw two men watch our cave for some time.”

Gargarin said the “our” unconsciously. “Then your man arrived, Froi.”

“My man?” Froi asked, confused.

“That whining idiot Zabat.”

“With palace riders? Bestiano’s? You’re wrong.”

“Not wrong at all,” Gargarin retorted, as though he were never wrong. “First Dorcas entered with two riders. Then another rider arrived with Zabat. Zabat entered and I’ve not seen the three inside since.”

“Zabat,” Froi whispered again, trying to understand what Rafuel’s messenger was up to. “With Bestiano’s men?”

He thought a moment. He needed to get his short sword and daggers, and then he would work out a way to speak to Zabat. “Follow me.”

Ensuring that the path was safe, they moved quickly down toward the rock marked with the fan bird. Froi lay on his stomach and squeezed his way to the rim of the cave. He felt around in the darkness, but there was nothing there.

“My weapons,” he called out to them softly. “Someone’s taken them!”

He searched again, his hands patting every nook and cranny. Frustrated, he began to worm his way out.

“Well, at least you have the sword the keeper of the caves gave you,” Arjuro said.

When he was out of the cave, Froi looked up at Arjuro with annoyance.

“This?” Froi snapped, clutching at the scabbard. “This is just a . . . a stick with a blade. Not a sword. Perri had my short sword and daggers made for me. With Froi engraved on them all.”

“Well it’s a good thing they’re lost because Froi’s not exactly a name,” Gargarin said. “It’s just a sound those imbeciles came up with.”

“Yes, you’d think the Sarnaks would be able to say a word with more than one beat by now,” Arjuro mused.

“This coming from the idiot who named me Nothing,” Froi snapped, jumping to his feet. “My weapons are missing,” he hissed.

“We heard you the first time,” Gargarin said. “And that stick with a blade is going to have to do for the time being, because I doubt very much that Zabat and Bestiano’s men are meeting in our cave for an Arjuro–De Lancey inspired dalliance.”

“You can’t be sure Lirah and the girl are in there,” Arjuro said.

Gargarin didn’t respond, but his brow was creased as if trying to work out a riddle. After a moment, Arjuro asked, “What?”

“Why would Bestiano kill the king now of all times? What does he want from the princess?”

“What he’s always wanted from her,” Froi said bitterly. “He believes she’s the vessel. She produces the heir and he can walk straight back into the palace with power.”

“Then why didn’t he take her with him when he left the palace? If he planned to kill the king, why didn’t he plan to take the one he believed to be the vessel when she was right there in front of him?”

Froi shrugged, and Arjuro waited for Gargarin’s explanation.

“I think he was taken by surprise,” Gargarin said. “I think someone else killed the king and Quintana was a witness to it all. Locked in that strange mad head is the truth.”

“But how did Bestiano know she would be here?” Froi asked.

“The same way he knew where to find Tariq. He has spies,” Gargarin said, a pained expression crossing his face, and Froi knew he was thinking of the slain heir. Perhaps Tariq was the son Gargarin always wanted.

“Let’s presume that his men are secretly watching the flow of people coming over that bridge and there she is with Lirah. Not recognizable to the rest of Charyn, but certainly to the king’s riders, who saw her every day. So they follow her down here.”

Froi went back into the rock to search for his weapons a third time. If he was to release Quintana and Lirah, he would need them. Gargarin grabbed him by the scruff of his neck.

“The weapons aren’t there!” Gargarin snapped. “Do you think they’ll appear like magic?”

“Then I’ll have to go in and speak to the riders unarmed. They won’t kill me —”

“Of course they will.”

“They won’t,” Froi argued. “I’m Lumateran. The last thing they want is for the Lumaterans to invade.”

Arjuro made a scoffing sound. “You think Lumatere will invade because of you? Are you that important?”

Froi looked away. “Isaboe would invade if you kidnapped a servant, let alone a friend.”

“Isaboe? We’re on first-name terms with the queen of Lumatere, are we?” Gargarin asked.

Froi found himself bristling. “What? Do you think I’m some cutthroat for hire who they found hanging around the palace walls with the words ‘I want to kill a Charynite king’ tattooed on my arse?”

“No, but I didn’t expect you to live in the palace guardhouse.”

“I don’t. I live in the Flatlands with a family that has given me a home these past three years. Lord Augie is a —”

“August of the Flatlands?” Gargarin stared with disbelief. “The ambassador to Belegonia?”

“So he knows the queen and he lives with nobility,” Arjuro said, bored. “Should we be impressed?”

“And I’m presuming you were taught to speak Charyn by the holy man?” Gargarin continued the interrogation.

Arjuro stared. Suddenly he seemed to care. “The priest-king? As in the blessed Barakah of Lumatere?”

“He doesn’t enjoy titles these days,” Froi said quietly. Suddenly the brothers seemed strange and slightly defensive. Gargarin closed his eyes for a moment, and Froi couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

“Go. Home,” Gargarin said tiredly. “Just go. You don’t belong here. You belong there. You can play with nobility in the Flatlands and continue your lessons with the holy man. But don’t stay here and waste your life.”

“I want my weapons back,” Froi lied, “and I know Zabat is the one who took them. I’m going to ask for them politely.”

“How can you possibly think that’s a sound idea?” Gargarin asked with frustration.

“I’m a foreigner, Gargarin. Zabat and Dorcas know that. The last thing they or Bestiano want is to instigate a war against Lumatere.”

“If Zabat knows so much about what you’re doing in Charyn, he can have you arrested for conspiracy to kill the king, which will acquit Bestiano and allow them all to return to the capital,” Arjuro said.

“Arrested by who?” Froi argued. “No one’s in charge except for those savages in the Citavita. If Zabat is working for Bestiano, they won’t have the power to arrest anyone just yet. They’re fugitives themselves.”

“Then it’s better that I go,” Gargarin said.

Arjuro was looking from one to the other. “You’re both idiots,” he said angrily. “I suggest the three of us get out of this death pit before it’s swarming with Bestiano’s riders.”

“I said I’m going.” Froi pushed past Gargarin. Gargarin grabbed him by his tunic.

“Do you honestly think you can release the women and escape that cave with five of them surrounding you and no weapon? Because I can assure you that the guard standing outside will not allow you to enter with that sword, regardless of how worthless you think it is.”

“If they know I’m Lumateran, they will not kill me,” Froi hissed, wondering if Gargarin was hard of hearing or plain stupid. “They will ransom me instead. Your life as a Charynite, on the other hand, is worth much less and you know it.”

“I say we walk away,” Arjuro repeated. “You, you, and me,” he said, pointing to all three of them. “She’s not worth your lives. Neither of them is. The whole of Charyn will agree with me.”

“Do you know what my captain and his second-in-charge have told me over and over again?” Froi asked.

“Not interested,” Arjuro said.

“That if there is no means to an end, then buy time,” Froi continued. “Each moment you buy provides you with more of an opportunity. Someone makes a mistake. Some distraction occurs. The scenario changes.”

“Yes, from two corpses to three,” Gargarin said.

“Well, I could always go,” Arjuro said. “They’re not going to kill the last priestling.”

Gargarin stared at his brother as though noticing him for the first time. “Why aren’t you on the road to Osteria?”

“Because I’d like to die of natural causes and not of boredom, brother,” Arjuro responded.

Froi won the argument and made his way toward the stream to Gargarin’s cave. When he was within shouting distance, he stepped out of the clearing, both arms extended wide. The two palace riders stood to attention, and Froi watched one disappear to alert those inside.

A moment later, Froi found himself lying flat on the hard earth while his whole person was checked for weapons.

“Tell Zabat I want to speak to him. Tell him it’s Froi of Lumatere. He’ll know me better as Olivier of Sebastabol.”

He was dragged to his feet and pushed toward the cave. At the entrance, he was checked again and then dragged inside.

He noticed the walls first. Painted with grand images of the gods, strong and mighty.

On a filthy cot in the corner sat Quintana and Lirah. When Lirah saw him, she closed her eyes with what seemed bitter despair. Quintana’s eyes flashed with what he could only understand as some kind of victory.

Dorcas’s expression revealed nothing except slight irritation, which was nothing new when he was looking at Froi.

“Tell your guard to stay,” Zabat ordered Dorcas.

“Zabat?” Froi asked, pretending hurt. “Do you not trust me?”

Dorcas ignored them both and looked back toward the guard. “Did you disarm him?”

“He wasn’t armed, sir.”

Zabat’s expression was disbelieving. “Search him again. Be careful. He’ll go for your weapon.”

Froi held out his arms impassively as he was thoroughly searched for a second time, his eyes never leaving those of Rafuel’s traitorous messenger.

“I’m praying for your sake that you haven’t betrayed your brothers in the valley, Zabat,” he said.

“And why is that?”

“Because I’ll have to kill you. It’s part of my bond.”

Zabat had the good sense to look nervous.

“A smart man chooses the side with more might, but if it’s any consolation, we all work for the good of Charyn,” he said.

The fool looked to Dorcas and the two guards, pleased with his words. They ignored him.

“Leave,” Dorcas ordered Froi. “Take Lirah of Serker with you. We have no quarrel with Lumatere, if it is true that’s where you’re from. Tell your people to keep out of our affairs.”

“Why can’t I take her with me, Dorcas?” Froi said, pointing to Quintana. “She’s worthless.”

“My orders are to return the princess to Bestiano. It is imperative that she explains the truth of the curse after all these years of deceit, so the true last-born girls of Charyn can do what they were born to do. It is the role of the riders to keep Charyn secure.”

Dorcas spoke as if he were reciting the original order he had been given.

“Was it your sword that killed Tariq of Lascow?” Froi asked. “Did you follow the order to kill him? Kill all those innocent people in his compound?”

“If I was there, I would have followed orders,” Dorcas said. “But I was sent here. Regardless, I am comforted by the idea that Bestiano brought to justice those who were responsible for planning the murder of our king. The kills were said to be quick and clean.”

“You weren’t there because you’re nothing to them, Dorcas,” Froi said forcefully. “You’ve been assigned to run after a useless princess. You weren’t there because Bestiano and his riders don’t want you to know the truth. That according to the provincari, Bestiano killed the king.”

“The provincari have their own reasons to lie,” Dorcas snapped, and for once Froi saw his uncertainty.

“The riders murdered the rightful heir, Dorcas,” he continued. “The only man who could bring justice to Charyn. And you would have done the same because you’re a fool who doesn’t know how to do anything but follow orders.”

“Bonds? Orders? What’s the difference?” Zabat interrupted. “Your orders are the same, Lumateran.”

“In any case,” Dorcas snapped. “Bestiano’s fight is not with foreigners. It is with the men who planned the murder. So I ask you again to leave and take Lirah of Serker with you. We’re not the street lords. We have no intention of slaughtering without reason.”

“How will the seed be planted?” Quintana asked coldly from the cot.

Everyone turned to stare.

“So the true last-born girls of Charyn can do what they were born to do?” she repeated his words. “Who will fight to be the sire? Will it be Bestiano? Will the riders gather up the girls for him, Dorcas? Will you be reduced to that? Will you kill the fathers who fight to keep their daughters safe?”

Dorcas looked away, uncomfortable.

“Are you envious, Reginita?” Zabat spat out the words. “Isn’t that what you call yourself? Are you envious because your father did not fight for your safety?”

She shook her head. “Just dismayed that the lie we told these years past was futile.”

Zabat’s smile was of unpleasant satisfaction.

“So here is the truth. Was I not always right when no one else would believe me? The reginita, she claimed to be. The little queen.” He looked at Froi. “How many years did we waste listening to her tell the people that she was the only one among the last borns who could break the curse?”

Froi looked at Quintana. He didn’t know what to believe.

“Nothing in the curse said that I would give birth to the firstborn,” she said, her voice cool. “Just that it would be the last who would do so. But I made sure my father gave a royal decree that only the reginita and a last-born male would break the curse. Myself and Tariq, my betrothed, the rightful heir. Anyone else who dared try would be defying the gods. My father was forced to believe me. The king had offended the gods in two kingdoms by then, and no one feared them more than he did.”

“Why would you tell such a lie?” Dorcas asked.

“Why do you think, Dorcas?” she said sadly. “Because I grew up in the palace and had come to understand the baseness of a man’s heart. They branded the last-born girls on our thirteenth day of weeping. Tariq and I knew what that meant. My mother, Lirah, was sold in her thirteenth year. Do you honestly think the branding was for any other reason but to destroy the bodies and spirits of young girls destined to produce the first?”

Zabat’s expression was ugly.

“You made up a story to win your father’s attention. Because he despised his abomination,” Zabat said.

Lirah stood and glared at Zabat, who took a step back. She indicated Froi with a toss of her head. “He will kill you, fool. Mark my words. I saw him maim four of De Lancey’s men in the godshouse in the blink of an eye.”

The second rider was nervous, staring from the women to Froi. Dorcas looked at Froi uneasily, a film of perspiration on his brow.

“Search him again,” he said.

“Let him go.” Quintana sighed, dismissing Froi with a wave of her hand. “He’s no threat to you or Bestiano. He was sent to end my life, not yours or my father’s. That is the truth. He admitted it to me himself.”

She stood, and the riders stepped toward her. Fear was in the room. Even in Quintana’s eyes. Froi saw it there, combined with fury, and it was directed his way.

“But I want to speak to him first,” she said. “To say that although you’ve betrayed me, Lumateran, I want you to know that those gifts you left me in that little treasure chest with the fan bird etched in its stone are ones that I will always carry in my heart.”

Froi fought hard to conceal every thought that ran through his mind. Every emotion. The thrill and satisfaction that came with the knowledge of what she was trying to tell him.

He looked at Dorcas. He needed to buy time.

“This is not my fight,” he said after a pause.

Dorcas nodded, pleased. Relieved.

“Good to hear. Don’t ever let me see you in these parts again, Lumateran.”

Froi turned to walk away and then stopped.

“Can I . . . ?” Froi looked down, pretending awkwardness. “Can I bid her farewell?” He leaned close to Dorcas. “I did share her bed,” he whispered, “and I did lose a bit of my heart to her. Or to one of those who live inside of her, anyway.”

Dorcas stared from Froi to Quintana and nodded. “Make it quick.”

Froi joined her where she stood beside the cot. He took her hands and felt where she had concealed the daggers he’d buried in the cave. He was impressed with the way the scabbards were perfectly placed.

“Did I ever call you useless?” he asked softly.

“Three times,” she said, her tone sour.

“Three times, you say?”

“Yes, we tend to count the amount of times we’re called useless by one person. Bestiano made mention of it thirty-seven times.”

“My, my, you do have a good memory for details.”

She nodded. “And I do believe you referred to me as worthless moments ago.”

He rubbed her palm intimately and then placed his hands on both her shoulders, feeling the scabbard across her shoulder.

“Their measurement of worth, Princess. Not mine.”

He leaned forward to press a kiss to her mouth. Regardless of the circumstances, she still moved her face slightly so his lips touched her cheek instead.

“You’ve lost that privilege,” she said coolly.

“Pity.”

Froi yanked the two daggers from her sleeve and hurled one at Zabat, catching him between the eyes, the other at the second rider’s thigh as he kicked the man’s sword from his hand and spun Quintana around to retrieve the short sword at her shoulders. He pushed her behind him, smashing Dorcas across the temple with the handle of the sword just as Lirah scrambled for a dagger. The third guard entered the cave, weapon raised, hesitating one moment too long as he stared at the body of the dead man and at Dorcas struggling to his feet. In an instant, Lirah had a sword pointed at the back of the man’s neck and Froi put a foot on Dorcas’s chest.

“I’m going to regret not killing you,” Froi said, looking down at him, “but it’s not in my bond to take your life.”

“And it was in your bond to take his?” Dorcas gasped, pointing to Zabat’s body.

“Zabat has brought war to the edge of my kingdom. My bond is to destroy anyone who is a threat to Lumatere.”

Satisfied that the three riders were tied up securely, Froi stepped outside to where Quintana and Lirah stood. He whistled softly and listened for the whistle in return. They heard it and he followed the sound along the stream and up a path. Arjuro’s head suddenly appeared behind a twisted knot of shrubbery that concealed a low narrow entrance to a cave. Froi gently pushed Lirah before him, then turned, only to see Quintana running.

From him.

Enraged, he tore after her, catching her on an incline, causing them both to tumble to the ground. He heard voices and held a hand over her mouth as they tried to control their ragged breaths. He knew by the sound of the footsteps that there were two others circling.

“Go check on Dorcas,” he heard the rider closest to them say.

A caterpillar found its way across the rider’s boot, and Froi watched Quintana’s finger reach out and softly brush its texture as if she’d never seen anything so strange before. Froi knew the moment she felt its sting, her eyes wide with shock. Forgetting his anger for a moment, he gripped her finger in his fist to soften the pain. When the riders walked away and they heard the last of their footsteps, Froi grabbed her hand and dragged her into the cave where the others hid.

When he was satisfied that the cave entrance was concealed by the shrubs and they were safe for the time being, he turned to where she sat huddled against the wall, her arms clasped around her knees, eyes fixed on Froi’s as if he were some fiend rather than the one who had saved her life.

“You could have got us killed,” he whispered with anger. “All of us. You never run from me again. Do you hear?”

Lirah crouched beside Quintana. “Try to sleep,” she murmured, but Quintana shook her head and whispered in Lirah’s ear, her eyes never leaving Froi’s the whole time.

“No,” Lirah said patiently, “I think you’re both safe for now.”

Through the night, Froi lay awake, listening for every snap of a twig or voice outside. He could see the outline of Quintana sitting up, felt her eyes boring into him. In the morning, when a little light entered the cave, he found her seated exactly as she had been the night before, her eyes fixed on where he was.

“I’m going to catch us something to eat,” he muttered, and before the others could argue against it, he was gone.
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That day, the base of the gravina swarmed with more riders. Although it seemed dangerous to catch a hare and risk the Charynites following the scent of it roasting, Froi caught two all the same, figuring that they’d just have to eat them raw if they were hungry enough.

“They know we’re here,” he whispered to the others when he returned. “Their numbers seem to have doubled overnight.”

“Perhaps they’re just passing through on their way to Jidia,” Arjuro said.

“They’re here to stay,” Froi said flatly. “And so are we until they’re gone.”

“I’ve found something.” Gargarin’s voice came from the back of the cave, and Froi followed, squeezing into the nook beside him.

Gargarin took Froi’s hand in the dark and pressed it around a small opening in the stone.

“It could end the moment you crawl in, but it’s worth a try.”

“These caves are supposed to lead to the steps of Jidia, sir.” Quintana’s voice was suddenly there at his shoulders.

“The steps of Jidia are a myth,” Gargarin said.

Froi poked his head inside the space, relieved for once that he wasn’t the size of a Lumateran River man. He climbed in and began to crawl.

“Don’t go too far,” he heard Gargarin order, and the words echoed over and over again.

He didn’t have to. The tunnel led to another cave that was darker by far, but it was a safer place for them to hide.

In their new home, Arjuro built a small fire. Quintana had returned to her indignant self, except when Froi dared to look at her, which produced a savage snarl.

“Lirah mentioned that you managed to smuggle the assassin out of the palace all those years ago, Sir Gargarin,” she said at one point during the night when they were trying to get some sleep. “Rather than toss him into the gravina with my first mother, the oracle.”

It took Froi a moment to realize he was the assassin she was referring to. There was an uneasy silence at the bluntness of her words.

“Who was it?” Arjuro asked Gargarin, when no one spoke. “The babe who died that day?”

“Later,” Gargarin muttered from his bedroll, turning away.

“Now,” Arjuro said. “It’s been too long. I need the truth. So does Lirah.”

“Now you need the truth?” Gargarin said bitterly. “Later, I said.” He stole a look at Quintana.

“Are you waiting for us to sleep before you speak of it, Sir Gargarin?” she asked indignantly. “Because we can’t, you know. Sleep, that is. Not with the assassin here, threatening us and the little king.”

“Us? The little king?” Froi said, looking at the others with disbelief. “Are you all hearing this?”

Lirah closed her eyes as though she had heard it one too many times.

“The Princess claims . . . believes,” she corrected herself, “that she carries the first.”

Quintana made a clicking sound of annoyance with her tongue. “I explained to you, Lirah. I’m actually the queen of Charyn. I was wed to King Tariq in his compound before they slaughtered him. When one is wed to the king, she is given the title of queen regardless of how powerless she remains. I do love a title.”

There was another uncomfortable silence. This time her attention was on Gargarin.

“Is it true you murdered my first mother, the oracle?” she persisted.

Answer her, Froi wanted to shout. So they didn’t have to hear her guileless voice speak of death and carnage.

When it was clear that there would be no sleep for any of them, Gargarin sat up.

“I was handed a child that night said to have been birthed by the oracle,” he said.

“It was the king who placed him in my arms. Told me that the babe would bring Charyn to its knees if he lived. That if I loved my king and believed in the gods, I would do as instructed. First, I was to toss the babe over the balconette into the gravina and then dispose of his dead mother in the same way. Better the people of the Citavita believe that the oracle plunged to her own death than know she was defiled by the Serkers and died giving birth to an abomination.”

Froi could hardly breathe.

“Of course we know now that the oracle and the priestlings were not attacked by the Serkers.” Gargarin shook his head with bitterness. “To this day, I’ll never truly know what I would have done if fate had not stepped in.”

He looked at Lirah. “You were my fate, Lirah. First, because of your screams. I thought you were birthing your child, but now I know you were waking up with the oracle’s daughter in your arms instead of the son you had seen. Your pain penetrated those walls, and while the king and his guards left the chamber, I found myself alone with the child I was ordered to kill. Not a minute had passed when I heard a sound from the bed where the dead oracle lay beneath the sheet. Dead from childbirth. Unbeknownst to the king and his men, between her thighs lay a second girl whose first breath had been her last.”

Froi saw a flash of pain cross his face.

“There were three babes born in the palace that night. Lirah’s son and the oracle’s twin daughters.”

Quintana rocked back and forth. Lirah was too stunned to offer her comfort, and Arjuro looked so ill that Froi thought he’d throw up at any moment.

“And as fate would have it again, strange lonely Rafuel came searching for one lost kitten to add to the litter in his basket. So I took my chance and placed the living child among them. Into the hands of an eight-year-old boy who had never known love except for those damned cats. Then I carried the oracle and her dead child to the balconette and I gave the child a name. To my shame, I had no idea what the oracle’s name was. All I prayed for was that you managed to call out her name to the gods, Arjuro, from where they had shackled you on the opposite balconette to watch. So that her spirit could find her child at the lake of the half dead and take them both home.”

Arjuro shook his head. “Oracles didn’t have names. To call an oracle by her name would make her human, and we were never to see her as human.”

So the oracle queen and her dead child were to be separated for eternity.

Quintana’s face was transformed into an expression of sadness beyond belief. She shook her head. Froi couldn’t speak, could hardly breathe from knowing how close he had come to death the day he was born.

“What did you name her?” Lirah asked. “The dead babe?”

“Regina,” Gargarin said quietly. “The babe was the daughter of the oracle queen, so I felt she deserved the name of royalty.”

Froi heard Arjuro’s sharp intake of breath. The priestling’s eyes were fixed on Quintana with a mixture of horror and intrigue.

“You were born first,” Arjuro said quietly.

“My son was born first,” Lirah said. Froi noticed that both Lirah and Gargarin spoke about their son as though it were someone other than himself.

“But not to the palace,” Arjuro continued. “He may have been born in the palace, but not to it. The only children fathered by the king belonged to the oracle, the woman he violated the night he and his men slaughtered the priestlings and blamed it on the Serkers.”

Arjuro’s eyes were still fastened on Quintana.

“Two children would be born to the palace,” he said. “And the one born first would end his reign.”

Froi recognized the soothsayer’s words. The king’s dream.

“How did you kill him?” Arjuro asked Quintana quietly.

Froi saw Gargarin’s and Lirah’s confusion and felt his own. But Quintana seemed to know exactly what the priestling was asking, for she neither argued nor feigned innocence.

“The provincari said that the guard searched you thoroughly,” Arjuro continued.

“Arjuro?” Gargarin barked. “What are you saying?”

They waited and waited. But Arjuro refused to respond.

“The assassin taught us how to kill a man in five seconds,” Quintana said. “And the circumstances demanded that I did.”

“Sagra!” Froi said, stunned.

“Where did you conceal the dagger?” Arjuro asked. He stood and walked to where she sat upright against the wall and crouched before her. “Where?”

She leaned forward whispering, “I don’t want Lirah to hear this, blessed Arjuro.”

“Why not?” he whispered back, fascinated.

“It will upset her. We don’t want to upset Lirah. I believe that the last time Lirah became upset, her Serker blood helped curse the kingdom.”

“Arjuro will tell me anyway, Quintana,” Lirah said.

They waited, Arjuro still before Quintana. She looked past him to Lirah.

“There’s little that can upset me now. You know that,” Lirah prodded, but Froi could see she was lying. Lirah seemed frightened of what she was about to hear.

“We never had a dagger,” Quintana said. “But we knew where Bestiano kept his hidden.”

“How?” Gargarin asked.

“Because when he came into my room those nights he would always remove the dagger before . . . but he would leave the scabbard. He never took it off. Never.”

There were tears in her eyes. “Never. And it chafed my skin each time and I’d say, ‘Bestiano, it hurts.’”

Quintana stared back at the only mother she had ever known, and Froi saw on Lirah’s face a look of fierce anguish. It spoke of heartbreak and guilt and rage, and Lirah shook her head, not wanting to believe, tears spilling down her cheeks. Her consolation for this strange daughter all these years was that the last-born males hadn’t hurt her or taken her by force. But she had never imagined the king’s adviser would believe he could father the first.

“I insisted on the guards searching Bestiano, knowing they wouldn’t. He saw the king most days, so why search him now? But the damage was done because I’d put doubts in the heads of the provincari who were witness to it all.

“And so I walked into my father’s chamber, shut the door, and to Bestiano I did what the assassin told me to do. Render a man useless with a knee between the legs. And then I grabbed his dagger from its scabbard and I walked to my father and I plunged it into his side.”

Froi saw the vicious little teeth clench in victory as she remembered the moment. “‘That is for my mother!’ I said, and then I twisted the blade. ‘And that is for Lirah of Serker.’ Then, in the third second, I cut him from ear to ear. ‘And that is for the people of Charyn!’ Only then did I cry bloody murder. ‘Bestiano has killed my father!’”

They all stared at her, speechless. Quintana gripped Arjuro’s hand.

“My mother is lost, blessed Arjuro, never to be reunited with her daughters,” she said. “The only place she’ll find us will be in our dreams.”

Arjuro pressed her hand to his lips. If there was one person he had adored in this world apart from his brother and De Lancey, it was the oracle.

“If it’s the last thing I do in this mortal world, Your Highness,” he said, his voice ragged, “I will find her spirit and call her home.”

Quintana leaned forward, her lips close to the priestling’s ear. “If the assassin comes near us or the little king, will you help me cut out his heart, blessed Arjuro?”

Arjuro turned to meet Froi’s eyes. “Yes, I think I’d have to.”

The next day, Froi returned from his surveillance to find Arjuro and Gargarin waiting for him in the outer cave. Today it had been too dangerous to venture close to the stream, and he had to be satisfied with berries as his pickings.

“She believes she’s with child and that you’ve been sent to kill the heir to Charyn,” Gargarin said tiredly.

“Yes, we’ve already established that,” Froi said. “Are you telling me you believe her?”

“I don’t know what to believe, except that the most useless girl in Charyn has managed to do something that most men have failed at, including the both of us. So I’m going to have to be less skeptical about her ramblings in the future.”

Froi couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He turned to Arjuro.

“So now you think she’s the answer to Charyn’s dreams as well?”

Arjuro shrugged. “There’s nothing like a bit of patricide and regicide to convince me of someone’s worth.”

“I don’t care what any of you think,” Froi muttered, preparing to crawl into the inner cave, “because the way I see it, when we get out of here, I’m taking her to the cloister of Lagrami in Sendecane. They’ll take care of her there for the rest of her life.”

Gargarin gripped Froi’s arm gently.

“We thought it best if you sleep in a separate place until we work out her state of mind. Lirah says —”

“Lirah?” Froi said bitterly. “Lirah would like me in a separate place? She weeps for her boy all her life, but the moment she’s faced with me as a son, it’s all too disappointing, isn’t it?”

Arjuro made a sound of annoyance.

“That’s not what she said at all,” Gargarin said. “Quintana is not of sound mind at the moment, Froi. Anyone can see that.”

Froi shoved him away and crawled into their cave.

Sitting up against the wall as she had since they arrived, Quintana stared up at him, her eyes swollen from the fatigue of keeping them open.

“Tell her to sleep,” he ordered Lirah.

Lirah stood and walked toward him.

“She claims you will kill her and the child if she dares to sleep,” Lirah said quietly. “It’s why she ran from you both times before.”

“Her delusion about this child will get her killed, Lirah. Speak to her.”

Lirah shook her head. “I pledged to take her somewhere safe. When she came to me that day in the inn and told me you were in Charyn to assassinate her, she was inconsolable. Not just about the carnage in Tariq’s compound, but over fear of what you would do. ‘He’ll kill the little king,’ she cried, ‘and Charyn will be cursed for eternity.’”

There was anguish in Lirah’s eyes. “I owe her this and regardless of whether I believe she is imagining this child, I need to be with her.”

“Why is she so certain?” Froi asked.

“She claims the gods wrote it all over you. She is mad beyond reasoning, and we did this to her. I did. The king. You. The whole of Charyn. We created that,” she said, pointing to where Quintana stared from her corner.

Froi pushed past Lirah toward Quintana, but her savage hiss of fury and ragged breaths of fear filled the cave. Froi felt himself being dragged back by Arjuro and Gargarin while Lirah went to Quintana, murmuring words in the mad girl’s ears.

“Tell her to sleep, Lirah,” Froi begged, pulling away from the others.

But the sound of Froi’s voice was Quintana’s undoing and she cried out hoarsely, “Please, Lirah. Please, I’m begging you. Make him leave.”

Lirah turned, and Froi saw it in her eyes. She wanted him gone as well. Shaking free of Arjuro’s arms he walked away and crawled back into the outer cave.

He spent the week playing cat and mouse with Bestiano’s riders, watching them search the larger caves each morning. Some days Froi made sure he left a false trail, which had them whispering with feverish excitement. Most days he returned with food and placed it in the tunnel between the outer and inner cave for the others to eat.

They came to the outer cave often, except for Quintana, but Froi barely spoke.

“We can’t stay here,” Gargarin said a week after Froi had been banished from Quintana’s presence.

Froi practiced some weapon drills, ignoring him.

“Either we find a way out past their camp or give her up to Bestiano’s men,” Arjuro said.

Froi stumbled a moment, his short sword falling from his hand.

“If they believe she is with child, it buys her time,” Arjuro said. “What did you say about buying time? Each moment provides . . . blah, blah, blah.”

If Froi chose to speak to them, he’d say it was a bad idea. And what would Bestiano and the riders do after they discovered Quintana had been telling lies when her belly failed to swell. But he didn’t choose to speak, and soon they left.

Later, Lirah came to visit.

“Gargarin says you’re sulking,” she said coolly. “And Quintana’s still not sleeping, so perhaps you should return and sit in a corner away from her.”

“I don’t sit in corners, Lirah.”

“This is not helping anyone.”

“Is there food in her belly?” he snapped, pointing a finger to her face. “In all your bellies? If not, get out of my cave!”

With a hand, she shoved him back. “You listen to me, you little Serker savage —”

“Your Serker savage, Lirah,” he mocked viciously, stepping closer. “His.”

She shoved him again and he felt fury in the push. “You were sent to assassinate her, Froi. What do you expect? Regardless of everything, everything,” she spat, “Quintana was placed in my care, and for so long I was the only one she trusted when cowards tried to kill her time and time again. Do you want to know the first time it happened? Have you ever seen a four-year-old child retch over and over again, trying to purge herself of the poison they put in her food, begging me to stop the pain?”

He thought of all those times Quintana tried to eat from his plate and from the plates of those around her.

“I would never have done it,” he argued.

“Why not? It’s part of that wretched bond of yours to those revenge-seeking Lumaterans. It’s the code you live by. Why would I think any different?”

Because you’re my mother, he wanted to shout.

“I stay here,” he said, turning his back to her. “Go back to your cave and don’t bother me again.”

Arjuro accompanied him outside one day, regardless of whether Froi wanted the company or not. The stream was the best source of food, but it was guarded day and night, all the way to the northern wall of the gravina. After a good bout of rain the day before, Froi watched one of the riders collect a bounty of fish and eel, placing them in a sack that writhed with life.

“If you could get that stash, it would last us days,” Arjuro whispered from where they hid in a small ditch behind a cluster of reeds.

They waited for most of the morning, and when the rider was satisfied with his catch, he picked up the sack and walked away, disappearing into the copse of poplar trees that led to the Charynites’ camp.

“Stay here, and whatever you do, don’t move until I return,” Froi ordered.

He followed the rider, leaping across stepping stones to avoid using the dirt track, which could easily alert the others to him. The Charynite stopped soon after and placed the sack on the ground, standing against a tree to relieve himself. Perri always said that there was an advantage in attacking a man with his pants down. Most men went to protect their private parts before anything else, and if a pursuer was to give chase, it would also take a moment for the victim to pull up his trousers. So Froi came up from behind and knocked the man across the temple with the handle of his short sword before grabbing the sack of writhing fish and eels, and then he bolted.

“He’s here!” he heard the rider bellow. “This way.”

At the stream where Arjuro was hidden, Froi forced the sack into the priestling’s hands.

“Run!” Froi hissed. “I’ll lead them away.”

Without waiting for Arjuro’s response, Froi raced back the way he had come and found himself face-to-face with the first of the riders. He leaped up and gripped the tree limb above, one boot each pounding in both men’s faces. He jumped back onto the ground and took the path that circled the riders’ camp, knowing it would draw them away from Arjuro and their cave.

He reached the wall of the gravina heading north and saw the tunnel through the thick stone that he had traveled through Zabat on their journey to meet Gargarin. It would take him to the road leading him to Alonso and then Lumatere. Home, he thought. Home. And the fury he had felt in the caves toward Quintana and Lirah and Gargarin and Arjuro, and the knowledge that they would be left with a small bounty of food, steered him to take the path home.

Without looking back.
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Aldron arrived one morning with instructions from the palace. Although Lucian knew he had the full support of his cousin Isaboe, it still shamed him that he could not restore order among his people. There had been a week of hostility on the mountain, and he had begun to wonder if it was best to send Yata down to the palace to keep her safe from the bitter words and simmering unrest.

“If you’re here to guard the prisoner, Aldron, we’ll help you,” Jory said, strutting to where Aldron was dismounting outside Lucian’s cottage. Everyone knew Trevanion and the Guard were keeping an eye on Jory, and he was the envy of most Mont lads his age. Usually he would receive a friendly cuff to his chin from one of the Guard in response to his remarks. Except for today.

“I’m not here to guard the prisoner,” Aldron said coldly. “I’m here to protect him.”

Aldron’s order was to take the Charynite down to the valley and shackle him to a tree on the Lumateran side of the stream. It was a safer option than keeping him up on the mountain.

Later that day, Lucian and Aldron escorted the prisoner through the crowd that had gathered outside. Tension was rife, and under the watchful gaze of most of the Monts, even Aldron looked uneasy. “What’s going on here, Lucian?” he asked quietly.

“The Monts being Monts.”

From where he sat, on a horse tethered to Lucian’s, Rafuel of Sebastabol caught his eye.

“You honestly don’t think they’re going to ride down that mountain and come for me,” he said. Lucian repeated his words to Aldron.

“Tell him I have orders to keep him alive,” Aldron said. “So if my orders are to keep him alive, he stays alive.”

Lucian translated.

“And if his orders are to kill me?” Rafuel asked.

“Rest assured that you’ll be dead before you have time to give it a second thought,” Lucian said.

When they reached the valley, there was no one to be seen on their side of the stream. Lucian climbed up the oak that shaded the camp and saw Tesadora and her girls chatting with Phaedra and Cora in the vegetable plot that the Mont boys had once destroyed. Chatting. Lucian had noticed that ever since Lady Beatriss had sent down the clay cooking pot, his wife and her people had become friendlier to one another, but chatting to Tesadora and the novices was something new, and Lucian was determined to put an end to it.

Aldron pitched the tent beside a tree and per Trevanion’s instructions, he shackled Rafuel securely. Tesadora and the girls walked over, and Aldron asked for the chronicle Tesadora held. He leafed through it.

“Two hundred and forty-seven of them?” he asked. “There are more Charynites in the valley than Monts on the mountain.”

“We would have more Monts on the mountain if you two would return to your homes,” Lucian told his cousins Constance and Sandrine, who had been living in the valley for two weeks now with Tesadora. They gave Lucian a look that would curdle milk and he thought it best not to say another word to them.

“Is the queen going to set him free?” Sandrine asked, studying their Charynite prisoner carefully. “They are a puny lot, aren’t they?”

“Despite it all, they are quite pleasing to the eye,” Constance added. Tesadora gave them both a scathing look.

“Yes, well it’s a pity you weren’t introduced to some of the Charynite soldiers during our ten-year imprisonment,” she said, her tone acid. “I doubt any of the girls were cooing at how pleasing to the eye the enemy was when they were forced into their beds.”

The girls looked away, horrified and ashamed. “We meant no offense, Tesadora,” Sandrine said.

Tesadora gave the Mont girls a meaningful look, flicking her eyes toward Japhra before picking up the pots and walking away toward the stream. Lucian looked over to where Japhra was staring at Rafuel. Lucian knew little of her story except that she had been dragged to the palace by the impostor king when she was twelve. Years later, Lady Beatriss had managed to smuggle her out of the palace and they traveled for days across Lumatere until they reached Tesadora and her hidden cloister at the Sendecane border. The girl was said to be damaged, but she had a fierce attachment to Tesadora and a talent for healing more powerful than Lucian had ever seen. When her eyes looked past Lucian to their prisoner, he noticed that Rafuel was returning her gaze, and suddenly a rage came over Lucian. The rule was never to forget who the enemy was, and there had been times these past weeks when Lucian had forgotten. But not today. He grabbed Rafuel by his hair, pulling his head back. “You don’t look at our women,” he hissed. “You don’t talk to them. You don’t touch them. Is that clear?”

Rafuel didn’t respond, and Lucian saw sorrow in his expression.

“Lucian. Aldron.”

Tesadora came running out from the trees that concealed the other side of the stream.

“Riders,” she said when she reached them. “Coming from the direction of Alonso.”

Lucian and Aldron crept toward the stream, the waterberry tree keeping them hidden. Across the stream, Lucian could see the cave dwellers standing, ten or so horsemen riding toward them.

“King’s men?” Tesadora asked.

Aldron shook his head. “From how we hear it through the Belegonians, there is no king of Charyn.”

“No king?” Lucian asked. “When?”

“Perhaps a week or two ago.”

“Where’s Froi, then?” he demanded. “If he succeeded, he should be home by now.”

Aldron shook his head. “There’s too much uncertainty about who actually assassinated the king. Some are saying he died at the hands of his First Adviser.”

Lucian turned back to where Rafuel was chained to the tree and crept beside him.

“Your king is dead, Rafuel. Approaching now are men with no uniforms, but they ride with great authority.”

Hope blazed in Rafuel’s eyes. He leaped to his feet before collapsing under the weight of the chains. He strained to look through the trees across the stream.

“Perhaps Zabat has returned with Froi,” Rafuel said. “Unshackle me and I can see for myself.”

Lucian looked at the shackles and then at the prisoner.

“If you run, Charynite, I will kill you,” he warned, reluctantly unlocking the chains. “If I don’t kill you, which is highly unlikely, then Aldron will kill you. Aldron is the queen’s bodyguard, so you can imagine his aim is almost as good as mine.”

The moment the chains were off, both Lucian and Rafuel wormed their way to the stream, beside Tesadora and Aldron, who had crept closer to see what lay through the reeds.

“I never doubted the lad would succeed,” Rafuel said with a chuckle.

“From the way we hear it, the king’s First Man was the assassin,” Lucian said.

Rafuel turned to him in disbelief. “You mean the king’s adviser, Bestiano? It doesn’t make sense.”

“So who’s in charge if the king is dead?” Tesadora asked Rafuel in Charyn.

Lucian noticed that her language skills had improved since the Charynites had first arrived.

“The son of the king’s first cousin,” Rafuel said. “Tariq. His father died of a mysterious illness in the palace three years ago, and Tariq’s mother’s people managed to have the lad smuggled out. If he sits on the throne, the priests will be happy, the provincari will be happy, and Charyn will be happy. Royal blood without the insanity. Nothing like it to make a Charynite dance with joy.”

“One can understand why,” Lucian murmured.

“But it has been foretold that the last will make the first and the Princess Quintana will produce a male child by the time she comes of age to be both a curse breaker and heir. All we will need is an honorable man, unaligned to the provinces, to act as regent to the boy until he comes of age. If that does not come to pass, we will be happy for Tariq to take the throne and for the priests to come out of hiding and find a better way to break the curse than turning our women into whores.”

“But if a son comes from the princess, wouldn’t your people despise his tainted blood?” Lucian asked.

Rafuel turned to Tesadora. “What do you believe? That one is born evil or raised evil?”

“Why ask me?” she snapped.

Rafuel shrugged. “Because you seem the type to have an opinion about such things.”

She looked away. “No child is born evil,” she said quietly.

“And I’m presuming that you and your men know exactly who the honorable regent to the heir will be?” Lucian asked.

Rafuel nodded, grinning, trying to make himself comfortable. “We do indeed. He has a fiercely smart mind and is the fairest of men. All he needs is convincing that his place is in the palace.”

“And does this paragon of virtue have a name?” Lucian asked.

“He exists. That’s all you need to know.”

Rafuel nudged Lucian, and the idiot Charynite’s good humor was contagious. “Be reassured, Mont, tonight you travel to the capital with our lad.”

“Our lad?” Lucian asked. “Froi’s ours, Charynite.”

But Lucian grinned all the same and even Tesadora seemed happy at the news. He hadn’t realized how much he missed Froi’s visits up to the mountain. The boy had worked harder than any other these past three years, perhaps because he had the strongest wish for the queen’s goodwill. Lucian imagined Isaboe and Finnikin’s joy as Froi rode into the palace village. Trevanion and Perri and the rest of the Guard would drag him away to find out what they could about the death of the Charynite king, but Lucian knew that deep down everyone would be relieved that Froi was returning home unharmed.

“There are my lads,” Rafuel said, excitement in his voice. The seven men stood huddled together.

“I can’t see Froi with the riders,” Tesadora said as the horsemen came closer. She snaked through the reeds, within a breath of the stream.

“Come back, Tesadora,” Aldron whispered.

The closer the horsemen rode, the more silent the valley dwellers became. From his vantage point, Lucian could see it in the way Kasabian and Cora and Rafuel’s men and everyone else stood, their bodies rigid.

“Do you recognize any of the riders, Rafuel?” Lucian whispered.

Rafuel did not respond. Closer and closer came the men, and Lucian feared they’d cross the stream. The order was that if any Charynite other than Phaedra crossed the stream, the Monts would see it as an attack on Lumatere.

“Rafuel?” Tesadora whispered.

The prisoner’s silence made Lucian uncomfortable. He could see by the expression on Rafuel’s face that he recognized no one among the newcomers.

There were twelve men in total. They dismounted, and in the eerie silence that followed, Lucian watched them shove through the camp dwellers.

“They’re searching for someone,” Lucian whispered.

Rafuel shook his head slowly. “I don’t recognize them, but they’re certainly not palace riders, so we have nothing to fear.”

“Then who could they be?” Lucian asked.

Rafuel shrugged. “The priests have spies in places that I don’t even know. We had one or two inside Lumatere for the first year.”

“What?”

“Rest assured,” Rafuel said, “the hidden priests of Charyn and the army they have built for Tariq will never be a threat to you.” But his voice had lost its humor. It was laced with fear. Rafuel’s eyes fixed on the horsemen as they began to surround his men.

“Oh, gods,” Rafuel said, his voice anguished.

“What?” Lucian asked.

“They’re here for my lads.”

Aldron motioned them to silence. They watched as the leader of the horsemen paced the path before the camp dwellers, the sword in his hand pointed back at Rafuel’s men.

“We’re searching for a man named Rafuel of Sebastabol,” he called out. “The leader of the seven traitors who planned the murder of our king.”

Rafuel was muttering. Praying. From where Lucian lay, he could see that Rafuel’s men were doing the same while the camp dwellers stared at the seven men, confused. Rafuel’s lads had only made themselves known these last weeks. Tesadora had said there was talk among them all that a Charynite had taken a dagger to Japhra, but the camp dwellers had no idea who and they especially never suspected he belonged to the quiet seven, who were all scholars and kept to themselves.

“I repeat, we’re searching for Rafuel of Sebastabol.” The voice of the horseman was coarse and ugly, and its threat chilled Lucian to the bone.

The man’s hand suddenly snaked out into the crowd and grabbed Kasabian by the neck, shoved him down to his knees, and stood behind him with a sword across his throat. Cora cried out.

“Stay back, Cora. Stay back,” Kasabian instructed his sister.

Lucian elbowed Aldron, staring at him helplessly. Aldron shook his head bitterly. “This is not our fight, Lucian,” he whispered.

“They’re going to kill an innocent man,” Lucian said.

“This is not our fight, I say.”

Rafuel suddenly stumbled to his feet.

“I’m Rafuel of Sebastabol.”

Yet it wasn’t Rafuel’s voice that rang out, but one from across the stream. Both Aldron and Lucian dragged Rafuel down before he could be seen.

“No,” Rafuel whispered in horror. “No, Rothen.”

Lucian discovered later that the young man was a scholar from the province of Paladozza. He was of Rafuel’s age, with a dark trimmed beard and a shaggy head of dark curls. Lucian had watched him speak to Phaedra this last week. Instead of cowering, she had been animated. It had angered Lucian for some reason. The leader of the horsemen looked back to where Rothen stood with his hand raised. Kasabian was shoved aside as the leader walked back to Rafuel’s seven men and grabbed Rothen, dragging him to the stream, forcing him to his knees.

“If you are to arrest us for treason,” they heard another of Rafuel’s men say with great urgency, “then you try us in a court of Charyn law, by the seneschal of the Citavita. That’s the law.”

The leader of the horsemen stared back at the speaker. Everyone watched in terrified silence.

“And who are you?” the horseman asked pleasantly.

“My name is Asher of Nebia,” the man said, and Lucian could hear the tremble of fear in his voice.

The leader shoved Rothen away and walked toward Asher of Nebia.

Lucian heard Rafuel’s sigh of relief.

“Smart man, Asher,” Rafuel whispered.

“Asher of Nebia,” the horseman said. “My name is Donashe of the Citavita, and let me tell you this, friend. There is no seneschal of the Citavita. The Citavita is dead. The king is dead. So when my men and I came across the king’s riders pledging to pay ten pieces of gold for the body of every traitor responsible, then that’s the only law I care to follow. And if they promised me twice that amount for the head of Rafuel of Sebastabol, then who am I to say no?”

In an instant, he grabbed Asher by the hood of his robe and dragged him to the stream amid the screams and shouts from those around them. With both hands, Donashe of the Citavita forced Asher’s head into the stream while the scholar’s body thrashed violently.

Lucian heard a cry behind him and turned back to the novices and the Mont girls, who were clutching each other in terror.

“Up the mountain,” he hissed to them. “Now. No horses. Run and don’t let them see you!”

When he turned back, Asher’s body lay still in the stream. Donashe of the Citavita stepped back and held up a finger.

“One,” the Charynite announced. “According to our source, there are six more led by Rafuel of Sebastabol.”

Rafuel tried to raise himself again, struggling as Aldron pinned him down, and Lucian kept a hand to his mouth.

“You’ll get us all killed,” Lucian whispered. “Our women, too. Is that what you want?”

Only then did Rafuel stop, and when both Aldron and Lucian were certain their prisoner would not try to surrender himself again, they let go of their hold and continued their blood-chilling vigil.

Lucian could see Kasabian through the reeds, and he knew from the quick flicker of his gaze across the stream that Kasabian could see them. Although not the oldest of the camp dwellers, the man was a quiet leader of sorts and had made a point of becoming acquainted with all the camp dwellers. Lucian’s heart sank. Did the man expect him to act on their behalf or stay hidden?

“So let me ask again.” Donashe’s voice rang across the valley camp. “Where is Rafuel of Sebastabol?”

“I am Rafuel of Sebastabol,” Rothen said. “Take me and get your gold. The rest of these men are priestlings. Not traitors. These people are landless. They care not for the politics of their kingdom. They want a scrap of dirt to call their own!”

Donashe of the Citavita grabbed Rothen’s face and stared at it long and hard. “I think you’re lying, friend. You’re not fair enough to be from Sebastabol. I think you’re hiding your leader somewhere in this camp.”

“There were eight of us,” Rothen said. “One took a dagger to a Lumateran woman’s throat and was banished by the leader of their Monts. His name was Rothen, and he’s halfway to Desantos by now.”

Donashe shoved Rothen away and grabbed another one of the men, slight in build and the youngest by far.

“Faroux of Paladozza,” Rafuel choked out hoarsely as the Charynite horsemen sliced the lad from ear to ear. “Let me stop this, Lucian. Please. I beg of you.”

It took Aldron and Tesadora’s help to hold Rafuel down. For one so slight, he fought like a demon, weeping with silent despair. Lucian had seen his father die before his eyes, but he couldn’t think of anything worse than seeing Finnikin or Froi or his Mont cousins being slaughtered while he stood and did nothing.

Later, when he tried to explain it to his yata, he spoke of the fear he saw in the eyes of those young men who knew that death was upon them. Fighting a battle to the death seemed a natural way for a warrior to die. It was the way Lucian’s own father had died. But waiting for death? Knowing the inevitable? That day innocent men died in front of Lucian’s eyes. They died savagely. Some were cut down with a dagger to the gut, others with a blade to the throat. Each time, Donashe of the Citavita asked for the leader. And each time, Rothen swore he was Rafuel of Sebastabol.

“Where is Rafuel of Sebastabol?” Donashe asked when the sixth man lay dying at his feet. Rothen dropped to his knees, holding his companion in his arms.

“Forsake me, you bastard gods,” he prayed, “but do not forsake beloved Charyn!” He was cut down within moments.

Beside Lucian, Rafuel wept quietly. “I need to call out their names to the gods. I need to call out their names.”

“Open your mouth and they will kill you next, fool,” Lucian said quietly.

Lucian caught Aldron’s eye, and he could see that the Queen’s guard was shaken by what they had witnessed. Death was death. That it had taken place this close to the Lumateran border would set the kingdom on edge.

“Rafuel?” Tesadora whispered. “What in the name of Sagrami are they doing?” Her expression was a mask of horror and sadness. Lucian watched two of Donashe’s men line the seven bodies up across the edge of the stream.

But it was what the other horsemen were doing that sent an icy finger down Lucian’s spine. Screams were heard as the youngest of the women were dragged to where Donashe stood, then forced to their knees, side by side. Each girl was searched for the sign on the napes of their necks. The sign of the last born, Rafuel explained.

When Donashe failed to find what he was searching for, the girls were pushed away and Lucian heard cries of relief. Until the next girls were pulled from the arms of crying mothers and helpless fathers.

“They’re searching for last-born women,” Rafuel whispered, his voice broken. “Which can only mean that Quintana of Charyn is dead.”

Tesadora gripped Lucian’s arm. “We have to do something.”

Suddenly Rafuel caught his breath, his eyes meeting Lucian’s.

“What?” Lucian asked.

“Phaedra!” Rafuel whispered hoarsely.

“She’ll know to keep her head down,” Lucian said.

“No, you don’t understand. They’re looking for last borns, Lucian. Phaedra is the only last born in this valley. Most other last-born girls are in hiding. Their fathers and mothers knew this day of weeping would come.”

Lucian stared across the stream, searching for Phaedra among the camp dwellers. “Why would Sol of Alonso not have hidden his daughter?” he asked.

“He did,” Rafuel said. “He made a pact with an enemy leader eighteen years ago to protect his daughter from this very moment. He sent her to Lumatere.”

Phaedra watched from where she knelt beside Florenza of Nebia. As a last born, she had known that this day would come, and had always told herself she’d be brave. Perhaps it was the wish of the gods for her to be taken by the men of the palace to create the first. But after what she had witnessed this day, she could not imagine the gods sanctioning such cruelty and horror.

Her only reprieve was that no girl in this valley had the mark of the last born. Phaedra had checked them all herself. No girl but her, and here she was on her knees, five women away from whatever it was that Quintana of Charyn had been called on to do for all these years. The last will make the first. What if there was nothing left of the spirit of the last to give to the first?

The men were almost upon her when the leader of the horsemen looked up across the stream. Phaedra could only see Kasabian and Cora from where she knelt, and on a day when she didn’t think hope existed, she saw it in their eyes.

“Introduce yourself, stranger,” the leader of the horsemen ordered.

“I’m no stranger,” her Mont husband said, astride his horse. “I’m Lucian of the Monts, the custodian of this valley. State your business here, Charynite.”

She hadn’t realized until that moment that she had always enjoyed the sound of her Mont husband’s voice. It was strong and gruff, and it spoke with little nonsense and a good deal of substance.

“Regardless of whose valley it is, these people are ours and we do as we’re ordered,” Donashe said.

“Ordered by whom?” Lucian asked. “The palace?”

The man hesitated.

“State your purpose, Charynite. Is this palace business?” Lucian demanded, pointing to where Phaedra and the others knelt. “Are these girls palace business?”

“We’re searching for our last borns —”

“Last borns?”

“We’ve come from the Citavita, friend,” the man said, trying to keep a civil tone. “These are uneasy times in Charyn. We’re collecting any last born to ensure their safety.”

Lucian nodded, watching the man closely.

“Wise of you, Charynite. I would do the same to protect the young women of my kingdom. I invite you to take any last born you can find. But you have the wife of a Mont leader, who also happens to be cousin of the Lumateran queen, there before you.”

Lucian clenched his teeth. “On. Her. Knees.”

The Charynite stared at him with disbelief.

“Your wife?”

Lucian pointed down to where Phaedra knelt.

“Why would your wife be a Charynite in the valley, Mont?”

Lucian trotted his horse around the horseman to where Phaedra knelt and held out a hand.

“The first step to peace between Lumatere and the closest province of Charyn was the betrothment of myself and the provincaro of Alonso’s daughter.”

Phaedra raised herself onto trembling feet.

Donashe stared at them both. “Why would you allow your wife out of your sight, Mont?”

Lucian bent and grasped Phaedra’s arm, dragging her onto the horse.

“She claims that the blood of her people in the valley sing to her each day, and if I don’t allow her to come down the mountain, she gives me grief.” Lucian placed his arms around Phaedra. “Let us say that I’m a very indulgent man and my Little Sparrow is most convincing.”

With that, Lucian steered the horse toward the stream.

“Then we look forward to speaking to your Little Sparrow tomorrow,” the horseman called out, “about the well-being of her people.”

Phaedra cried out at the threat in those words. She looked back to where the camp dwellers stood.

“That was a warning, Luci-en. About what he is going to do to these people.”

“Not your concern,” he said.

“It is my concern,” she cried. “I’m a provincaro’s daughter. It is our duty that we protect those not born with our privilege.”

They didn’t speak for most of the journey up the mountain, but his grip around her was tight and she felt the tremble in his body.

“I saw it all,” he said, as if he could no longer contain it. “I saw it all and did nothing.”

What would his father have done?

The first person Lucian could see when he reached his village on the mountain was Rafuel, crouched in the dirt with his head in his hands, weeping. The Charynite was surrounded by Tesadora and Aldron and Tesadora’s girls. The Monts who had been there to see the prisoner off were here to see him return. They watched in tense silence.

Lucian could tell that they had been told of the day’s events, for they all seemed shaken. He lowered Phaedra to the ground and a moment later Yata was there with a blanket around the girl.

“I sent one of the lads to the palace,” Yata said. “Let’s hope the Guard will arrive tomorrow with instructions.”

“What happened, Lucian?” his cousin Yael asked.

“Are we at war?” another called out.

“I don’t understand,” Alda said. “What are those Charyn riders doing in the valley, Lucian?”

He looked at Rafuel and then Aldron. “I think it’s safer for him to be back in the cell.”

Aldron shook his head. “He’ll just find a way to smash his head apart against the stone wall.”

No one knew what to say about the Charynite. He was weeping, chanting the names of his lads over and over again.

“I don’t understand,” Jory said, staring down at Rafuel. “Tell him to stop.”

But Lucian understood. He grabbed Jory and dragged him to the younger lads who followed Jory day in and day out.

“See these seven, Jory,” he asked, fury in his voice. “Well, imagine you were on one side of the stream hiding, while on the other side of the stream someone slaughtered your lads and cousins, right in front of you. And there was nothing you could do, Jory, because we were holding you down to stop you from being slain yourself.”

Lucian then grabbed Phaedra.

“Lucian!” Yata warned.

“And see this woman, Jory,” he said, turning Phaedra around gently and revealing the strange lettering on her neck. “This woman is just like our queen. Marked as a slave to do things we don’t want to imagine happening to our own.”

Lucian pulled Jory toward Phaedra. “Treat her as you would beloved Isaboe, Jory. Follow her everywhere she goes. Down the valley and across the stream. Everywhere. And if any man touches her, Mont or Charynite, you put a sword through his heart. Do you hear me?”

Jory stared at Lucian and then at his father. His father nodded.

“Take your pardu’s sword,” Yael said quietly.

Lucian looked around, searching for the older lads.

“I want one of you in every tree in that valley. Not concealed. I want those animals to see us. I want them to know that if they dare slaughter anyone on our land, they die.”

And then he walked to Rafuel and gripped him by the arm. Lucian pulled him to his feet and took the Charynite to his home.

That’s what Saro of the Monts would have done.
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In a mostly deserted village outside Jidia, Froi broke into a stable. He needed a horse, and this dusty village of sunken empty wheel ruts and a wind that cried out its grief seemed his only option. Despite what these people had possibly endured, Froi’s necessity was greater, and he felt little remorse at what he was about to take from them. That, in itself, brought him relief. He had become too soft in the palace and needed to find the ruthless warrior inside that Trevanion and Perri marveled at.

“You’re probably best not doing that,” he heard a voice behind him say. Froi hoped that the man wasn’t holding a weapon. He was desperate to get home, and a man with a gentle voice was going to get in his way.

He turned to see a couple standing at the entrance of the barn. They were perhaps in their middle years, but it was hard to tell. Reed thin from the sorrow of life, they leaned against each other as though nothing else could hold them up but the other.

“It will get you no farther than half a day’s ride away,” the man continued. “He’s an old thing, Acacia is. Belonged to our boy and refuses to die.”

Froi sighed. Why did everyone in Charyn seem to have a story in their eyes? And when had he started caring?

“Have you come from the Citavita?” the man asked.

“No,” Froi lied. “From Alonso.”

Both the man and woman studied him cautiously. “We watched you arrive, lad. You came from the south, not the north.”

Don’t let me hurt you, old man. Don’t let me hurt you both.

He knew he could easily fight these people and win. If he wanted the horse, he could take the horse. He had the power, regardless of who owned the stable. Power was everything. Until he realized that law belonged to the street thugs who had brought him up on the streets of Sarnak’s capital. Not Trevanion. Power, the captain had told him, meant nothing whether in someone’s home or their village or their kingdom or their palace. Respect and honor meant everything.

“Can I beg of you a place to sleep in your stable, then?” Froi asked. “And a plate of food? I’m good for a day’s work, and if your second field isn’t weeded soon, you’ll have planted for nothing.”

So Froi worked alongside the man and woman all day. They were a quiet couple, and like many of those Froi had met in Charyn, there was a sadness in their whole beings that was years in the making. It was in the way they walked and toiled. It was in their silence, and it was in their words. They grew barley and broad beans and cabbage. Not to trade, but to survive. The soil was poor from little rain, much the same as the rest of the kingdom outside the walls of the provinces. There was no future for them out here. Froi wondered what had happened to the rest of the villagers. He counted eight cottages in total but could see that it had been quite some time since they were lived in.

The man, named Hamlyn, asked him about his family, but Froi didn’t respond.

He could have lied to himself and said that he had thought little of Quintana, Lirah, Arjuro, and Gargarin these past few days, but he didn’t. He had thought of the four of them every moment. But he was too close to home for regrets, and he owed them nothing.

That night, he waited on the porch for his food but none came until Hamlyn stepped outside with an expression of irritation on his face.

“We are hungry, lad. We can’t wait much longer for you,” Hamlyn said before disappearing inside.

Froi entered the small cottage and looked around. It was plain and as clean as could be found in a place so dry and dusty. There was one bed at the end of the room. Outside he had noticed the woodfire oven, but inside was a large pot, from which Hamlyn’s wife dished out a bowl of barley soup. When Froi saw the plate set for him at their table, he felt shame. Who was he to deserve their hospitality after what he had planned to do? Hamlyn’s wife placed a large chunk of bread at the side of his plate, but none beside hers or Hamlyn’s.

“Life on a farm is hard enough,” Froi said after a slurp, dividing his bread into three and placing a piece by both their plates. “Why stay here and not inside the walls of Jidia?”

Hamlyn’s wife looked up for a moment, and then she went back to her soup.

When neither responded, Froi asked about news from the capital.

“There’s confusion,” Hamlyn said. “We had visitors ride through here seven days past. Their stories differed. Some claimed that one of the provincari planned the murder of the king and that Bestiano is our only hope. Another believed it was the hidden priests who managed to get an assassin inside. One or two of them whispered that Bestiano had killed the king and that his riders are occupying the base of the gravina and raising an army from Nebia.”

“And what are your thoughts?” Froi asked.

Hamlyn shrugged. “We have nothing left of worth for a king’s army,” he said bitterly.

Later, Hamlyn’s wife gave Froi a blanket, and Hamlyn accompanied him to the stable.

“I found it easy to break inside here,” Froi said quietly when Hamlyn handed him the lantern. “Tomorrow I’ll secure some of these old planks.”

Hamlyn nodded. Froi couldn’t help but notice how large the stable was. How empty it was except for Acacia. Hamlyn caught the question in his eye.

“I worked with horses,” he said. He smiled at the memory. “Some would say that once I was the best in the outer reaches of the province. In the days before they put the walls around Jidia, men would travel for days to purchase a good horse from me.”

Hamlyn held out a handful of oats to Acacia, and Froi watched the old horse nuzzle against its owner.

“Thirteen years ago, the king’s riders came through this land, and they took our horses,” he said quietly. “And they took our sons. They took all the lads. Mine was of your age.”

“Took him to the palace?” Froi asked.

“No,” Hamlyn said. “They needed an army to support the new king of Lumatere.”

Froi fought hard to hide his shock.

“For ten years we wondered what happened to him inside those walls,” Hamlyn continued, as though he had waited a lifetime to speak. “When the Lumateran curse lifted, we waited for him. One or two of our neighbors’ sons returned. The Lumaterans had released them, but the lads came back broken. They had shame in their eyes.”

Froi couldn’t speak. How much despair had this man’s son created in Lumatere? Worse still, had he died at Froi’s hands?

“And then we began to hear the stories. Of what the Lumaterans claimed our sons did during those ten years.”

Not claims, Froi wanted to shout. What the impostor king’s army did to the Lumaterans was more than claims.

“It keeps us awake at night,” Hamlyn said. “What did a boy who was brought up with such kindness and love do to those people?”

Froi finally looked at Hamlyn.

“You thought I was your son returning?”

Hamlyn gave a painful smile. “Foolish thoughts. He’d have reached his thirtieth year by now.” He closed his eyes a moment, as though to recover himself. “But I dreamed of him two nights past. And in my dreams he told me a lad would arrive with the words of our gods written all over him.”

Froi flinched to hear Quintana’s words spoken by another.

“The only thing written over me are my wrongdoings, Hamlyn,” he said.

Froi tossed and turned half the night, but then he slept and dreamed, and when he woke, he couldn’t remember the dream. He could only remember its force. He convinced himself that he only dreamed because of Hamlyn’s words the night before. But the dream teased him all day, as though it were going to reveal itself any moment. All day he hacked at the earth with frustration alongside Hamlyn and his silent wife, trying to recall even a sliver of what had gone through his mind while he slept.

When Hamlyn’s wife walked toward the well, Hamlyn watched her, wiping the sweat from his brow.

“It’s her way to be quiet and gentle,” he said, and Froi heard love in the man’s voice. “Long ago, she claimed to have lost her purpose.”

“Because your son was gone?”

Hamlyn shook his head. “No. Long before that.” They both watched her lower a pail into the well.

“Arna was the midwife for all of Jidia, as well as our village.”

A horse handler with no horses and a midwife in a barren kingdom.

“She can be spirited at times. When she carried our son in her belly, she slept with a dagger, I tell you. A she-wolf, she was. She would have sliced open any man who was a threat to her boy.”

And here in this infertile field with two broken people, Froi remembered his dream.

Hamlyn’s wife, Arna, returned and gave a bowl of water to each of them, and Froi drank thirstily.

“I need to travel to the Citavita,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Not a good idea,” Hamlyn said.

“I need to be with my family,” he said quietly. “They are hiding in the caves at the base of the gravina.”

“Why would they be hiding in the same place as the king’s riders?” Hamlyn asked.

“For reasons that could get you killed if you knew the truth.”

The next morning, Froi woke to find Hamlyn and his wife standing before him. He had dreamed again. This time it was of Arna, a she-wolf guarding her young. Except the teeth and snarl were those of Quintana. Arna crouched and handed him a pack, and he smelled fresh bread and cheese and smoked meats. Hamlyn gave him a map.

“Have you heard of the stairs to Jidia?” Hamlyn asked.

“They say there’s no such thing,” Froi said.

“Who says?” Hamlyn said with a smile.

Froi dressed quickly and placed the food and map in his pack. He looked at Arna, then placed his arms around her, and she held on tight as though she held the son who would never return and he held the mother Lirah would never be to him.

“You’re hiding something, Froi,” Hamlyn said, handing him a crossbow with the letter J etched into the wood.

“Everyone is hiding something, Hamlyn,” Froi said. He shook the man’s hand. It was a Charynite’s gesture. “But it’s best you do not know what it is.”

He walked away but turned back once.

“What was the name of your son?” he asked, his finger tracing the groove in the weapon they had given him.

“John,” the man said. “John, son of Hamlyn and Arna of Charyn.”
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Froi had been on his own now for the better part of the day, traveling through a labyrinth of caves as he followed Hamlyn’s map, which was peppered with a series of twists and turns and strange markings. He marveled each time he came face-to-face with a matching symbol carved into a crevice or the image of a bison scratched onto the ground, its hump pointing him in the direction of the people he needed to be with. Hamlyn had explained that the underground caves were built thousands upon thousands of years ago, when those of Sendecane had taken on the worship of the goddess Lagrami. They had been persecuted by their godless king and escaped across two kingdoms to hide in Charyn, preferring to burrow their way into the earth rather than give up their faith. In later years, their descendants settled aboveground in the kingdoms of Charyn, Lumatere, and Sarnak. The Rock people of Lumatere were fair in skin and gold of hair, much like Grijio of Paladozza and Hamlyn and Arna of Jidia. Froi had grown up among those in the Sarnak capital with the same coloring. Had they come from the same Sendecanese who had hidden in these caves in the past? Was it why Finnikin’s people settled themselves on a rock and not the Flatlands or Mountains? He thought of Quintana, who looked different from everyone Froi had come across. She was every color of Charyn stone. Flecks of browns and grays and golds.

Outside the caves and back at the base of the gravina, Froi couldn’t help but marvel at how it had taken him half the time to travel back to where he had begun his journey. He wondered what else the caves could offer those who were desperate not to be found. He waited until early morning to make his way to the others, praying they would still be there. He was more than half a mile upstream and could see only three of Bestiano’s riders. He figured they would have had no clue about where he was this last week. Perhaps they had become lazy. But not too lazy. They wanted Quintana. Bestiano wanted her. She was his only way back into the palace and to power. Bestiano’s capture of the king’s true assassin, the king’s own treacherous daughter, would bring him some kind of credibility among some of the provincari. Despite everything that had taken place between them, Froi was her only chance of survival. If Quintana, Gargarin, Arjuro, and Lirah had left the cave or been caught by the riders, Froi would search for them and not return to Lumatere until he knew they were safe.

Later that morning, he crept through the entrance of their cave. When he was satisfied that the branches and bracken were back in place, he turned, only to see Lirah wielding Gargarin’s staff at his head. Froi ducked, and something flashed in her eyes. Was it relief that he wasn’t a rider? Or relief that he had returned?

“You got lost, did you?” she asked coldly.

They stared at each other for a long time, and Froi felt the anger return.

“Not what you wanted, am I, Lirah?” he spat out. “Not what you dreamed of?”

“I never wanted and I never dreamed,” she said quietly, taking the pack from his hand. “So don’t presume you know what passes through my head.”

She walked away but turned when he didn’t follow.

“I think it frightens her more when you’re not around than when you are,” she said. “Come.”

There were no hugs or tears on Froi’s return. Only hostility. Quintana was cold, and Arjuro plain grunting rude. Gargarin refused to look at him, his head bent over his wretched sketches of water troughs and whatnot. In the center of their cave, Froi emptied his pack. He saw their eyes widen when the bread and cheese and bacon appeared before them, and he wondered how long it had been since they last ate.

“You think we’ll forgive you, just like that,” Arjuro said, keeping his distance.

Froi retrieved a bottle of mead from his pack. “As I don’t believe I did anything that requires forgiveness, I’ll merely hand this over for you to swill in silence.”

“You’ve been gone six days,” Gargarin shouted, finally looking up and throwing his pages across the cave. “Six days! We thought you were dead!”

Froi was surprised by his outburst. Lirah merely picked up the scattered papers, shuffling them together. Quintana was staring at the food. She looked pale and drawn, the dark circles under her eyes even more pronounced.

“Eat,” Froi ordered. But still she refused to step closer.

“Who gave you all this?” Lirah asked, kneeling beside Froi, pages in hand.

“A couple on a farm beyond the gravina,” he said, breaking some bread and placing a piece of cheese inside. He held it up to Quintana, who gazed at it hungrily. When she refused to take it, he bit into it, chewed, swallowed, and held it out to her again. This time she took it.

“I tried to steal a horse and they let me stay a night or two.” He looked at them, nodding. “Good, honest people. They treated me like they would a son,” he added, his tone emphasizing the last part.

Arjuro took a swig of the mead, wiping his mouth with satisfaction. “Who would have guessed? He’s a needy little thing, isn’t he?”

For a long time there was only the sound of chewing and grunting. Froi watched them all, a strange sort of peace coming over him.

“I know how to get to Jidia without the riders seeing us.”

Everyone stopped chewing and stared.

“The steps of Jidia,” he said.

Gargarin shook his head with disbelief.

“It’s a myth.”

Froi waved the map in front of his face.

“Not according to this map. We’re going to have to take a chance and leave here. The cave is half a mile downstream. If we travel in the dark, in the early hours of the morning, we should be safe.”

“I say it’s a mistake,” Gargarin said. “We could be following a trail that does not exist and end up creating a prison for ourselves in those caves. Starving to death at that.”

“Always the optimist,” Arjuro muttered.

Later, Froi and the others lay, trying to sleep. All except for Quintana, who still sat upright, fighting to stay awake.

“I dreamed,” Quintana said. “Two nights past.”

While the others murmured their acknowledgment, as though they had become used to her ramblings, Froi’s heart began to hammer in his chest.

“I dream between sleep and wakefulness,” Quintana continued indignantly.

“I, for one, would like to have the opportunity to sleep now, so I can dream,” Arjuro said, drowsy from the mead.

Gargarin made a sound in agreement, but Froi kept his eyes on Quintana, the light from the flames making her look ghostly, even fragile.

“What did you dream about?” he asked, and he couldn’t keep the gruffness from his voice.

Quintana held up a thumb and two fingers, a question in her eyes. It was the identical gesture Lirah had captured and painted on the wall of her prison all those years ago.

Froi crawled out of his bedroll and picked up Gargarin’s quill and papers. He tried to get closer to her, but she hissed like the cats he had seen on the streets of the Sarnak capital, protecting their litter from the daggers of hungry men.

“Froi,” Lirah warned from her bedroll.

Froi began to draw. “I dreamed of this,” he said when he finished the sketch, holding it up. “I dreamed . . .”

He felt his face warming up.

Suddenly the others were wide awake and looking his way.

“You dreamed what?” Gargarin asked “What have you drawn there?”

Froi held it up over the light of the fire.

“I dreamed she was drawing these letters on my body,” he mumbled.

He felt four sets of eyes on him, three sets looking at him questioningly. “Didn’t you say nothing intimate took place between you two?” Gargarin asked suspiciously.

“Didn’t say that at all,” Froi said, on the defensive. “What makes you think something did take place between us?”

Arjuro made a rude sound. “It’s in your voice, you little snake.”

Lirah was looking at Quintana as suspiciously as Gargarin had looked at Froi. “I thought you said he pleaded illness and lack of interest each time,” she said.

“Well, he did,” Quintana said indignantly. “But on the final night, he was up for swiving and I was reassured once again that the gods had sent him to break the curse.”

“We don’t use that word, Princess,” Gargarin said politely.

“I use it all the time,” Arjuro said. “One of my favorite words, actually.”

Froi didn’t think there’d be any sleep tonight, judging from the idiotic conversation.

“What made you so sure he was sent to break the curse, Quintana?” Lirah asked patiently. “Why not the other last borns?”

“It’s written all over him. Have I not said that over and over again, Lirah?” Quintana asked, annoyed.

Froi shuddered. There were too many signs to ignore now. Hamlyn’s dream of his son. Quintana’s strange words. Rafuel’s excitement that day in his prison.

When no one had spoken for a while, he turned to them, giving up the pretense of anyone getting sleep.

“The man whose farm I worked dreamed that his son warned him about someone coming their way with the words of the gods written all over him.”

Now he truly had everyone’s attention. Gargarin stood and walked to where Lirah was studying Froi’s sketch.

“What is it?” Froi asked.

“You’ve never seen this?” Lirah asked, surprised.

He shook his head, frightened by their scrutiny. Lirah looked at Quintana. “Can we show him?” she asked with a gruff gentleness.

Quintana studied Froi a moment or two before gathering her hair in her fist and turning to reveal her neck. The sign of the last-born girls. Identical to the lettering he had sketched on the parchment. In his dream, she had painted the strange word on his back with strokes that had made his skin feel alive. He had awoken, aroused. Had some kind of sorcery helped her creep into his dream as Isaboe was able to do with Vestie of the Flatlands?

“What does it mean?” Froi asked, his throat feeling as if he had swallowed sand.

Gargarin was studying his face. “It means that perhaps something good came out of Abroi after all,” he said quietly.

Froi was shaken awake. In an instant, his hand snaked out and caught the throat of whoever loomed over him. When he saw Gargarin’s pale face, he let go, shoving him away. “I could have killed you, idiot!”

“What is it?” Arjuro murmured from his bedroll.

“Come with me,” Gargarin said. “Both of you.”

Froi looked over to where Quintana sat watching them, the lids of her eyes heavy with fatigue.

Gargarin led Froi and Arjuro to the small entrance and began to crawl through the tunnel into the first cave. They followed him out into the dark.

“The sun is about to rise,” Gargarin whispered. “Humor me. Please.”

Gargarin’s eyes flashed with a fervor that Froi hadn’t seen in them before. There was too much strangeness in the air, and he wanted to run from it all. He wanted to follow bonds and plow land. Not believe in a grieving father’s dream and a mad girl’s ranting.

“Those who are gods’ blessed can read the words of the gods when the sun appears.” Gargarin said. “It’s why Arjuro wakes early and why he sat on the godshouse balcony each morning. He was waiting for a sign to appear on the palace walls.”

Arjuro looked away, a bitter expression on his face.

“But perhaps you’ve been looking in the wrong place, Arjuro. On the night Froi was left with them, the priests of Trist dreamed that the words of a prophecy would appear in the palace. True? I never believed that. I thought they’d appear in any one of the thousands of caves in Charyn, and when I was released, I searched for years and years.”

Arjuro’s eyes finally met his brother’s.

“You should have gone to Paladozza,” he said sadly. “At least De Lancey would have given you an easy life.”

“Some men aren’t born for an easy life, Arjuro. And I’m not out here for regrets and what-ifs.”

“Then what are we doing out here?” Arjuro asked.

“Remember the readings of Carapasio?”

“Who?” Froi asked.

“A first-century gossip,” Arjuro said. “He bored us to death with his ramblings about life a thousand years ago. I had to read them as part of my godshouse education when I was sixteen.”

“He means I read them for him and recited them to the priests who thought I was Arjuro,” Gargarin said.

Arjuro looked sheepish. “But I did end up reading them later.”

“Where were the words of the gods first written in Charyn?” Gargarin asked his brother.

Arjuro was confused for a moment. “Why do you ask —”

Arjuro stopped, some kind of realization on his face.

“What?” Froi asked, now looking from Arjuro to Gargarin. “Can one of you explain instead of doing that frightening nodding thing where you look too alike?”

“The gods wrote their words on the body of the first oracle. She had pitched her tent, drawing crowds from all over the Citavita with her ability to foretell the future. She had no past and no name, but written all over her were the names of provinces and the rules for living and dying. It’s how they find the oracle each generation. An oracle dies, and soon after, a young girl arrives on the doorstep of the godshouse after traveling for days and weeks. No family. No past. Sent by the gods, they say. Except for these last eighteen years.”

“And you believe that?” Froi asked.

“Get undressed, Froi,” Gargarin said.

“No!” he said, horrified. It was freezing, and if the riders came across them, he’d be unarmed.

The sun began to appear in the sky, and Gargarin snapped his fingers impatiently. Froi grunted, annoyed.

“Trust me,” Gargarin hissed.

Froi removed his clothing, grumbling.

“Be careful,” Gargarin said, and Froi realized he was speaking to Arjuro. “Don’t look straightaway, Ari. Remember what it would do to your eyes when we were children.”

Froi had no idea what he was speaking about. He tried to twist his body so he could look over his shoulder to his back. But he saw nothing.

“What’s there?” Froi asked, half believing that perhaps words would magically appear. Gargarin forced him still, cold hands on his shoulders. Froi waited, felt the moment the sun entered the cave, welcomed the way the light crept in, caressed his arm, his shoulder, and then all over his body. And still he waited, wanting to believe, not realizing how desperate he was to.

Then he heard the sound. Of pure unadulterated pain. Froi swung around, and Arjuro was bent over, palms to his eyes, writhing in agony. Gargarin was beside him in an instant, but Arjuro pushed him away.

“I can do it. I can do it.”

“What’s happened?” Froi asked.

“Turn. Turn,” Arjuro whispered hoarsely, his eyes weeping blood. Froi shook his head again.

“Turn, I say.”

Froi swung around, his heart hammering, sweat pouring from a body that seemed on fire, and still he heard the gasps coming from Arjuro.

“He’s in pain,” Froi argued. “This isn’t right.”

“If I speak it aloud, are you still able to write it down?” Arjuro asked Gargarin, his voice broken.

Gargarin was staring at Froi, stunned. It was as though he were seeing him for the first time. “Stay still,” Gargarin said, almost reverently. “Speak it, Arjuro. We will decipher it together later.”

Arjuro spoke, and Froi heard words from a strange tongue. Not of Sarnak or Lumatere or Charyn. A tongue, not quite human, spoken from a voice so torn that it made him sick to think of the pain. Gargarin scribbled down his words with twisted fingers, sometimes asking Arjuro to repeat a word.

When Arjuro was finished, Froi dressed quickly while Gargarin pulled Arjuro to his feet, trying to hold his brother up with his own feeble body. Froi pushed him gently out of the way, placing Arjuro’s arm around his shoulder.

A startled Lirah was on her feet the moment they entered their nook.

“What happened?” she asked, helping Froi lay Arjuro down. His eyes were red raw and still weeping blood.

Gargarin tipped the mead into the cloth of his shirt and wiped Arjuro’s face clean and Froi saw tears in the priestling’s eyes.

“I thought they had forsaken me,” Arjuro whispered.

And Froi could see that Arjuro was crying with joy.

For the next two days, Gargarin and Arjuro sat with their heads together, scribbling, arguing, writing. Froi was used to their silence together, but not this. There were times when he saw the power of the brothers combined and understood what it was that made them so desired in the godshouse and the palace. He came to understand the difference between the gods’ blessed and a smart man. His uncle was one. His father the other.

Later that night, Gargarin shook him awake. “We’ve got to remove her from danger,” he whispered. “I don’t know what she is . . . what you both are, but if I’m going to believe anything in this damned life of mine, it’s that the gods sent you to cure this wretched kingdom.”

Froi sat up and retrieved the map from his pack.

“Then we do this my way,” he said. “We take the steps to Jidia.”

Early the next morning, before the sun rose, they left their hiding place and traveled upstream to the cave that would lead them to Jidia. As they passed the camp of riders, Froi could see two on guard. He made a signal toward the others, and they stayed low behind two fallen logs while Froi stealthily climbed the closest tree. Once up high, he shot three bolts from the crossbow into undergrowth on the other side of the stream. Alerted to the sound, the two riders made their way across the water. The moment the men were out of sight, Froi leaped down and led the others away.

Inside the caves, they traveled for most of the day, Froi forced to stop time and time again, searching for the next instruction on the map. When he stopped for the umpteenth time, Arjuro took the map from his hands and studied it a moment before handing it back and leading the way. At first Froi was irritated. There were no secret symbols or ancient words that needed to be deciphered. But then he realized Arjuro had an extraordinary ability to recall what he had studied only once. The priestling never looked at the map again.

“Don’t ask me to explain it,” Gargarin said quietly. The cave had narrowed, and they were now walking one behind the other.

“Perhaps it comes with being gods’ blessed,” Gargarin said. “When we were younger, he could read a book and memorize every page, regardless of its size.”

“Then why did you sit for Arjuro’s exam when he would have had a better chance of remembering every detail?” Froi asked.

“The gods’ blessed might have genius,” Gargarin said, “but that doesn’t stop them from being lazy.”

In front of him, Quintana stumbled. With no sleep, little food, and fatigue beyond anything he had seen in her yet, she had trudged most of the day.

“Not long now,” Lirah reassured her, despite the fact that they had no idea how long it would be.

“I can carry you,” Froi said quietly.

He heard a low growl come from Quintana.

“I think that means no,” Arjuro said.

There were one thousand, three hundred, and twenty-three steps to Jidia. They were narrow and steep, with nothing but dents in the stone, molded by shoulders pressed into the smothering walls over thousands of years. Arjuro’s oil lamp extinguished, and it was pure darkness, the type of darkness to conjure up evil. On the steps of Jidia, there was no place to rest. No space above their heads. No room for one foot to stand alongside another. No end in sight. Three years training to be the most powerful warrior in the kingdom and nothing had prepared Froi for this.

But it was Arjuro who stopped, trapping all of them behind him. His breath was ragged. Not the sound of weariness but of being choked of air, because hideous memories could swallow a man whole. And suddenly Froi was trapped someplace else. In a past so painful. A hand pressing his head down into the folds of a filthy straw mattress. He wanted to fight whoever it was. Had always tried, but he wasn’t strong enough. Because he’s just a boy and he’s so small and when he grows up, he’ll learn how to fight and he’ll learn how to kill, but for now he just wants to breathe!

“Blessed Arjuro, I’m very tired,” Quintana said indignantly, with only the sound of their ragged gasps surrounding them. Froi thought he would beat the others out of the way, if only he could move and breathe. So he counted in every language he knew, took gulps of air that was still and stale, attempted everything he could to crush the thoughts that ran through his head. That he would die on these steps. He’d die, because he was weak and pathetic and too scrawny to protect anyone, let alone himself. He was nothing.

“Arjuro!”

Lirah’s voice was loud and firm. On Froi’s shoulder, he felt a gentle hand. Gargarin’s. As though he knew that it was not only Arjuro who was suffering in this darkness.

“You’re not there, Arjuro,” Lirah said. “You’re here. Where he can’t hurt you. You’re safe!”

And all Froi could feel was Gargarin’s hand and all he could hear was Arjuro’s breath begin to even and all he could see was Lirah two steps before him. Lirah, who knew Gargarin’s worst nightmares and in knowing his, she knew Arjuro’s.

You’re not there, Froi. You’re here. You’re safe.

And they continued to climb.

The steps to Jidia didn’t quite lead to Jidia. They led to another cave, where they chose to rest for the night. Gargarin lay out the last of the twigs and reeds, and they huddled around the meager fire, sharing what was left of their bread crust and cheese rind. It was some time before anyone spoke.

Later, Gargarin and Arjuro sat apart from the others, deciphering the words from the gods. Gargarin would show Arjuro the parchment, and most times Arjuro would disagree.

“I think that’s the language of the godshouse of Ariadinay and this comes from the godshouse of Trist,” Arjuro said, pointing to the words. “Different gods trying to break the curse.”

Quintana would look up from where her head lay on Lirah’s lap. Tonight she was pure Aunt Mawfa. Froi could have sworn he saw her place the back of her hand across her brow.

“Why don’t they just ask me, Lirah?” she asked. “I can tell them what it says.”

“Because they’re idiots,” Lirah replied.

Arjuro scribbled down more words and showed Gargarin, who shook his head. They had been secretive in their work, and Froi knew that they would reveal little until they were confident.

“You’re wrong,” Gargarin said.

Froi sighed. It meant another exchange. The last had almost resulted in a slapping sort of fight over parchment and quill that was horrifying. Froi tried not to imagine the humiliation of Trevanion and Perri witnessing it.

“Who’s gods’ blessed?” Arjuro snapped. “You or me?”

“Oh, that is stooping low,” Gargarin retorted. “Being able to read the words written by the gods themselves means nothing if you haven’t studied the different interpretations. If you hadn’t wasted most of your youth inhaling the reed of retribution and swiving De Lancey, you’d probably know a thing or two today.”

“I’m quite intrigued by the reed of retribution,” Froi murmured from his bedroll.

“It made them both stupid,” Lirah said. “They loved nothing more than stripping naked and reciting very bad poetry with an adoring De Lancey looking on.”

Arjuro and Gargarin exchanged stares of such incredulity that it almost had Froi laughing. Even Quintana lifted herself to see their reaction.

“Artesimist? Bad poetry?” Arjuro asked.

“You’re a disgrace to Serker, Lirah,” Gargarin muttered. “Artesimist was the greatest poet of all time.”

It was hours later when Froi sensed that they were finished. It was in their hushed whispering and stolen glances at Quintana. Their expressions were slightly manic and strangely euphoric, despite the day’s harrowing journey.

Quintana watched them watch her, and all three waited for another to speak.

“What is it you want to know?” she finally asked.

“What you saw written?”

“On the assassin?” she asked.

Gargarin glanced over at Froi, a ghost of a smile on his face. Froi bit back his anger.

“You’ve worked it all out?” she asked.

Gargarin nodded. “Well, not just me, of course. Arjuro helped.”

“Then why do you ask what I see written on the assassin’s back when Arjuro has witnessed the words himself?”

Gargarin was silent.

“Ah,” she said, nodding, “You’re testing me. You want to hear it from me first, in case you think I’m influenced by your words.”

“Perhaps we’re testing ourselves,” Arjuro said. Even after a day or two, his eyes were bloodshot and swollen from having read the words of the gods in their purest form.

Quintana tilted her head, studying Arjuro’s face.

“It doesn’t hurt so much to read if you go like this,” she explained, squinting fiercely. Froi heard Arjuro chuckle.

“Wish I had been told that long ago,” he said.

This time it was Quintana who was silent.

“What did you see written, Princess?” Gargarin asked again.

She looked up at Lirah, who nodded with encouragement.

“The one who reigns must die

At the hands of she born last,

And the last will make the first

When the bastard twins are one,

And blessed be the newborn king,

For Charyn will be barren no more.”

Arjuro and Gargarin let out ragged breaths in unison. Gargarin placed his head in his hands.

“I didn’t know you were bastard twins,” Froi said, confused.

“We’re not,” Arjuro said. “You are.”

“What?” Froi was on his feet, staring at Quintana, horrified. “We’re twins?”

“Calm yourself,” Arjuro said condescendingly. “The princess is the bastard child of the oracle and the king. You’re the bastard child of these two. Born almost at the same moment in the same palace.”

Froi was still confused. “I don’t understand what it means by ‘when the bastard twins are one.’”

“And if you don’t understand it, fool, I’m not explaining it to you,” Arjuro said.

“Joined,” Gargarin explained instead. “Joined,” he added, for emphasis.

“Oh,” Froi said, his face flaming again. “You mean when we . . .”

“Swived,” Quintana said. “I do remember the exact moment when we became one, because I —”

“No need for detail, Quintana,” Lirah said. “Remember what I told you. If you talk of such things, you’ll only be judged by strangers.”

The atmosphere in the cave changed the moment Quintana did. Her stare toward Lirah was bitter. Froi could see that the others were uncomfortable with this Quintana. They liked the indignant princess, and she knew it.

“We’re judged by strangers now, Lirah,” Quintana said coldly.

Arjuro moved closer to her. “May I?” he asked. She nodded, and he sat before her. “Do you know where she is?” he asked quietly.

He was speaking of his beloved oracle.

“When I was a child, I told Lirah that I knew a way to see my mother and for Lirah to see her beloved boy waiting for us in the lake of the half dead. So I ordered Lirah to cut our wrists in the tub.”

“Gods,” Gargarin muttered. Lirah looked away, the memory so painful.

“But Lirah saw nothing and came back half mad, so they placed her in the tower.”

“And you?” Arjuro asked, hopeful. “You saw the oracle?”

Quintana looked up at him and shook her head.

“No. She never reached the other side. Sir Gargarin told us that he didn’t know her name, so how could she find her way?”

Her eyes stayed on Arjuro. “But we sensed a part of her across the gravina, blessed Arjuro.”

“Is that why you wanted to throw yourself in?” Arjuro asked. “So you could be with her?”

“Throw ourselves in?” she asked, astonished. “Why would you think such a thing? We wanted to enter the godshouse. We sensed our mother’s happiness there. Her scent. Her voice. It’s where she dreamed, and those dreams still hovered in the air. We tried over and over again to speak to you about allowing us in, but you didn’t seem to hear us. Sometimes, we’d try to get as close as possible to the godshouse across the gravina, but we were afraid to leap.”

Arjuro looked down, shamed.

“But when I visited the lake of the half dead that time with Lirah, we did return with a spirit. I didn’t realize who that was until you told us the story of our day of weeping, Sir Gargarin.”

She didn’t speak, and they all waited, desperate for more answers.

“Princess?” Gargarin prodded gently.

Froi recognized it clearly. There was talk in her head. He recognized it in the way her face twitched and flinched. She mouthed words, but they heard nothing.

Lirah reached out a hand to touch Quintana’s mouth.

“Don’t let this kingdom turn you into a voiceless fool, brave girl,” she said. “Speak.”

Quintana’s eyes refused to meet any of theirs. Was it her madness that she was trying to conceal?

“One of us returned,” she whispered, “with the spirit of the sister who died.”

Froi saw his own confusion reflected on Gargarin’s and Lirah’s faces. But not Arjuro’s.

“Which of you is Quintana, and which one is the sister?” the priestling asked.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know anymore,” she said. “I don’t know who I am without her, and she doesn’t know who she is without me. We don’t know who came first. All we know is that we share . . . we share . . .” She leaned forward to whisper. “We share the one who may have cursed the kingdom. Lirah says they called us the little savage in the years before she drowned us and that everyone approved of who came back from the dead, because we were tamed.”

Arjuro was entranced with the story. “Go on,” he said, with a reverence Froi had never imagined he would possess for anyone, let alone the daughter of a hated king.

Quintana thought for a moment. “We came back with the words I wrote on the chamber wall. That the last will make the first. And I waited all these years for the one to plant the seed and sire the curse breaker and future king.” Her eyes met Froi’s over Arjuro’s shoulder. “He arrived in the form of an assassin from an enemy kingdom. When I woke up that next morning after he had planted the seed, I knew that the king had to die.”

Let her be a madwoman, Froi prayed. Let her be mad.

“Do you honestly think that I would bring a child into that palace after everything my father allowed to happen to me?”

“Smart girl, my love,” Lirah said.

“I tried to tell the street lords in the Citavita that day of the hanging. But no one would believe me. Except for Tariq and the people of Lascow. It was his idea that we wed. He said it would protect my son’s right to the throne even more.”

She looked up at Gargarin. “I’m the queen of Charyn, sir. A powerless queen except for what I carry in my belly. In less than seven months time, I’ll give birth to the little king. Tariq said you, sir, are to be my son’s First Adviser. Until then, he’s mine to protect, and whatever part I took in cursing Charyn at my birth will not compare to what I’ll do if anyone attempts to destroy me before then.”

She directed those words at Froi with venomous certainty.

He couldn’t think, and he needed to count because Froi’s bond to Lumatere was that he’d destroy anything that was a threat to his kingdom. She was a threat. The child she carried was a threat. His child. His seed.

In an instant, he shoved the others aside and was there before her, dagger in hand.

“Use it!” he hissed, grabbing her hand and closing it around the handle of the dagger. He pressed the blade against his throat. “If I’m a threat, use it the way I taught you.”

“Froi?” Gargarin barked. Lirah and Arjuro tried to drag him away, but he shoved free of them, a wild animal.

“Do it,” he whispered hoarsely, his face close to Quintana’s. “Do it if you fear me!”

She bared her teeth, pressing the blade against his throat, a flicker of victory in her eyes.

“Froi! Enough,” Lirah cried. “She’ll do it. You know she will.”

Both Froi and Quintana pressed harder until he felt the skin tear, the blood trickle. “Do it!”

At that moment, she looked so destroyed that Froi wanted to put her out of her misery and slice his own throat. He had done this to her.

She broke, dropped the dagger, and pushed him with all her might, but Froi held her as she struggled against him, a wild cat in his arms, her hoarse screams muffled against him. He kept his arms trapped around her, his mouth to her ear.

“You will not fear me,” he said, speaking his bond to her. It was the only bond that would count from now on. “If I tell you to run, you run. If I tell you to hide, you hide. If I tell you to kill, you kill.”

And then the fight left Quintana and Froi carried her to his bedroll near the fire, where they wrapped her in blankets, all of them, with hands that trembled with truth.

The last will make the first.

Froi lay against her, and Quintana’s body heaved with fatigue and fear and a desperate need to protect what lay inside of her. She was Hamlyn’s wife Arna, a she-wolf who wanted to protect her babe. His arms were a band around her as she faced away from him, but after a while, he heard the evenness of her breathing and prayed that she slept. Instead, she reached behind and took his hand, holding it up to the dwindling light of the fire, playing with his fingers. On the wall he saw the shape of a rabbit, and he pressed his chin against her shoulder as they watched their fingers dance across the contours of the cave.

And for hours and hours she slept, but no one else could. After so many years of living in a barren kingdom, they could hardly comprehend what this news would bring. Every sound seemed a threat to Quintana. A threat to Charyn.

“Everything changes,” Gargarin said quietly. “Everything.”

And when she woke more than a day later, the crazed stare of sleeplessness removed from her eyes, Froi watched her. Waited to see who they would be facing. But the eyes weren’t cold and they weren’t savage, so he sighed with relief.

“You call me Froi. Not assassin. Do you hear?”

She nodded.

“You may call me Quintana.”
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The province of Jidia was situated above a deep underground spring with waters said to be warmed by the breath of the sun god thousands of years ago. The spring drew those from all corners of Charyn for the cures it promised and the cleansing it provided. The province also boasted the most amount of rainfall, with fields rich and fertile. Protected by a high stone wall, it had thwarted most attempts by the palace over the centuries to become the kingdom’s capital.

“Arjuro spent a year here studying the water’s healing power,” Gargarin said as they approached the two guards at the province gates.

It was always Gargarin who spoke of Arjuro’s gifts as a physician and healer, while Arjuro made rude sounds.

“No interest to me these days,” the priestling muttered.

“Then why did you grow your herbs and plants on the godshouse roof?” Lirah asked tartly.

“And save the seedlings?” Froi added, remembering their last days in the Citavita, when they had retrieved plant roots and seeds that Arjuro later hid in a cavern at the base of the godshouse.

Arjuro muttered some more. These past days of travel through the caves, Froi had begun to notice that Arjuro’s hands shook at times. Some days he was so bad-tempered it was unbearable. Gargarin usually bore the brunt of his anger and made things worse by being oblivious to Arjuro’s moods. Froi knew the priestling craved the brew that had been a companion to him all these years. He had seen how vicious a man could become without it.

Their plan for Jidia was simple. Too simple, in Froi’s eyes. Gargarin would ask for an audience with Provincara Orlanda and request province protection on the queen’s behalf. Despite its simplicity, Froi did not protest. They were all looking forward to sleeping in proper cots and filling their bellies with whatever the province had to offer.

“The provincara’s kitchen speciality is a lamb stew that is second to none,” Gargarin said.

“And if she refuses to see us?” Lirah asked.

“The provincara will see us for certain, Lirah,” Quintana said. “She fawned all over Sir Gargarin in the palace.”

“She fawned all over Bestiano equally and most probably succeeded in finding a place in his bed that night, so caution is required,” Gargarin said in his usual practical tone.

“Fawned?” Arjuro asked.

“Like this, Brother Arjuro,” Quintana said, pressing her chest against him. Through her perfect mimicry, she reminded Froi exactly of the provincara. She was back to being Princess Indignant. A relief after days with the cold Quintana, who, despite their truce, couldn’t resist a snarl or two any time he came near. He had refused to sleep anywhere but by her side, dagger in his hand at all times. Most nights he wanted to reach out and touch her, wanted to speak the words that no one had dared to speak. That what grew inside of her belonged to him. He had no idea what that meant. All he knew was that he would kill to protect Quintana and she would kill to protect the child.

At the gates, two guards asked for their papers.

“We’ve come from the Citavita. Not much time to collect things like that,” Gargarin said. “We’ll be waiting at the godshouse baths. Could you send a message to the provincara to find us there? Tell her it’s Gargarin of Abroi who asks.”

The guard shook his head. “The provincara is a busy woman,” he said dismissively. “And you don’t enter without papers.”

The second guard approached and whispered into the first man’s ear. Both looked at Quintana, who stared back at them. Froi stiffened, stepped beside her. He didn’t want to imagine what would happen if Quintana began to make savage mewing sounds when the guard or any other stepped too close. Both guards studied Froi, and he unclenched the fist at his side. Gargarin’s instruction had been to keep out of trouble’s way and not draw attention. The second guard continued to stare, but then he nodded.

“The godshouse baths,” the man acknowledged. “The provincara will send for you there.”

At first Froi thought Gargarin had made a mistake and led them into the provincara’s compound and not a godshouse. He had never seen a more opulent place of worship. His experience had been Arjuro’s home or the priest-king’s cottage. But here in Jidia, the godshouse was almost the size of a Flatland village. Outside there were gardens, olive groves, and an amphitheater that could easily seat thousands. Inside there were steam rooms and baths and chambers with private altars where wealthy Jidians would make sacrifices to the goddess of the elements. In Lumatere, sacrifices to the goddess were never of animal flesh and blood, but here in Charyn, flames and animal flesh were the perfect beacon for the gods. It was why they burned their dead and refused to bury them in the ground. So the gods could follow the light and song to take a spirit home.

In the foyer, minstrels played while attendants rushed around with linens and floral-scented soap, serving teas and sweet cakes. In the alcoves, Froi could see lively discussions between patrons while others played board games or disappeared into the rooms that housed the sacred baths.

In one of the nooks, where they waited for the provincara to make her appearance, Gargarin spoke about the springs. Froi pretended not to listen, and Quintana walked away, to look in the different rooms. Lirah listened, though. Froi thought of her prison with its books and her drawings. Who would Lirah have been if they hadn’t sold her to the palace at the age of thirteen? Perhaps not a rich man’s wife, but certainly the wife of a smart man. Gargarin sketched her a diagram, his twisted hands precise, and Froi had his first glimpse of how things would have been between the two of them. Lirah liked facts, and Gargarin enjoyed explaining them. For this time alone, they seemed to forget their troubled history. Despite his pretense, Froi learned how rainwater fell on the hills outside the province walls hundreds of years ago.

“It seeped through the stone thousands of feet beneath us, where natural heat raised the temperature and the heated water rose to the surface crevices and cracks, and then up through the stone,” Gargarin explained. Any talk of water excited Gargarin.

“De Lancey brought me here when I was released from the Citavita,” he continued. “Soaking in that water, it was as though I died and went to the heavens.”

“Did he make believe you were me?” Arjuro sneered.

There was a strained silence.

“You’re speaking out of line, brother,” Gargarin warned quietly.

“Are we not copies of each other? It would matter little to those who take us as lovers.”

“It would have mattered to me,” Lirah said. Any truce between the two had disappeared during Arjuro’s mood of the last days.

“I wouldn’t have thought any lover in your bed made a difference to you, Lirah.”

Lirah stared at him with hatred in her eyes. “Not my bed. Never my bed. I don’t own one, priestling. I’ve not owned one all my life.”

“You would never have told us apart in those days, I tell you,” Arjuro said. “You could have shared my bed and not known the difference, Lirah.”

“Enough,” Gargarin said, and Froi saw fury. “We no longer live in those days. You and I don’t have the same bruises and broken bones, Arjuro. They are all mine.”

There was much left unsaid in Gargarin’s words. All mine but meant for you, Froi imagined him saying.

Arjuro walked toward one of the smaller shrine rooms.

“You cannot present yourself to the gods in that state with such a stench,” Gargarin called out after him.

Arjuro dismissed him with a wave of his hand. “No soak can cleanse the filth from our hearts and minds, can it, Gargarin?”

There were no more lessons after that. Just a strained silence until a godshouse guardian approached and led Quintana and Lirah to the women’s baths and Gargarin and Froi to those of the men. Froi was cautious. Quintana hadn’t been out of his sight since his return to the caves, and he trusted her with no one. More than anything, the godshouse guardians seemed more like the provincara’s Guard.

“She’ll be safe enough,” Gargarin said. “It’s a sacred place, and if there is one thing the Jidians won’t do, it’s sacrifice the peace they have enjoyed here for centuries.”

Froi paid his coin and followed Gargarin into the bathhouse. It was hazy with steam, its walls carpeted with moss and ferns. Gargarin stepped into the hot water, and Froi followed, shocked at the state of Gargarin’s body, his rib cage and shoulder blades protruding. Faded bruises from his beating at the hands of the street lords adorned his back and chest. Froi saw the strange twist in his arm where two bones had poorly mended years before.

Settling beside him, Froi couldn’t help comparing himself to this man who was his father. Even in good health there would have been little resemblance between them.

“Those from Serker resembled bull terriers,” Gargarin said, turning to Froi as if he could read his mind.

Froi looked away. “How come Lirah doesn’t?”

“Because when the gods made Lirah, they broke the mold.”

Gargarin closed his eyes, surrendering to the water.

“If the water is so comforting, why not settle in Jidia?” Froi asked.

Gargarin opened one eye. “Orlanda likes to own those who answer to her, body and soul. It would tire me out.”

Froi found himself grinning, and Gargarin flinched. Could Froi not even own his gestures without reminding the brothers of their barbaric father?

Suddenly there was a shout and a commotion and a scream or two. Gargarin and Froi exchanged a look.

“You don’t think —?”

“Whore!”

Froi quickly clambered out of the water and grabbed a cloth from an attendant, wrapping it around his waist before slipping and sliding across the wet floor toward the female bathhouse. Screams of outrage accompanied his entry, and he stepped back outside, waiting. By the time Gargarin caught up, trying to secure his cloth, Lirah was being dragged out by a guard with Quintana in tow. Both were still fully dressed. Behind them, Froi recognized Provincara Orlanda hissing with fury and being fussed over by her attendants. When she saw Gargarin, she instantly regained her composure.

“Gargarin, dear friend,” she managed to say through gritted teeth.

“Orlanda.” Gargarin stared from Lirah to Quintana. “Has there been an issue?”

“There’s been issue, indeed,” Orlanda seethed. “Follow.”

Lirah shrugged free of the guard viciously, and they followed the provincara and Gargarin to a small private praying room.

The provincara dismissed her guard and attendant and closed the door behind them.

“There is a stable beside the inn, close to the wall gates. You would have passed it on your way here. It’s where you are to shelter for the night.”

“A stable?” Gargarin questioned. “Orlanda, I’m traveling with Quintana of Charyn.”

“And why would I not know that?” she continued, almost spitting out the words. “I will not have her sanctioned by my house.”

Arjuro was shoved into the room by another set of attendants, cursing at the top of his voice.

“We warned her, Sir Gargarin,” Quintana said. “Twice. Three times.”

Orlanda stared at Quintana with contempt. She pointed to a doorway behind the altar. “That will lead you to the town square. Make sure you’re discreet and travel straight to the stable. In my own time I will call for you.”

The provincara walked out.

“Dressed like this?” Froi called out, looking down at his cloth. “I want my weapons!”

Moments later, unfamiliar clothing was thrown into the room.

“Why would we want to draw attention to ourselves?” Gargarin demanded of Lirah. “What happened to being discreet?”

“It was the provincara, Sir Gargarin,” Quintana said, turning the other way as the men dressed. Froi waited for Lirah to turn. He wasn’t usually so bashful about presenting a bare body to the world, but this was Lirah. She humored him and looked away while Quintana continued to explain.

“She took us to a private room and said she wanted us gone from her sight. ‘From my province,’” she shrilled, mimicking the provincara’s outrage.

Froi pulled on a pair of trousers that were small and uncomfortable. He would need to return later to retrieve all their goods.

“I tried to be very polite, sir, but the moment I stepped forward, she pushed me away and spoke words that we won’t repeat, will we, Lirah?”

Lirah repeated the words all the same. Even Arjuro flinched.

Gargarin ushered them all toward the doorway that would take them through a passage to the town square. “And I warned her, sir. Three times I warned her, not to press such a fist against me as she shoved.”

“And?” Gargarin asked, leading them through the darkness.

“Well, I didn’t have a choice but to try to choke the life from her,” Quintana explained. “Three times I warned her.”

Froi was furious. “Are you both fools?”

“I’m going to have to agree,” Gargarin said, seething. “Fools.”

“Three warnings?” Froi asked with disbelief. “Three? There are to be no warnings. If someone touches you again, Quintana, you grab the first thing you can and hurl it at them.”

“No. Not exactly what I would suggest,” Gargarin said. “It would help if this kingdom didn’t see us as a family of savages.”

There was silence after that. It was too strange a word for Gargarin to use. Family.

It was after midnight that they heard a sound outside the stable door. Froi retrieved his sword and wordlessly instructed the others to stand back.

“Gargarin,” he heard a female voice whisper. Froi looked at Gargarin, who nodded.

“Orlanda?”

The door was pushed open, and the provincara entered. Beside her were two guards, their eyes searching the room before she ushered them out and shut the door.

“Orlanda, you cannot keep the queen of Charyn in a stable outside the protection of your home,” Gargarin said.

“She fancies herself as the queen now, does she?” Orlanda said. “First the princess, then the reginita, and now she’s the queen.”

“She was wed to the heir, Tariq, before Bestiano’s men slaughtered him and his entire compound.”

Orlanda stared at Quintana. “Why would that fool boy do such a thing?” she asked, not questioning Gargarin’s belief that it was Bestiano’s men.

“Because in Tariq’s eyes it was the only way to protect Quintana. And her child.”

The truth was certainly the last thing Froi expected to hear from Gargarin.

The provincara’s laugh was bitter and furious. “Gargarin. I’ve never taken you for a fool. Are we still to believe this lying spawn of a whore?”

Froi watched Gargarin’s face, but there was no reaction to the slur toward Lirah or her description of Quintana. Froi hated his weakness. Trevanion would have smashed a man in the face for such words. Perri would have had him limping.

“Then don’t take me for a fool, Orlanda. Take me for the smart man you know me to be and ask yourself why I would believe a story unless I know it to be true.”

“I want to see her belly,” the provincara said, grabbing Quintana by the arm. Although Froi could see no change in Quintana, when he had lain beside her the night before, he had felt the swell in her body.

“If she touches her, I will bite off every one of her fingers,” Lirah warned.

Orlanda slapped Lirah hard across the face.

Quintana pushed between them, grabbed the provincara’s hand, and placed it under her shift. Froi watched the woman’s eyes widen, saw the disbelief and then the flare of hope.

“You can’t stay here,” she said, her voice hushed. “I can’t protect her.”

“Bestiano has only fifty or so riders,” Gargarin argued. “You have enough in your army to fight them!”

Orlanda shook her head, unable to tear her eyes from Quintana. “Have you not heard, Gargarin? Bestiano is in Nebia. He has secured the confidence of the provincaro and has the entire Nebian army at his disposal.”

“What?”

Even Lirah and Arjuro were stunned by the news.

“And if they enter my province demanding I hand the princess to them, I cannot sacrifice my people for her.”

“You’re going to allow another province to align themselves with a man who wants the palace?” Gargarin asked.

“What choice do I have?” she cried. “Do I need to remind you of Serker? Ask anything from me but this.”

Gargarin took time to think, and Froi saw a determination in his expression. “When the time comes, I want your army. I want it combined with armies from Paladozza and Sebastabol and Alonso and Desantos.”

She nodded, almost relieved to know she would be rid of them. “There’s a plague in Desantos. You don’t want an army from them.”

“But you’ll pledge yours.”

“Yes. But you need to go. They will know you’re here. Those in the godshouse baths who spy for the palace and now for Bestiano saw you and will already be sending word. When the provincaro of Nebia and Bestiano come to my gates, I will tell them the truth. That I will not be embroiled in this matter of Quintana of Charyn and that I sent you away. When the time comes and you ask for an army of men, I will honor my pledge to you.”

Gargarin nodded. “We’ll leave in the morning and we’ll need horses.”

The provincara glanced at Quintana one more time.

“Thank the gods this babe belongs to Tariq of Lascow and not one of the province lads. That would be all we need,” she said bitterly. “One province believing they had the seed to break the curse.”

She went to leave.

“Orlanda,” Gargarin said. “An apology.”

She turned and smiled tiredly, but with gratitude. “Not required, dear Gargarin. For old times’ sake, I’ll forgive you.”

“No. An apology to the queen and to her mother.”

There was that tone again. The one that demanded so much without him having to raise his voice.

“And who are you to demand an apology on her behalf?” she asked, hurt in her voice.

“It doesn’t matter who I am,” he said evenly. “But I would hate to have to tell my king in years to come that I stood by and heard words spoken against his mother and his shalama and did nothing.”

The apology was not quick in coming, but the woman was no fool.

“My apologies, Your Highness,” Orlanda said.

“Majesty,” Quintana corrected.

“My apologies, Your Majesty.” The provincara turned to Lirah. “My apologies.” She turned back to Gargarin. “My guard at the gate recognized her. Both of them. It’s well known throughout the land that the king refused to allow his daughter and whore . . . his daughter and her mother,” she corrected herself, “to cut their hair. I’d be careful if I were you. If all is true, we do not want her dead before she births the curse breaker.”

But we don’t care if she dies after. The words she left unsaid were clear.

After she was gone, there was silence for a while.

“How big is this army?” Froi asked them.

“Big.” They all spoke at once.

“If you combine the armies of the other provinces, you can fight them,” Froi said.

“They’re not Charyn’s only problem,” Gargarin said tiredly. “The moment the kingdom begins to war with itself, those surrounding us will surely invade. Belegonia and Lumatere have been waiting for the perfect moment.”

“Lumatere will not invade.”

“They’d be fools not to, and I’ve never taken your queen and her consort for fools,” Gargarin said tiredly. His eyes met Lirah’s.

“Cut her hair,” he ordered. “She’ll be recognized in an instant by anyone who’s been to the palace and by anyone who’s heard of how long and strange it is.”

Quintana started, horrified. “My hair? But Sir Gargarin . . .”

Gargarin walked away to one of the few stalls that didn’t accommodate a cow or pig or horse. Quintana followed. “I can cover it with Froi’s cap,” she cried. “No one will suspect, Sir Gargarin. No one.”

“This is not up for discussion. Lirah will cut your hair, and we will travel to Paladozza and try very, very hard to keep you alive. You were recognized within seconds in a province that can switch its allegiance at a whim.”

Quintana wept. “My father said it was the only thing that was beautiful about me.”

“He lied, Your Majesty!”

Cruelty always seemed to stop Quintana’s tears. Froi’s cruelty had stopped them in Tariq’s caves when he told her why he was sent to Charyn. Gargarin’s words stemmed them now. Froi knew it was the indignant one who wept and the ice queen who knew how to endure the cruelty. He watched it all play out on her expression until Lirah took her hand and, sending Gargarin a scathing look, led Quintana away.

Froi joined Gargarin where he sat on the bale of hay, studying the maps.

“When do we leave?” Froi asked.

“Early. I want us to get to Paladozza through this mountain pass that becomes a thoroughfare for cattle and goods by midmorning. Then it’s a day or two across flatlands.”

“And then what?” Arjuro asked, from the stall beside them. “Are we going to travel from province to province, begging them for sanction?”

“De Lancey will take her. He will be pleased with Orlanda’s pledge of her men, and he’ll organize the rest. If De Lancey succeeds, Quintana will return to the Citavita with a Guard made up of the united provinces and there may be some hope for Charyn yet.”

“The provincara pledged the men to you, Gargarin,” Arjuro argued. “Not De Lancey. Not to another province.”

“And what do you propose I do?” Gargarin asked. “March into the Citavita as the captain of the future King’s Guard? Do I look the part?”

“Captains don’t make the plans,” Froi said quietly. “They carry them out. In the absence of a king, a First Man makes all the plans.”

“I’m no First Adviser,” Gargarin corrected. “I’m just one who doesn’t have to be gods’ blessed to predict what will happen.

“And what is that?” Froi asked. Arjuro came around to their stall, waiting for Gargarin’s response.

“Quintana of Charyn lives only until she births the first,” Arjuro said bluntly when Gargarin didn’t respond. “It will be the first who is returned to the Citavita, and whoever has him in their possession will rule as regent until the king comes of age. Let us hope that it is not Bestiano for the sake of the child and let us hope it is not a provincaro for the sake of the whole kingdom.”

“And if it’s a girl child?” Froi asked.

“You pray to every god you trust, Froi, that this child is not a girl,” Gargarin said. “Because she may end the curse, but they still need a king to rule. This is not Lumatere. They will break Quintana, producing another and then another until it’s a male, and if that does not happen, then they will begin on her daughter when she’s of age. Do not underestimate Charyn’s desire for the heir to come from royal blood, regardless of how they feel about the dead king.”

Froi shuddered. “What do you mean she’ll live only until she births the first?” he asked.

“If I were Bestiano and I knew the truth, I’d have her tried for the murder of a king. The people of Charyn would accept the ruling. Why care what happens to the princess if they have the heir and curse breaker?”

“And how will they rid themselves of Quintana the last?” Froi spat out the words. “Will they ensure that she dies in childbirth? Will they have some ambitious boy from the dregs of Charyn toss her from the window of a palace to please his master? Wouldn’t want her there as a reminder of Charyn’s curse, would you?”

Gargarin had proven himself to be a man who rarely lost his temper, but Froi could tell by his clenched fists that he had pushed him to the edge.

“If you do nothing to protect her, I’ll take her away.”

“Is that a threat?” Gargarin asked.

“No, a promise,” Froi said. “You try to stop me, Gargarin. Just try. I’ll break every bone in your body. You know I will. I’ll take her to Sarnak or even to Sendecane, where no one ever need know who she once was.”

“But do you know who will stop you, Froi?” Gargarin said. “She will. Allow her the dignity of being able to save her kingdom.”

“Dignity,” Froi spat. “You’re a coldhearted dog. You tell her there’s nothing beautiful about her and you call that dignity.”

Gargarin stared up at him coldly. “If that is the way you chose to interpret my words, then there is nothing I can do to change the way you think.”

Gargarin walked away. Arjuro was silent, but suddenly he flinched with surprise.

Froi turned to see Lirah, her hair hacked short, her stare toward Gargarin defiant. If anything, her furious work had made her more breathtaking. She was all face, all eyes of a storm, and Froi could not believe he was born from one so beautiful.

Gargarin stared at her coldly, shaking his head with bitter amusement. “I’m not the enemy, Lirah. Save your fury for when we confront Bestiano.”

Gargarin pushed past her to the back of the stall, where Quintana sat on the ground with her head in her hands. Her hair was not as short as Lirah’s. It rested at her chin, and she resembled one of the pages from the palace of Lumatere.

Froi watched Gargarin sit on the bale of hay before her, clearly uncomfortable. After a while he reached out to lift her chin, but she resisted and kept her eyes cast to the ground.

“It would have been feasible for the gods and oracle to choose another vessel to carry the first, but they chose you, Your Highness. Do you know why?”

Froi winced. He would have begun with an apology. Even he knew that. “No stories or explanations,” Finnikin had once told him. “When it comes to women, straight into an apology and you will find the rest of your life bearable.” Although Finnikin and Isaboe spent much of their time arguing, Froi still believed it to be sound advice.

Quintana was silent. Froi wondered if she had heard the question.

“Because I’m the king’s daughter,” she answered after a while. “That’s why the gods chose me. Because the royal bloodline is everything. It began with the gods.”

“True, but why not Tariq? He was still of royal blood.”

“But they did choose Tariq.”

“No, Quintana. They didn’t. You know that. They chose you and they chose Froi, not Tariq.” He glanced at Froi. “I can’t say why they chose Froi. I know little of him, despite everything. But I think they chose you because they were watching and saw that not once in this cursed and wretched life of yours have you lost hope or complained.”

The reginita looked up, indignant. “Oh, I complain all the time, Sir Gargarin. All the time. They must not have been listening close enough,” she said, “Once or twice I even threw a rock at one of the frescoes on the palace walls placed there by the gods. ‘Who cares if you can draw?’ I shouted. ‘Send us some hope.’”

Gargarin sighed. “But they did send us hope.”

She shook her head.

“Do you remember those days they had me chained to your father’s desk, believing me to be Arjuro? At first I wanted to hate you. When I believed you to be Lirah’s child, I knew in an instant that you were the king’s and not mine. You have one or two of his features. But I surprised myself. I lived for those moments when you came into the room with your wonder at the world. ‘Good morning, Arjuro,’ you would say to me, and although it wasn’t my name, and although I was chained to a desk like an animal, you made me feel human.”

She raised her eyes, almost shyly. Froi liked the way Quintana’s strange face was framed by the hacked length of hair.

“And if someone asked me to paint a picture of joy and hope, I would have painted you. In my eyes, that is beauty. Not what your father had to say about your hair.”

“You’re only saying that to make us feel better.”

Gargarin was amused by the idea. “No, not really. I have no idea how to go around making people feel better. Ask Arjuro. He always said I had the ability to walk into a room and make everyone feel instantly worse. And to be honest, I found your hair quite annoying. Too much of it, everywhere. You look much more handsome now.”

“But we don’t want to look handsome,” she cried. “We want to look beautiful.”

She touched her hair with regret. Gargarin looked at Froi and then back to Quintana.

“Did you know that the queen of Lumatere’s head was bare when Froi first met her?”

Why did he do this? Froi wondered. Make Froi hate him one moment and then change his mind an instant later.

Quintana sat up, suddenly interested.

“Less hair than Lirah’s?” she asked, looking over Gargarin’s shoulder at Froi.

“Much less,” Froi said.

“She must have looked absolutely ridiculous.”

“Thankfully I’m drawn to absolutely ridiculous-looking girls,” Froi said, sitting beside Gargarin before her. He saw a flash in her eyes. Their irises were tinged with yellow today. He had lost count of how many times their color had changed.

“Lirah said my father would never let her cut her hair and that it was just a different type of shackle. Isn’t that strange, Sir Gargarin? That her beauty was her downfall and my plainness is mine.”

“You’re just fishing for compliments,” Froi said, annoyed.

“You said I was plain,” she said, pursing her lips. “I heard you on the balconette.”

“Princess —”

“Queen,” she corrected.

He leaned forward, his mouth close to her ear.

“Quintana,” he said instead. “You haven’t been plain since I saw those teeth.”

Later, Froi made sure the stables were secure and walked back into the godshouse baths the way they had come through the underground passage.

Inside there was no one, and Froi went into the room where they had undressed and found their clothing. He retrieved his dagger and short sword and placed the pack on his back. In the adjoining bath chamber, he heard a sound and walked to the door. Torches illuminated the space, giving it a ghostly hue in this light. From where he stood, he was surprised to see Arjuro in the water, his bony body even paler than Gargarin’s.

Froi approached and was about to call his name when he saw the true horror of what Arjuro’s long black robes concealed. The priestling’s back was a mess of puckered white flesh. It was as if someone had torn strips from every part of him. Worse was what lay scorched across Arjuro’s pale shoulders.

It was the Charyn word for traitor.
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“Lady Beatriss,” Beatriss heard Tarah say gently from the door of her chamber. “Lady Beatriss, you have a guest.”

Tarah came to the bed and removed the blanket from around Beatriss and began laying out some clothing.

“Tell them I’m not myself today, Tarah,” Beatriss murmured.

It was what Tarah had told anyone who came to the house for the past week.

“But Lady Beatriss, it’s the queen.”

Beatriss did the best she could to look presentable, but nothing could be done about her limp hair and dull complexion. Tarah had chosen her favorite calico dress, but these days she resembled a scarecrow in it.

Beatriss was even more shamed to see the queen sitting in her kitchen.

“Come into the solar, my queen,” she said quietly. “My apologies that I was not here to meet you at the door.”

The queen embraced her, pressing a kiss to her cheek, and dismissed the idea of another room with the wave of a hand. “And when did you stop calling me Isaboe?”

Outside her kitchen window, Beatriss could see the Queen’s Guard, scattered to ensure Isaboe’s safety. Those who knew the land were running their fingers through dry dirt, shaking their heads.

“I can only stay awhile,” Isaboe said. “I have to get back to feed Jasmina.”

“Perhaps a mug of buttermilk and honey,” Beatriss said, making herself busy. “It’s Vestie’s favorite when the weather becomes cooler. I’m afraid it will be a short autumn, and next thing you know, we’ll all be confined indoors because of the cold.”

Despite her ridiculous chatter about weather and her refusal to look at the queen, Beatriss felt the younger girl’s eyes on her. When it was difficult to ignore her any longer, she turned to face Isaboe.

“Why do you look at me in such a way?” she asked huskily.

“Because I’m worried for you, Beatriss,” Isaboe said, not one to play with words. “So is Abian, but she says you won’t see her. And we don’t want to write to Tesadora. You’ll only end up living in that cursed valley, like every other woman or girl who comes in contact with her.”

They both managed a smile. “I miss her,” Beatriss said, searching for the sweets she had hidden from Vestie. “It’s an ache I feel. Who would have thought that Tesadora and I would form such a friendship?”

She placed the mug and sweets before the queen and sat opposite, fighting to keep back the tears. “She gave me purpose.”

Isaboe gripped both her hands. “You’ll always have purpose, Beatriss.”

“It shames me to think highly of those days . . . those awful, awful days,” Beatriss said, tears biting her eyes. “But . . . in the last five years of the curse, I knew who I was for the first time in my life. Not the daughter of a Flatland lord or even the woman loved by the captain of the Guard. I was Beatriss of the Flatlands.”

The tears did fall, and Beatriss despised her weakness.

“My people are scattered and miserable, Isaboe. I’ve failed them. I’ve failed everyone I love.”

The queen stood and led Beatriss to the window, pointing outside to the dead field.

“That is not failure, Beatriss. That is something beyond your control. Beyond any of our control. That land will not yield, and it’s not because of anything you did or didn’t do. Perhaps it will never yield, but you cannot stay here in ruin, waiting for that day.”

Beatriss shook her head. “I can’t leave this place, Isaboe. I can’t.”

“Why?” Isaboe asked, frustration in her voice. “For pride?”

Pride? Beatriss’s pride was long gone. It was smothered by the smugness in the expressions of the Flatland lords. It was shattered by the disappointment in Trevanion’s eyes.

“My daughter is buried here,” she said quietly, pained to say the words. “Down by the river. I can’t leave her spirit alone. I feel her every day, Isaboe. I can’t leave her behind.”

Beatriss saw a wince of regret in Isaboe’s eyes. In exile, the queen had taken the name of Beatriss and Trevanion’s first child to keep herself safe. Evanjalin had been the name of Trevanion’s mother, and Beatriss knew that each time the queen or Finnikin passed through Sennington, they visited the babe’s grave. She also knew that Trevanion didn’t.

“Forgive me, Beatriss. I beg of you. Idiot that I am,” Isaboe said.

“Nothing to forgive.”

Isaboe returned to the table, nursing her buttermilk. Once again, Beatriss felt the dark eyes studying her.

“Can I tell you of an idea I have?” the queen said. “I keep Finnikin awake with ideas, you know. I’ve been thinking of the tales Rafuel of Sebastabol has told Finnikin about Charyn during his interrogation up in the mountains. Even my idiot cousin Lucian is captivated. Our neighbors had schools of philosophy and art and studied the books of the Ancients. It wasn’t only Charyn. Belegonia is a place of learning too. The stories Celie comes back with fill Finnikin and me with envy. We can’t begin to think of the way they see us. Backwater cousins.”

“We’re no such thing,” Beatriss said firmly. “Our healers are gifted, taught by Tesadora. They’ve kept the fever out of this kingdom these past years, and we lose fewer women to birthing now than any other time.”

Isaboe shook her head. “But their talents are wasted. I can understand why Japhra followed Tesadora to the valley. It’s what you said, Beatriss. It’s all about purpose. And look at the priest-king. He manages to see the smartest of our kingdom in his overgrown garden. And for what? Where does a learned man or woman go in Lumatere? To quarry stone? To milk a cow?”

Isaboe looked around the sun-drenched room.

“This place, Beatriss,” she said, “this house could be a place of learning. Could you imagine the spirit of the first Evanjalin soaring here?”

Beatriss was stunned by what the queen was suggesting.

“The priest-king’s shrine house has gold and they’ll pay you well, and I know Augie has said many times he’d buy your southern paddock and we could sell your north paddock to whoever runs Fenton. Your villagers will be taken care of between Sayles and Fenton. Tarah and Samuel, of course, will come with you to the palace to live with us.”

“The palace?”

Isaboe nodded emphatically, traces of a smile on her face.

“I’m selfish, Beatriss,” she said. “I have a room of men to help me rule a kingdom, but I need good women to help me raise my children.”

A look passed between them. “You’re with child,” Beatriss said, reaching out to clutch Isaboe’s hand.

Isaboe nodded, biting her lip and looking toward the entrance before leaning forward.

“I need help with Jasmina, Beatriss,” Isaboe whispered. “Just between you and me, my beloved daughter is the worst-behaved child in Lumatere.”

Beatriss laughed.

“No, it’s true,” Isaboe said. “No one will admit it because they think I’ll have them imprisoned or beheaded or whatnot, but Jasmina’s tantrums can be heard from the Rock.”

“You try to do it all, beloved,” Beatriss said. “You can’t.”

“My mother did,” Isaboe said. “She raised five children and helped my father run this kingdom.”

Beatriss scoffed gently at the words. “Isaboe, I was there as a companion for your sisters. No one loved the dear queen as I did, but she had help. A lot of help. Your yata was with her every second week, as were your aunts. Get those Mont girls off the mountain and into the palace. Some of them are stifled up there. Why do you think they’re down in the valley with Tesadora? They would be a delight to have around. And dare I say it, perhaps it’s time to remove Jasmina from the breast.”

The young queen seemed stricken at the thought.

“You will not lose your bond with her, Isaboe.”

Beatriss looked at the queen tenderly. “When Vestie was born, I couldn’t feed her. Tesadora found one of the River girls who had just birthed a babe, and later we fed Vestie goat’s milk. Can you ever deny the bond I have with my child?”

The queen didn’t respond, but Beatriss could see the tears threatening to fall and so she embraced her.

“I was supposed to come here for you,” Isaboe said. “Yet you’re my strength today, Beatriss.”

“Then let’s be strength for each other.”

There was a knock at the door. Isaboe quickly wiped her eyes and stood, smoothing down her dress. Tarah was there with one of the Guard to take Isaboe back to the palace.

“Will you accompany me home this afternoon?” the queen said. “I’d enjoy more time to talk.”

When they reached the palace, Finnikin was arriving on horseback with Sir Topher. Beatriss watched as he kissed his queen and then whispered in her ear.

“Yes, she knows,” Isaboe said as Finnikin turned to embrace Beatriss.

“Isaboe’s convinced it’s a boy with the same certainty that she was convinced Jasmina was a girl,” he said to Beatriss.

“Oh, my beloveds,” Beatriss said, cupping a hand to both their faces.

“Mercy,” Finnikin said, grinning from ear to ear. “We’re going to have a bed full of children, and I’ll have to holler out to my wife, ‘Hello there! It’s been a long time since we last spoke!’”

Isaboe laughed. It had been some time since Beatriss had seen the two so relaxed.

“And she doesn’t bleed for nine whole months,” Finnikin said.

When the queen bled, she walked the sleep of all of Lumatere, and when she walked the sleep, she shared with Finnikin the fears and worries of their people. Vestie walked the sleep with her, and Beatriss remembered how carefree her daughter had been during the time when Isaboe carried Jasmina. The thought lifted her spirits even more.

Beatriss spent the rest of the afternoon in the main village at the toy-maker’s cottage, wanting to buy something special for Vestie. She had decided with Isaboe that it was time for her daughter to come home.

As she walked out of the cottage, she bumped into Genova, the wife of Makli. They ignored each other, and with her head down, Beatriss made her way to the bakery.

“Lady Beatriss,” Genova called out.

Beatriss stopped and turned back to the woman.

“I’m sorry about my husband’s behavior,” the woman said. “I can’t speak for my boy because he’s a child, but according to Kie, your daughter told him he had the face of a witch’s wart, which gave great offense.”

Beatriss had heard the term come from Vestie’s mouth once or twice. Her daughter had spent too much time with Tesadora, who loved nothing better than teaching Vestie new insults each time they saw each other.

“It’s hard for Makli, and that’s not to excuse his words at all, but we were in the camp with Lord Selric and his family. In Charyn. It was very fast, the way the plague took them.” The woman looked away.

Beatriss walked to her, reaching out a hand to Genova’s arm for comfort.

“The children went first and then his wife. The goddess was cruel in that way, for it should never be in that order.”

Beatriss nodded.

“One of the last things Lord Selric asked Makli was to ensure that Fenton stayed alive and united. Yet here we are with half of us gone, and in these past three years, no one has dared purchase the village, which is ridiculous, really. Could you imagine Lord Selric preferring that Fenton go to ruin rather than someone else raising it to its glory? I think Makli believes that he failed his lord, and he thinks those of you who were trapped inside don’t understand the pain of those in exile.”

Genova had a singsong way of speaking, cool and practical.

“The man I love suffered greatly in exile,” Beatriss said. “So strong is his pain that it drives us apart. I understand what you went through more than you can imagine.”

Genova nodded curtly. “My husband’s a good man. He’s too proud to say he regrets his words to you, so I’ll say it for him.”

“And I will speak to Vestie about the witch’s wart.”

When she returned to Sennington with Vestie by her side, Beatriss looked out at her land and thought of the priest-king and his school and of Tarah and Samuel and Makli and his family and Lord Selric. Two villages, both half of what they once were. But the queen was right. This land was dead, and she and Vestie could not continue dying with it. But could she live in the palace? So close to Trevanion and the memories of what took place there, both the good and the awful? Perhaps she’d be better off in the main village. Some said she had a gift with a needle and thread, and she had a good eye for fabrics. Isaboe had expressed that they were poor country cousins in more ways than one, especially in their dress. “When I see the Belegonians come with their finery and even those tedious Osterians with their fashions, I feel as if they return home and tell others of our dowdiness,” the queen had told her on their journey home. But would Beatriss feel stifled in the palace village without the Flatlands surrounding her?

Traveling toward them was the priest-king on his donkey and cart, and suddenly Beatriss found herself smiling as Vestie ran toward him, zigzagging from side to side, her arms outstretched as if they were the wings of a bird. Isaboe had said that the priest-king would come visit the moment he got word of Beatriss’s acknowledgment of his offer.

Sennington would be a place of learning, guided by a man who had journeyed step by step with their cursed people and managed to find his way again. Beatriss watched as Vestie reached him, and she already felt the spirit of the first Evanjalin soaring alongside them.
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Their plans were changed the next morning by Quintana.

“We go over the mountains,” she said. “The dying man of Turla is waiting.”

The others exchanged a look. When the cold Quintana spoke, there was an uneasiness in them all, even Lirah, who knew her best.

“I say we choose another time for that, Your Highness,” Gargarin said in a firm but polite voice. “It will add at least a few days’ ride to our journey if we take the mountains to Paladozza and not the underground pass.”

“There will be no other time,” she said dismissively, looking at Arjuro. “Are you ready, priestling? I have a sense that the gods are leading us there for a reason.”

She walked away toward the three horses they had been given, and Froi knew the decision was final.

“I like it better when I’m blessed Arjuro,” Arjuro muttered.

With great patience, Gargarin put away the map he had studied all night.

“Let’s all agree that we’re going to try to get out of Turla with no marriage contracts, no broken bones, and no body parts sacrificed to the gods,” he said.

He poked a finger at Froi’s shoulder. “And you’re going to have to control any need to prove yourself as a man.”

“I’ve never had to prove my worth as a man to people I don’t care for.”

Gargarin sighed. “Then you’ve not met a Turlan.”

Lirah easily mounted one of the horses, and Froi followed suit, directing it to where Quintana stood. But she wordlessly chose to travel with Lirah, and Froi saw no reason to get on the wrong side of both women today.

“You’re going to have to ride with me,” he told Gargarin.

“If you’re one of those reckless fools with a need for speed, I will travel with Arjuro.”

Arjuro’s horse had already taken off with little control from its rider, so Gargarin had no other choice but to clumsily climb onto the horse.

“How does our path differ from your plans yesterday?” Froi asked, grabbing Gargarin by the sleeve of his coarse undershirt to secure him on the horse.

“We go over the mountain and not under. It’s about a day’s ride to the peak.”

“You need to hold on tighter,” Froi ordered as Lirah and Quintana galloped past them.

“Why?”

“Because I’m one of those reckless fools with a need for speed.”

Halfway up the Turlan mountains, Froi knew they were being watched. He pulled at the reins and stopped their horse, looking around at rock, wild tufts of dull brown grass, and little else. Someone who knew how to stay concealed was out there, and Froi was not taking chances. He steered his horse to Quintana and Lirah’s, circling them.

“If I say bolt, you head down the mountain,” he said quietly to Lirah, who was holding the reins. “Regardless of what she says,” he added, his eyes meeting Quintana’s.

Arjuro rode up beside them. “This is a mistake,” Arjuro said. “There’s something strange here, and that’s not the coward in me speaking. It’s the gods’ blessed.”

“Which is exactly why we’re here, Priestling,” Quintana said.

Gargarin made a sound of displeasure. “They’ve not come down this mountain to speak for themselves for more years than I can remember, Your Majesty,” he said. “So they’re going to be suspicious of anyone traveling through their land.”

“Find me someone in Charyn who is not suspicious,” she said. “Come. We’re wasting time.”

Later that afternoon, they came across a lone cottage, and a hound accompanied them for a stretch before turning back. Froi could see that the peak of the mountain was at least another day’s ride and that they would have to stop soon to set up camp. The autumn days were short, and he didn’t want them traveling in the dark. Soon after, however, they reached a village, and from where they sat astride their horses, Froi could see views of Jidia below. Depending on the Turlan numbers, any army that chose to ride up that mountain didn’t stand a chance.

In an instant, they were joined by one man after another — from cottages, stables, and farther up the mountain — and as Froi had suspected, some of the men had followed them from the mountain below. They were accompanied by their goats and cattle, and even a family of ducks decided to join in. But no women. Froi cared little for the way they stared at Lirah and Quintana. Although there was no trace of the malevolence seen in the Citavitan street lords, the Turlans were ripe with a barely suppressed spirit that unnerved Froi. They were called mountain goats by the rest of the kingdom, and in his entire existence, Froi had never seen men with so much hair sprouting from heads, faces, arms, chests. They were solid, unlike most Charyn men he had come across.

When they dismounted, Gargarin led Froi and the others to what looked like an outdoor ale house. The younger Turlans shoved at Froi as he passed them.

“They’re just playing with you,” Gargarin said quietly. “Do not react.”

“I was never one for playing with others,” Froi snarled.

His anger seemed to excite the Turlan lads even more.

A man clothed in calf hide and a fleeced coat approached, his hair long and coarse and fair.

“We’re on our way to Paladozza and hoped to beg a place to stay for the night,” Gargarin said. Froi was impressed by the lack of fear in his voice and his very practical aim of securing accommodations for them all.

Before another word was spoken, the man walked to Arjuro and backhanded him across the face. Arjuro toppled to the ground, and Froi charged for the Turlan. Instantly, two others grabbed both his arms. Gargarin was at his brother’s side, fury in his expression.

“We come in peace and you greet us like the enemy!” he shouted.

The man spoke a strange dialect, and Froi watched Gargarin shake his head in confusion. Arjuro tried to lift himself from the ground.

“We have no one you want,” Quintana said. She turned to Gargarin. “That’s what he said. ‘We have no one you want.’”

Arjuro sat up, wiping blood from his mouth.

“We are searching for the dying man of Turla,” Quintana announced coldly.

The man stared, as if noticing her for the first time. He walked toward her and roughly grabbed Quintana’s face in his hand. She snarled and bit his hand, and Froi struggled against those holding him back.

“Why travel over the mountain when you can take the pass?” The man spoke in Charyn. He seemed to be the authority in the village. Perhaps even the mountain. His question was directed at Gargarin.

“The girl dreams of the dying man of Turla. That’s all we can tell you,” Gargarin said with honesty. “My brother is the last priestling of the Citavita godshouse and a physician. It may be that he has a purpose here.”

The Turlan leader continued to study Quintana’s face. “Is she a last born?” he asked warily. There was silence until Quintana nodded. There was regret on the Turlan’s face, and he shook his head.

“We will not protect her, so don’t even ask,” he said. “We have enough of our own to protect.” He stood before Arjuro, who was still on the ground.

“My name is Ariston, and I’m leader of this village,” he said. “The first time I saw the dying man of Turla, I was a boy. That was forty-five years ago, and the one thing I remember him shouting was not to trust the men in black robes, for they will take your children.” The Turlan’s eyes were hard. “We may not have children to speak of, Priest, but if you bring harm to any of my people, I will choke you by the hood of your robe.”

Arjuro stared. “The priests would never take a child.”

“Are you calling me a liar?” Ariston asked.

“No,” Arjuro said. “I’m saying you’re mistaken.” He looked at Quintana. “Now more than ever, I need to meet this dying man to know the truth.”

Ariston of Turla studied them all. “The dying man lives on the other side of the mountain, half a day’s ride from here. I’ll lead you there myself soon enough.” He turned his attention back to Gargarin. “Your name.”

“Gargarin of Abroi.”

There was a snicker. One of the Turlans made a sheep sound at the word Abroi. Froi started counting. The moment they let him go, he was going to have to hurt someone.

“And your women?” Lirah asked tersely. “Are they not here to greet us?”

Ariston appraised her with satisfaction.

“At this time each year, the women travel up the mountain before they make a sacrifice to the goddess of winter to protect us through the cold months. They cleanse their spirits, for the goddess will not accept their gifts if they smell of the stench of man.”

“A wise goddess indeed,” Lirah said. “You have no reason to hold back our lad, so let go of him now.”

Ariston gave a signal to his men to let go of Froi.

“Tomorrow we hunt the wild boar to prepare a feast for the women. Your lad there looks strong. It’s a privilege that we allow him to join us.”

“Joust!” one called out. Another stepped forward to shove Froi back. Another thumped at his own chest twice.

“Our younger men have felt a need to relieve the tension.” Ariston laughed.

“Our lad isn’t one for fighting,” Gargarin said in a dismissive tone.

“Who are you trying to fool, Gargarin of Abroi? Your lad came up this mountain with a fight in his spirit and an eye out for danger.”

There was a shrewd, questioning look on Ariston’s face. They may have been mountain goats, but they were no fools.

“We might want to keep him for ourselves.”

They weren’t quite savage, Froi thought the next day. Just untamed. As though up in these mountains they had become one with the wild. They were coarse, and quick with a bow, and he managed to please them by taking part in the hunt and contributing at least one arrow to the boar they caught. But for all their fierceness and skill, they were vain. Froi had seen peacocks once, and the men of Turla resembled them in the way they strutted. Sometimes, back in Lumatere, Finnikin would imitate the way the Mont lads walked. He’d take off his shirt and pound at his chest, and he’d walk in the same way they had seen birds walk in Yutlind. The queen and Froi would laugh at the sight of his lanky milk-white body. But the Monts had nothing on these men.

Display followed display of their might, yet they never tired of competing or showing off. A joust. Sword challenges. Target practice. Races of speed. Races of endurance. Every sentence spoken between them was a challenge.

That night there was a feast, but still no women. The ale was plentiful, and that made Arjuro happy, at least.

After dinner was wrestling, just in case the men of Turla had not had enough of an opportunity to show their skills and attributes. They had an annoying habit of finding any opportunity to walk around Quintana and Lirah with bare chests and their trousers worn low. Rings pierced their bodies in places that made Froi wince at the thought of the pain inflicted. Lirah did nothing more than roll her eyes with irritation, but Quintana seemed strangely relaxed with the Turlans in a way Froi hadn’t seen before. Then one of the younger men decided to carry over a litter of pups to her, and Froi thought Quintana the Indignant was back when she allowed the dogs to lick her face. He’d prefer Quintana the Indignant to appear right about now. She was an innocent when it came to men. This Quintana understood desire. She had proven it that night they were together. And now, in the way she allowed the Turlan lads to stand so close.

“It’s a primitive bond,” Arjuro explained. “They’re mad. She’s mad. Don’t try to compete.”

“Why would I possibly want to do that?” Froi snapped, eyeing the way her face lit up each time a Turlan spoke to her, young or old. He could see from gestures that one was explaining the rules of wrestling to her, which was ridiculous because there were no rules at all. The young Turlan even dared to place an arm around her shoulders as he pointed at what was taking place in the match. Froi wanted nothing more than to pull the ring on the man’s chest through the flesh and cause as much pain as was humanly possible.

After what seemed like an hour of men in bare chests rolling around in dirt, a stocky lad with an abundance of hair came to stand before Froi. He waved two hands toward himself in an invitation to fight.

“A friendly wrestle, perhaps?” Ariston called out from where he sat beside Gargarin.

Gargarin waved the offer away on Froi’s behalf.

“Our lad is bashful,” he said.

The Turlan who sat beside Quintana heard the words and whispered something in her ear. Froi saw her lip curl in amusement.

He leaped to his feet and removed his shirt.

“The thing is,” Arjuro said, rubbing the ointment on Froi’s bruised body later that night in the cooper’s cottage the five of them shared. “I probably would have stayed down the tenth time the human bear had your head between his thighs.”

“Did you not hear me call out to stay down that last time?” Lirah said.

“He’s never been one to listen,” Gargarin muttered, sitting opposite Lirah at the table, scribbling in his journal. “Deserves all the pain.”

Froi closed his eyes, wincing. “I would so appreciate it if everyone refrained from expressing an opinion.”

When he opened his eyes again, he felt the force of Quintana’s stare.

“There’s no shame in losing against the Turlans,” she said.

“I didn’t lose,” he said just as Arjuro finished. Froi got to his feet, really wanting desperately to stay calm. “And you would have known that if you had watched instead of playing with those yappy dogs at the exact moment I snatched victory!”

Quintana’s stare continued, but she refrained from speaking.

“And I’ll have you know that not once have I lost a fight this year against anyone from the Lumateran Queen’s Guard!” he added, sitting next to Lirah, who was trying to remove blood from the trousers he had worn in the wrestle.

“You said they were forty years in age, Froi,” Quintana said, irritated. “Can you honestly compare the Turlan lads to the old?”

Arjuro made a rude sound. Even Gargarin looked up from his writing, slightly wounded by her words.

“The younger men would like us both to join them for tale-telling time,” she said.

“Wonderful idea,” Arjuro said. “Perhaps you can join them, and they can pierce both your bodies with blunt instruments and leave us old and decrepit alone to get some rest.”

Quintana turned her stare to Arjuro. After a moment, she smiled. “You’re very funny, Priestling. The funniest man we know.”

Arjuro was wary of her mood. “What?” he asked. “Funnier than Bestiano? Because I hear he is hilarious.”

This time she laughed and then Lirah joined in, and Froi couldn’t help laughing himself, although it caused him pain. He caught Gargarin’s stare.

Quintana reached out and touched Lirah’s mouth and then Froi’s.

“When you laugh, you look like your boy, Lirah.”

Princess Indignant was back the next morning as they prepared to leave. She spent her time skipping after the hound pups, looking up at Gargarin longingly.

“Are they not the most beautiful pups you’ve ever seen, Gargarin? It’s as if the gods are begging us to take —”

“No,” Gargarin said firmly.

Ariston joined them on horseback, and Froi had a feeling it was more about keeping an eye on them than the need to help.

“We missed your women last night, Ariston,” Gargarin said smoothly. “Is the goddess of winter keeping them from you?”

“The cleansing takes time,” Ariston replied.

Gargarin and Ariston spoke among themselves most of the way up the mountain. From what Froi could hear, it was mostly about produce and irrigation, and it wasn’t hard to see that both men were impressed with each other, despite their lack of trust and the very little they had in common.

Froi and the others were quiet for the rest of the way, and he could see that Arjuro was curious about this strange visit to the dying man. No matter how much Arjuro had tried for the last two nights, he had not uncovered the reason for Ariston’s warning against the godshouse priests. Froi wondered what had taken place forty-five years ago on an isolated mountain peak to warrant such an accusation.

As Ariston had promised, it was half a day’s ride, and Quintana slept against Froi’s back most of the way.

“Why is she always tired?” he asked Lirah.

“Because she’s making a baby,” Lirah said quietly to prevent Ariston from hearing. “In the first few months, when I was carrying mine, I was weary to the bone.”

Froi noticed that she said “carrying mine,” not “carrying you.” Lirah and Gargarin still had not acknowledged him as theirs, and he realized that he wanted more from them than they were willing to give. But they seemed broken people who were not good with words, so he kept his silence.

When they reached a small hut close to the peak of the mountain, Ariston helped Quintana dismount, and once again he grabbed her face, this time more gently, to study her. Lirah exchanged a look with Gargarin, and he shook his head to silence any question from her lips. Although it seemed unlikely that Ariston had ever traveled to the Citavita and seen Quintana before, the Turlan was strangely suspicious of her.

A woman stepped out of the cottage, having heard the horses. She was perhaps sixty in age, her face long and thin. She seemed guarded, until she saw Ariston and greeted him with a nod. But then she noticed Arjuro and her expression changed to hostility.

“Why bring a godshouse priest to my father’s house, Ariston?”

“Because I believe these people have a story to tell,” he replied.

Arjuro stared at the woman as if he were seeing an apparition.

“What is it you see in me?” she asked angrily.

Arjuro looked beyond her into the open doorway of the cottage.

“I truly feel I can vouch that they mean no harm, Hesta,” Ariston said. “I’m curious myself.”

The woman, Hesta, walked away and entered the house. Froi and the others looked at Ariston for guidance. He nodded, and they followed her inside to where a weathered man lay on a cot. Skin and bones, he seemed, with gnarled hands that Quintana reached out to trace with an inquisitive finger.

“He’s the oldest man I’ve ever seen,” she said indignantly.

The woman stared at her in amazement.

“Who are you?” Hesta of Turla asked her abruptly.

“R-Regina,” Quintana said, but she was an awful liar, because she looked at Gargarin for approval. Froi made a point of rehearsing her with a different name. Not Quintana. Not Reginita. Not anything that would have strangers connecting her to the palace.

“I’ve dreamed of the dying man of Turla,” Quintana said. “Do you call on my dreams, old man?” she asked loudly. Gargarin winced. This was certainly one of the moments where they needed the decorum of the other Quintana.

The old man stared at her through milky eyes tinged with blue. He beckoned her with one of his gnarled hands, and she leaned forward for him to speak against her ear.

“Your whiskers are tickling,” she said.

The man chuckled, and Hesta softened.

“My father has been dying for almost nineteen years, yet he refuses to be taken.”

“But he seems in so much pain,” Arjuro said, lifting the man into a sitting position so he could breathe easier.

“Why would he share his dreams with our girl?” Gargarin asked.

“You need to tell me who she is before I answer that question,” the woman said firmly, but Froi could see fierce emotion in her eyes as she stared between her father and Quintana.

“Is he gods’ touched?” Arjuro asked.

Hesta shuddered. “I’ve not heard those words for many years now. He refused to say them out loud after the godshouse priests came.”

They waited and she sighed. “Yes, he is, and I am too, but not enough to make us special.” She looked down at her father tenderly. “He was good with his herd. The perfect shepherd.”

After too long a bout of silence, Hesta shivered. “You’re frightening me.”

Gargarin bowed his apology. “My name is Gargarin, and this is my brother, Arjuro; Lirah; and . . . our young ones,” Gargarin said. “We have no idea why we are here except our girl has dreamed of your father all her life.”

“He wants to die,” Quintana announced. “But he’s waiting for the spirit of another. That’s what he tells me in the dream. He’s looking for his lost lamb.”

Hesta studied Quintana warily. “Why you?” she asked.

Quintana looked at Gargarin, who sighed, not knowing how much to divulge.

“Let’s just say she isn’t who she seems.”

“Can she not speak for herself? She seems simple.”

“I’m like you and your father,” Quintana said. “A bit of a gift but not enough to make me special.”

There was silence from the others, made uncomfortable by Quintana’s frank words.

The woman noticed her father’s hand hovering above his blankets and gripped it.

“What can you tell them, Hesta, that may make sense?” Ariston asked.

She shook her head, confused. “What is there to tell?”

Froi walked away in frustration. They were talking in circles and wasting time. Hesta seemed nervous at his movement.

“You’ve come from the Citavita, haven’t you?” she asked bitterly. “What could we possibly have left for you after all these years?”

“Hesta?” Arjuro said, as though asking her permission to use her name. She nodded. “Can you tell us the story of the priests coming to take away the children?”

She shook her head. “Not the children. One child. A gifted child, beyond anything conceivable. If it was to rain in four days’ time, she would say the words, ‘In four days time it will rain.’ If a man she did not know in a village half a day’s ride away was to die soon, she would say it long before the man would die. People came from all over the mountain to hear their future spoken by this child.

“When she was thirteen, the godshouse priests came to see us and asked her questions all the day long, when she only wished to play with her lambs. Oh, the songs she’d sing to bring them home,” Hesta said, closing her eyes. “I can still hear them in my sleep.”

“What happened to her?” Lirah asked, shivering.

Hesta’s eyes were far away, and the dying man held one of her hands.

“They stole her. In the dead of night, the priests stole her. We never saw her again.”

Arjuro held a palm to his brow as though he could not quite believe what he was hearing.

“In years to come, they may have covered her face when she walked among the people, but I knew who she was.”

Arjuro let out a ragged breath.

“Arjuro?” Gargarin asked.

“The oracle queen was a Turlan mountain girl?” Arjuro said, looking at Hesta for confirmation. “Stolen from her people?”

There was a hushed silence among the others.

Arjuro reached out and touched the woman’s face.

“You have some of her features,” he said with a gentle smile. “I lived with her in the godshouse of the Citavita. I was a young lad, and she was a fair bit older, but we shared a . . . strange humor. They said I was her favorite.”

He pointed to a chair beside the dying man’s bed, and she nodded. Arjuro sat.

“I never really quite believed that the oracles were demigods who found their way to the Citavita godshouse,” Arjuro said.

“But most people do,” Gargarin said. “They need to believe it.”

“The last thing they’ll want to hear is that she came from the backwaters of Turla,” Ariston said, his face pale at what had just been revealed.

“Who were you to her?” Hesta asked Arjuro.

“A priestling. Those of us who were gods’ touched lived at the godshouse from when we were sixteen to twenty-five. After that, we could go as we please, live the way we wanted, but during those years, we lived and breathed for the godshouse. We were the voice of the oracle, really. She rarely ventured outside the godshouse walls, and when I think of it now, perhaps she was as much a prisoner to the Citavita as . . .”

Arjuro looked at Lirah. As much a prisoner to the godshouse as Lirah was to the palace. Two young girls taken from their homes at the same age. One to be the king’s whore, the other to be oracle to a people.

“As far as we priestlings were concerned, she had always been there. We thought she was ancient, of course. The hubris of the young who think that everyone else is too old or too young.” He smiled. “Old and decrepit, and she would have been younger than my brother and I are now.”

Arjuro took the old man’s hand.

“If what you fear is that she was controlled by the priests who took her, then I will reassure you that the oracle allowed no one, man or woman, to tell her how to think or what to say. Regardless of how she was placed in the godshouse, she had power. We loved nothing more than watching the older priests travel from the provinces and get a serving from her tongue. More than anything, she could not be bought. She could not be convinced to lie. The gift of foretelling, she would say, was not meant to bring on war and nurture greed. It was meant to guide.”

Froi could see that Hesta was touched by Arjuro’s fierce respect for her sister.

“And the events in the godshouse all those years ago?” she asked. “The carnage?”

“All true, I’m afraid,” Arjuro said sadly.

“And she took her life all those months later?”

Arjuro looked at Gargarin.

“No,” Gargarin said. “I was with her at her death. She died . . .” he swallowed hard. “She died in childbirth.”

Hesta was shocked to hear the words.

“How can that be?” Hesta asked.

“It was . . . nine months after the attack on the godshouse,” Arjuro said.

Hesta wept, understanding the truth.

“By who?” she asked, her voice broken. “Was it the Serkers?”

No one spoke for a moment.

“By my father, the king,” Quintana said, her voice quiet. “When Lirah and I went searching for my mother’s spirit that one time in the lake of the half dead, it was not to be found. But there was another. A second child born dead, who had somehow become separated from our mother, the oracle, in spirit.

Hesta stared at her, stunned. “Your mother?”

A look passed between the two of them, and Hesta shivered.

“She was just the oracle queen to us,” Arjuro said. “Blessed, we would call her. At their deaths, Gargarin gave the babe a name. Perhaps it was for that reason Regina of Turla made it to the lake of the half dead to wait for her mother’s spirit. But her mother’s name was never known, and so the oracle has been lost, except in the dreams of her father and her daughter.”

Hesta’s eyes were still fixed on Quintana.

“Solange,” she said. “My sister’s name was Solange.”

Quintana looked down at the old man. “He cannot bear the idea of being separated from his daughter in both life and death. He needs to take the spirit of Solange with him, and somehow she sent me to him because he wants to die.”

She turned to Arjuro. “Can you do that for him, Arjuro? Now that you know her name. Can you call her spirit home after all these years?”

Arjuro nodded solemnly.

“Leave us,” Quintana said to Froi and the others. “I need to speak to my Turlan kin.”

Outside, Ariston took a ragged breath.

“Our women are hidden,” he said after a while. “Ever since the talk of calamity in the Citavita, we’ve kept them protected. We long suspected that the oracle came from Turla. If the priests found an oracle among us long ago, then the palace will find a girl to produce the first now. The last thing we wanted were madmen riding into our villages and taking our last borns.”

“Do you know what the lettering means, Ariston?” Gargarin asked.

The Turlan shook his head. “We’ve always believed the mark of the lastborn to be a message from the gods.”

“It’s not godspeak,” Arjuro said. “But it is certainly a message of some sort.”

Ariston looked back into the cottage.

“I thought it strange that the girl had some of the features of our Turlan women,” he said. “But the despised king’s daughter? We are lowly enough in this kingdom without Charynites claiming that the curse maker belongs to us.”

“You’re never to speak of it,” Gargarin said sharply. “Do you hear me? The mystique of the oracle stays as it is. As far as this kingdom is concerned, the oracle was not from Turla and she did not birth the king’s child. If a king is born to us in years to come, ignorant men could use that against him.”

Ariston nodded, looking back at the old man’s cottage.

“Will you come down from this mountain, Ariston?” Gargarin asked. “To fight for Charyn when the time comes?”

Ariston shook his head. “We’re Turlans, not Charynites. We fight for no one, only to protect ourselves.”

“How can you say that?” Froi shouted angrily. “You practice all day long to be the best, but you can’t fight for your people. In Lumatere, no one is prouder of being a Lumateran than a Mont. Why can’t you be both?”

“You’re a Lumateran?” Ariston asked, surprised.

“Does it matter?” Froi asked.

“Do you know what we say to each other every day, Lumateran?” Ariston asked. “‘Remember Serker.’ Annihilated by Charynites. They had no one on their side but each other. Mark my words: you will find no province who will fight for Charyn. You don’t have to be a mountain goat to know that.”

“Would you fight for a king, Ariston?” Gargarin persisted. “For the curse breaker? Would you fight so that your last-born girls need not fear the mark on the back of their necks?”

“I would fight to the death to protect my people on this mountain,” Ariston said, glancing at Froi. “You know, they say that the Lumaterans will strike when we least expect it, out of revenge for Charyn’s part in their cursed ten years.”

Froi shook his head. “They would never attack the innocent.”

“Where do you hail from in Lumatere?” he asked suspiciously.

“I was found in exile,” Froi said, having no reason to lie to Ariston. “I belong to all of them.”

Ariston glanced at the others, as though not knowing what to believe.

“I mean no offense, Gargarin of Abroi, but the sooner you and your companions get off my mountain, the safer I’ll feel for my people.”

They camped that night under a full moon and a sky crowded with stars that made Froi forget that there was an old man waiting to die and remember that there was a kingdom dying to live.

Quintana hadn’t spoken a word since she walked out of the cottage with Hesta. She merely rested her head in Lirah’s lap.

“I think it will be soon,” she whispered.

And soon it was. Hesta came outside to feed them goat stew, and when she returned to the cottage, the old man had died without her there.

“By his side all these years,” she said, weeping, “yet he died alone.”

Arjuro stood to follow her and sing his song, calling the spirit of the oracle and her father.

“Arjuro,” Quintana said, sitting up. “You must call hers as well.”

He nodded. “The oracle queen?”

“No,” she said firmly. “Regina of Turla. You need to return her spirit to where it belongs.”

Lirah froze. Froi leaped to his feet, shaking his head. “Quintana, what are you saying?”

Gargarin and Arjuro stared at her in anguish.

“We cannot protect this child if we are not whole,” Quintana said.

“Arjuro, don’t do it!” Lirah said.

“There’s nothing wrong with two people living inside of you,” Froi said. “You said it yourself. That I have more than one. We all do.” He turned to Arjuro. “Sing the old man and the oracle home, Arjuro, and let’s leave this place and take the princess to the safety of Paladozza.”

But Quintana’s eyes stayed on Arjuro. “If you loved my mother, blessed Arjuro, you’ll do it. You’ll do it for these people. Solange of Turla deserves to be with the spirit of her dead child and perhaps only then can she guide the little king into this world.”

Arjuro’s eyes filled with tears, shaking his head.

“They crave each other, Arjuro. Mother and daughter. It’s why we wanted to enter the godshouse all those times, remember?”

“These gifts are curses,” Arjuro cried. “Curses.”

Later that night, Froi heard Arjuro’s voice waver across the mountain, and under the light of the moon, he saw Gargarin’s wonder at the beauty of his song. Close by, Lirah held Quintana in her arms, waiting for Arjuro to sing the name they were dreading to hear.

“Solange of Turla, Argus of Turla, and Regina of Turla.”

At the sound of her name, Quintana’s cry was hoarse and full of a grief so profound. “Lirah,” she cried. “Lirah, I’m dying inside. I’m dying inside without her. Tell him to stop.”

Part of Quintana had left this world and Froi knew that part of him was gone as well.
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For two days, they rode in silence. Quintana had spoken only once on the morning after the old man’s death. She had taken Hesta of Turla’s hand in hers.

“You spent your life tending to the dying, kinswoman Hesta,” she said. “When my son is born, I’ll call for you to come help me take care of the living.”

She rode the first day with Lirah, whose own sadness seemed fierce, and there were few words spoken for most of their journey down the mountain.

It was a relief to reach the flat plains of Charyn after the backbreaking days on the steep narrow mountain track. Although there was little to see except brown tufts of grass haphazardly appearing from time to time between the rough and broken earth, Froi could tell that their mood had lifted.

“This is the worst hit area for lack of rain,” Gargarin told him. “It’s one of the reasons Paladozza is a jewel for those traveling from the capital to the east.”

That night, they came across a camp of nomads and exchanged a few copper coins for a meal of sugar beets and barley soup, and a tent to share.

“I’ll ride with her tomorrow,” Arjuro said as they watched Lirah coax Quintana into eating something. She had curled herself up inside the tent from the moment they had arrived and still had not spoken.

Froi walked to where Lirah was feeding the horses. He reached out toward one of the animals, who tossed its mane, its nostrils flaring.

“My captain is a great lover of horses,” he told her. “For his birthday last year, the king and queen found a mighty horse like this after sending the Guard out to search the kingdom high and low.”

“The Serker breed is the greatest in the land,” Lirah said. “When those from the palace ravaged the province, they kept the horses, and they took them to Lumatere five years later.” She pressed her nose against the animal.

“Gargarin once told me the ancient tale of a winged horse sent by the gods to Charyn,” she said. “As it fell to earth, its wings were clipped by the branches of a tree in Serker, but its might and beauty stayed. I’d been looking for a reason to love Serker all my life, and there it was with that story.”

“You must have been appreciative,” Froi said.

“Yes, so appreciative I let him into my bed.”

Froi looked back toward the tent, where Gargarin stood watching. He felt awkward listening to any story about Gargarin and Lirah, but he was more frightened by Lirah’s silence than her words.

“How did you cross each other’s paths in the palace?” he asked.

She stared across the open space, a restlessness to her.

“He liked to please the king,” she said quietly. “I was the reward.”

“You were Gargarin’s whore?” Froi asked flatly.

She sighed. “It’s a bit more complicated than that.”

“Whenever Gargarin says those words, it means the end of a conversation,” he said. Her eyes met his, and then he saw a ghost of a smile on her face.

“He was shamed by the king’s offer. ‘We can sit and talk,’ he told me the first time. I knew the stories of his priestling brother and suspected that Gargarin preferred the company of men in the same way. I told him there was nothing to speak of. I had lived in the palace since I was thirteen, and before that I lived in savage Serker. The only thing I cared to remember from life in Serker was that I loved horses. It was my one indulgence in the palace. Gargarin, as you can probably tell by his riding, didn’t care for horses, and that ended our conversation the first night.”

She stroked the horse’s mane, looking across the plain once more.

“Do you want me to race you?” Froi asked. Lirah was used to a cell and a small garden. He should have known she would crave space. Her eyes, usually so cold and condemning, flashed with excitement, and they both mounted their horses. Lirah was off before he could give the command. She was a good rider, better than him, despite her years of imprisonment. Froi hadn’t been on a horse until three years ago, when he met Finnikin and Isaboe on their travels. It was Trevanion who had taught him to ride well, although he and Perri had conceded that Froi was not a natural on a horse. But it was in Froi to be fearless and reckless, so he took more chances with speed and caught up with Lirah.

“The next time Gargarin pleased the king, I was given a history of Serker,” she continued, her usual bitter expression replaced with a glow. “He loved to explain things, and in my twenty years of living, no one had ever treated me as anything but a possession. The time after that, he read to me. The times after that, he began to teach me to read. By winter, I could read and write, and by the summer, I knew I was in love with him.”

Lirah looked back to where Gargarin still stood in the distance, watching.

“Yet he had not laid a hand on me.”

Froi shook his head with disbelief. “Only Gargarin.”

She smiled. “Yes, only him. So I seduced him,” she said quietly. “All those years a whore, but I had never wanted to seduce a man until then.”

She looked at him with a wolfish expression. “Do you know how I did it?”

“Is it going to make me blush?”

“No.” She laughed. It transformed her face for a moment, and Froi loved nothing more than knowing he could make Lirah laugh.

“I recited love poetry written by the water god when he was courting the earth goddess. The man had taught me to read, so I rewarded him with words of passion.”

Froi waited, wanting more. “What did he do then?”

“He pleased the king every opportunity he could.”

Froi couldn’t help laughing.

“And we spent that year with Arjuro and De Lancey. They hated me. I hated them. Gargarin loved us all. We all loved Gargarin, and those three lads felt as if nothing evil would ever touch their lives.”

The sadness was back there on her face.

“Then the slaughter in the godshouse happened and everything changed. Arjuro was arrested, and Gargarin was inconsolable. Mark my words, he will never ever love anyone as much as his brother, despite everything.”

There was no envy in her voice, only regret.

“Gargarin was desperate to find a way to have Arjuro set free and began making plans to take us all to Lumatere.”

“Lumatere?” Froi said, surprised.

She nodded. “He said they had good rainfall.”

They both exchanged a look and laughed.

“You can imagine what type of strange man he’ll be as he grows old,” she said.

They made their way back to the nomad camp, and already Froi felt as if he was losing Lirah back to her cold spirit.

“Did Gargarin believe it was his child you carried?” he asked.

“I think he hoped,” she said. “But didn’t care. It’s strange to meet a man who doesn’t judge.”

She looked at Froi, the hard expression back on her face.

“In light of all our truths, do you wonder how I could imagine that he was a murderer of a blessed woman and a babe?”

“I think the proof was there,” Froi said with honesty.

“I knew how much he wanted Arjuro free,” she said bitterly. “I knew how much he wanted to take me away from the palace. I thought he sold his soul for it all.”

They reached the camp. Gargarin limped toward them.

“Even with his body straight, I can’t imagine him standing out,” Froi said quietly. “Why love him and not a man with more command?”

She stroked the horse’s mane.

“Don’t ever underestimate him. He’s the most powerful man you’ll ever know.”

Froi approached Quintana, who was sitting up with her hands wrapped around her knees.

“You’re going to have to ride with me now that we’re a day away from Paladozza,” he said. “If we have to bolt for our lives, I’m the only one who can protect you.”

She nodded, and then her eyes met Froi’s. His heart missed a beat. He felt a grief so deep. And a desire so fierce. Up until this moment, he had not known who the true Quintana was. Who they had lost when Arjuro sang his song for Regina of Turla. But now the relief in seeing her cold savage eyes made him feel guilty beyond reckoning.

He helped Quintana mount first, and then he settled himself behind her, his arms cautious around her waist. He could tell that her belly had grown, and he settled his hand flat against it, heard the bloodcurdling snarl in an instant. But Froi refused to remove his hands.

“I pledged that I would never do anything to hurt him,” he said. “Or you.”

It was some time before her body relaxed against his.

“Does it hurt to have him growing inside?” he asked quietly.

She shook her head, and he could see the nape of her neck.

He traced a finger along the lettering there, but she shrugged him away with a growl. He remembered what the soothsayer had said about the little savage born to the palace. Without the indignant Reginita calming her, Quintana could not control her fury.

“Tell me more about this,” he said, his thumb gently caressing the mark. If he was going to protect her, he needed to know everything that made her who she was.

“My father had the female last borns branded,” she said. “His men went from province to province, village to village.”

“Why?”

“He said to protect them, but we . . . I feared for them. Have you seen Lirah’s branding? In Serker, one was branded with the name of one’s owner.”

He wanted to ask her so much more but couldn’t find the words without sounding like an idiot.

“Where did you go?” he asked, his voice husky. He saw her stiffen again. “Where did you go when the reginita was the one who presented herself? Where did she go when you did?”

“We went nowhere,” she said. “We would never have left each other alone. If I left her alone, she’d say strange things. If she left me alone, I’d do bad things. So we made a pact. To always be with each other.”

“What bad things would you do?” he asked.

She didn’t respond.

“Did you kill the king or did she?”

Still nothing. He wanted her to acknowledge that it was she who had bed him the night they gave themselves to each other. That his broken spirit and hers had created rather than destroyed something for the first time in their wretched lives.

But there was no more talk from her that day.

They saw Paladozza from a distance, and in the early evening light, it seemed a magical place of strangely shaped stones and flickering lanterns. Froi glanced at Gargarin and Arjuro, who were sharing the same mount. It was the first time the brothers were returning together to the home that had brought hope into their lives as children.

As was the case with the Citavita and Jidia, there was little beauty outside the province, but a promise of so much from afar. Unlike Jidia, Paladozza had no wall to guard it and, stranger still, no army except for a small troupe of soldiers and bodyguards who protected the provincaro and his family and kept order among the people.

“De Lancey’s great-grandfather wrote that there was something about a stone wall that invited invasion,” Gargarin said, “and something about an army that threatened war to its neighbors.”

“De Lancey’s great-grandfather was an idiot,” Froi said bluntly.

“The thing about Paladozza is that it has too much to offer. Art, music, enjoyment of life. Why would the palace want to ruin that by invasion when they are guaranteed a portion of the revenue?” Arjuro said.

“You ask such a question at a time like this?” Froi said in disbelief. “Do you honestly think Bestiano and the army of Nebia are talking each other out of invading Paladozza because they love art and music? Wouldn’t they invade Paladozza instead and enjoy what it has to offer by force?”

“You don’t know the people of Paladozza,” Gargarin said. “They would never cooperate with an invader.”

“So we just ride in?” Froi asked. “No papers. No explanation?”

“None at all.”

Froi stared into the distance, shaking his head with resignation.

“I suppose before the five days of the unspeakable, Lumatere was such a place. Anyone could come and go to enjoy what it had to offer.”

Arjuro spluttered. “I can’t believe you’re comparing Lumatere with Paladozza.”

Froi counted to ten. Arjuro was truly beginning to irritate him.

“I take great offense at your insult to my kingdom,” Froi said, trying to keep his tone even.

“It’s not your kingdom, you little Serker shit from Abroi! Charyn is.”

“Sagra,” he muttered. Quintana twisted around on the horse, her face so close.

“You’re easy to rile, Lumateran,” she said.

And there it was. He was no longer referred to as the assassin, so Lumateran would have to do. And he realized that despite the fact that he wanted to toss Arjuro from his mount and give a sermon on all things wondrous about Lumatere; despite his wish to attempt a mock raid on Paladozza to prove how stupid they truly were; despite wanting to lecture them on the appreciation Isaboe and Finnikin had for all things artistic, what Froi wanted to do above all else was kiss Quintana.

“Little Serker shit, we’re speaking to you,” Arjuro called out.

“Sagra!”

Quintana turned again and he saw the ghost of a smile on her face as he counted to ten, his mouth clenched with fury.

“I resent that you persist in labeling him a Serker shit and not a shit from Abroi,” Lirah said coolly.

“Thought you didn’t care about Serker, Lirah,” Arjuro mocked.

She shot him a malicious smile.

“You know what I think, Arjuro?” she said. “I think you have suddenly come to life because De Lancey is beyond those poplar trees and you will always be a panting boy when it comes to Paladozza’s handsome provincaro.”

Arjuro was furiously silent after that.

Gargarin did what Gargarin did best and sighed. “I’m begging you all to allow me at least one night’s rest in Paladozza before De Lancey has us forcibly removed.”

Froi fell in love. He didn’t want to. Not with a Charyn city. But he did because people didn’t stand around in Paladozza and stare suspiciously; they sat around and spoke to each other and laughed. Because at the entrance to the city, they had a town square called the vicinata where the people of Paladozza would take a stroll at night or watch performances or set up market stalls where merchants sold sweet tea and pastries and let Froi and Quintana taste at least five before handing over a coin. Because it was the first time he saw Lirah animated with a stranger as she spoke to an artist about his paintings. Because Gargarin and Arjuro had their heads together over books in a stand. Because for once in Froi’s life, everything felt in place.

Similar to the Citavita, the road that ran alongside the entrance to the city was steep, but not as narrow. Unlike the Citavita, the stalls that lined the road were not selling goods for survival, but trinkets and beautifully crafted daggers and swords and fabrics full of color. When they reached the top, where the provincaro’s residence was built, there was a small piazza where soft-furred hounds were for sale. Close by, a fountain belched out water with great force.

Froi kept an eye on Quintana, who seemed to gravitate toward the hound, her eyes begging Gargarin for one of their young.

“No!” Gargarin said.

Who would have thought that their savage cat was soft for puppies?

It made Froi smile, despite the fact that arrows had been pointed at him from the moment they arrived. Gargarin stood beside him, looking straight up to where a group of De Lancey’s men were hiding.

“You were mocking me,” Froi said.

“Not quite.” Gargarin chuckled. “One doesn’t exactly have to have a wall surrounding them to be a firm believer in protection. The city is trained to go to ground within minutes of an army approaching. They’ve had drills ever since I can remember.”

Froi was irritated.

“So how observant are you?” Gargarin asked.

“Very. It’s what I’m trained to be.” Froi paused and looked around before exchanging a glance with Gargarin. “Four behind the first rock shrine we passed, and two on the rooftops of the house with red gables. Another two on the balconette of the inn with the image of the boar on the front. They make as though they are playing cards, but they throw down their hand too quickly.” He turned and pointed up to a grand house above the piazza. “Most are up there, at every level and every window. Probably De Lancey’s residence. There are at least six in this square.”

Gargarin nodded. His expression showed appreciation.

A moment later, Froi was flat on his face with four of De Lancey’s guards searching him.

“It seems they still haven’t gotten over the incident in the godshouse hallway,” Arjuro said, crouching to his level. Quintana was there as well.

The guards dragged Froi to his feet and wordlessly removed his short sword from its scabbard on his back and the daggers from his sleeves.

“What did you do to them in the godshouse hallway?” Quintana asked. The guards didn’t seem interested in the others, and Froi knew this was personal.

“He showed them a thing or two about hand-to-hand combat,” Lirah said. “Just before he stood on the piece of granite over the gravina and bargained for Gargarin’s life. While they stood around looking stupid.” She was angry. “He’s bleeding, you fools.”

“Bargained with what?” Quintana asked.

“A ruby ring given to him by his queen,” Arjuro said as De Lancey’s men shoved Froi forward toward a narrow path that led them to an even higher level of the city.

“Your queen gave you a ruby ring?” he heard Quintana ask coldly.

Froi grabbed her hand and gently placed her between himself and one of the guards. She twisted away, almost breaking his fingers. De Lancey’s men allowed her to step away.

“You’re leaving her unprotected, you fools,” Froi said. He shoved away from them and grabbed Quintana roughly by the wrist, pulling her back into the confines of his protection.

“Now you can pretend you have some control over this situation,” he told the men pleasantly, only too aware that the true danger lay in Quintana’s fury.

“Is that what she bribed you with to assassinate me?” she asked, trying to pull away. This time the guards had the good sense to keep her close.

“I thought we were finished with the talk of assassination,” Froi said, his voice weary.

“Is she your lover?” she demanded.

They reached a gate and walked into a courtyard with more guards. Surrounding them was a cluster of pristine white dwellings. De Lancey came out onto the balcony of the largest dwelling, holding a lantern in his hand. He stared down at them with irritated dismay.

Grijio’s head appeared beside his father’s. Then they both disappeared and it was a few minutes before they walked out into the courtyard. As usual, De Lancey was impeccably dressed, in loose white trousers and a cambric shirt. De Lancey embraced Gargarin and barely acknowledged the rest except for Quintana. His eyes went straight to her belly.

“Is it true?” he asked gently.

“True indeed,” Gargarin said.

Grijio let out a breath that he seemed to have been holding.

Gargarin grabbed two of De Lancey’s men by the back of their necks and forced them to face Froi. “He protects the princess and you protect him. Does that sound like an order?”

There was nothing sinister about the mood between the provincaro and his men, and they walked away.

“My swords!” Froi called out. One of the guards returned his weapons, taking a moment to study the craftsmanship of the short sword.

“I’ll let you play with it if you’re nice,” Froi mocked.

It was tense after the guards left. Grijio dared to break the silence, but he chose the wrong person to address.

“How long has it been, sir, since you returned to Paladozza?” he asked Arjuro politely.

“Nineteen years.”

“Why so long, sir?”

“Because the memory of a farrier whose head was sliced clean from his body kept me away,” he snarled.

Froi saw De Lancey freeze and Grijio flinch. A look of great pain and remorse passed between father and son. Had they spoken of the part De Lancey played in an innocent man’s death?

“Come inside,” De Lancey muttered to Gargarin. “I don’t want to kill him in front of my people. They’re not used to the sight of blood.”

They followed De Lancey and Grijio up a flight of stairs that took them into a hall, overwhelming in its beauty. Frescoes of every creation story Froi had ever heard from this land and those of the lands said to be across the great oceans adorned the wall. He even recognized that of Lumatere’s, a luminous goddess emerging from the earth.

De Lancey took them to a dining room where a long table was set up for three.

“Another five places, Jatta,” he called out.

There was silent awkwardness again, and Grijio held out a hand to Quintana.

“Would you like to see the songbirds I once wrote to you about?” he asked.

She hesitated, looking around the room, squinting.

“Perhaps you can bring the cage in here, Grij?” De Lancey said.

“You’ll love them,” Grijio promised, running out of the room.

De Lancey removed five glasses from a tray. “My son —”

“His son,” Arjuro mocked under his breath.

De Lancey stared at him, decanter in hand.

“And what is that supposed to mean?” De Lancey asked.

Gargarin stood and limped toward the provincaro. “Perhaps I should take over here, De Lancey.”

“No. I want to know what he meant by that,” De Lancey said.

Froi stared at Arjuro. He looked so strange and out of place with his dark robes in this pristine room.

“Your boy out there?” Arjuro shook his head with disbelief. “You disappoint me, De Lancey. We always mocked those fools of men who needed young flesh beneath their body to make them feel powerful.”

Gargarin removed the decanter of wine from De Lancey’s hand.

“How dare you? My son —”

“Your son? You have no son,” Arjuro shouted. “Why the pretense? Eighteen years ago, you had no bride. Yet you have a young lover —”

Gargarin wasn’t quick enough to save the glasses. De Lancey dived across the table and grabbed Arjuro around the throat just as the glass hit the ground and shattered. It took Froi and De Lancey’s men and even Lirah and Jatta, the serving woman, to pull them apart.

Grijio raced in holding a cage of lovebirds, only to see his father being held back.

“What did he say to rile you so?” Grijio asked his father, putting the cage aside.

De Lancey adjusted his clothing and was full of decorum once more.

“He accused De Lancey of taking you as a lover,” Quintana said calmly.

In some way, there was little difference between this Quintana and the indignant reginita. They both had the habit of not recognizing when to refrain from speaking.

Grijio snorted with laughter at the idea. A young woman hurried into the room, her blond curls bouncing around her face, her eyes wide with curiosity.

“What happened?” she asked. “I heard shouting and . . .” She saw the glass on the ground and looked at De Lancey for an explanation. Froi noticed that in contrast to the richness of De Lancey’s complexion, his children were fair and blue-eyed.

“Arjuro accused Father of taking me as a lover and Father took great offense and leaped across the table to strangle Arjuro.”

The girl was as stunned as Grijio.

“You mean, the priestling’s here and nobody told me?”

She looked around, searching the table. Grijio pointed to Arjuro.

The girl shuddered. “All these years I’ve been expecting a demigod. A less decrepit version of Gargarin.”

“My daughter, Tippideaux,” De Lancey said dryly. She noticed Gargarin.

“Welcome back, sir.”

“Thank you, Tippideaux,” Gargarin managed politely, looking somewhat insulted by her image of Arjuro.

Tippideaux eyed Lirah next with a question hanging in the air.

“Lirah of Serker,” her brother said, blushing the moment he looked at Lirah.

“The king’s Serker whore?” Tippideaux asked, her curls bouncing as she turned to De Lancey for confirmation, as if it could not possibly be true. “What a strange night this is, Father.”

“Lirah of Serker,” her father corrected, looking wary as Tippideaux’s eyes found Quintana.

Everyone in the room except for the two girls seemed to wince at the thought of what would take place next.

“Quintana of Charyn,” Grijio introduced, sending his sister a warning look.

Tippideaux was aghast and held up a hand as if to shield herself from the sight of Quintana. If she weren’t so awful in her honesty, Froi would have laughed.

“What a ridiculous way to wear one’s hair,” she said, horrified. She cast a look down Quintana’s form. “And that dress does not suit your figure, Your Highness.”

Grijio cleared his voice. “She’s . . .” He leaned over and whispered in his sister’s ear.

Finally they had a moment’s reprieve.

Tippideaux of Paladozza fainted.

Later, Froi sat with Gargarin and De Lancey in a large reading room. The walls were stacked high with books, and the floor was covered by a thick rug that enabled them to lounge on cushions for comfort.

“This could cause hysteria,” De Lancey said. “We could have women fainting all over Charyn.”

“But Tippideaux —”

“Doesn’t faint,” De Lancey interrupted. “Tippideaux causes people to faint.”

“What are your thoughts?” Gargarin asked.

“The princess can’t stay here, Gargarin. I have no way of protecting her.”

“You have no way of protecting your people, you mean,” Froi snapped. “Like you had no intention of bargaining for her life in the Citavita.”

“No,” De Lancey said, anger lacing his words. “I have no way of protecting her. My people know what to do in an invasion. We go to ground, and believe me when I say we can live underground for as long as it takes. But if they come in the dead of the night to take her, there will be nothing I can do.”

Froi looked away in disgust, but he felt De Lancey’s stare piercing into him.

“Your boy needs to learn manners,” the provincaro said. “He has little respect.”

“Only for those who deserve it,” Froi said.

“Wonderful. An Arjuro in the making,” De Lancey muttered.

One of his people came in to serve sweet wine and dried apricots. Gargarin waited for the man to go.

“Where would you suggest, then?”

“Sebastabol,” the provincaro replied. “They have the ocean on one side and a wall on the other. It’s impossible to invade. And apart from the fact that the provincaro is still furious about the kidnapping of Olivier, I think we can convince him to offer the princess sanctuary.”

“How discreet are your guards and servants?” Froi asked.

“They’ve been with me a long time. My guards are the sons of my father’s guards, and my servants raised me and my children.”

“Then speak to them tonight and tell them they must not reveal who your guests are,” Froi said.

De Lancey nodded. “But Gargarin and Arjuro could be recognized in the city. Bestiano’s men will certainly know they’re traveling with the princess.”

“We’ll stay indoors.” Gargarin looked up at the books, a ghost of a smile on his face. “There’s enough here to keep me happy.”

Froi found Quintana, Grijio, Tippideaux, and Arjuro in one of the hallways, leaning on a massive window ledge, looking outside. He squeezed in beside Quintana and she stiffened. It seemed a long time since the discussion of the ruby ring, and he knew he would have to work hard for her trust.

Down below was Paladozza in all its nighttime splendor. It was a province of flickering torches, and there was a beauty in the way they danced that soothed him.

Arjuro pointed down to one of the rooftops, where an altar was lit by a single flame.

“I lived at the godshouse school there,” he said quietly. “And every night, Gargarin and De Lancey would be at this window and we’d wave good night to each other. I couldn’t bear the idea of going to bed without doing that.”

There was silence for a moment.

“I wish you’d forgive my father, Priestling,” Tippideaux said. “I think then he’d forgive himself and get on with his life.”

Arjuro grunted.

“We forgave him,” Grijio said quietly. “Why can’t you?”

“And what did he do to you?” Arjuro asked bitterly, turning to them both. “Betray you? Make you feel ashamed of him.”

“When my mother was carrying me in her belly and Tippideaux was two years old, De Lancey paid my father two silver pieces to run a message for him. A message he was frightened to send in person.”

The last born studied Arjuro. “And I think you know the rest.”

Arjuro closed his eyes as the truth registered. “You’re the farrier’s children?”

Tippideaux nodded. “Our mother died giving birth to Grij,” she explained. “Father always tells us that what began for him in guilt has become the joy in his life.”

Arjuro looked pained. He turned and walked away. Froi wanted to follow. He suspected that the days to come would break the priestling.

“Princess,” De Lancey suddenly called out from the other room.

“Yes,” Quintana and Tippideaux called back in unison, before staring at each other with horror.

After an awkward silence, Tippideaux linked her arm with Quintana’s.

“We’re going to have to do something about the way you dress, Your Highness. And your hair. I can’t be seen walking around my father’s province with someone looking so strange. I’m well known for my good taste.”

She led Quintana away.

“And an important rule for you to remember,” Froi heard her say. “In my father’s house there’s room for only one princess.”

Grijio felt it best that they gave Quintana and Tippideaux time on their own, so Froi sat with him on the roof of Grijio’s chamber and swapped stories of their journey from the Citavita. They both agreed that Froi’s had been the more incident-filled. Later, they joined the girls in Quintana’s chamber and Froi chose an adjoining servant’s quarters to sleep in.

“We can accommodate you in a bigger room of your own,” Grijio said, looking distastefully around the small space where a cot lay on the ground against the wall.

Froi shook his head. “It’s best that I stay close to her.”

They both looked back into the chamber where Tippideaux was attempting to remove snags from Quintana’s hair. Quintana, in turn, had her nails dug deep into Tippideaux’s arm, and Froi could see she had already drawn blood. There was a look of great satisfaction on her face.

Both Froi and Grijio sighed.

“At least Olivier of Paladozza will be visiting in the next few days. He is fun to be around. Tippideaux giggles shamelessly in his presence, so she might not be so pedantic about keeping Her Highness . . . tidy.”

“Strange days ahead,” Froi said.

“Indeed.”

When the others left, Quintana looked up to where Froi stood at the entrance that divided their rooms.

He pointed to her hair. “It looks . . . neat.”

“If I had known my hair would be such a concern to this kingdom I would have cut it bare like your beloved queen long ago.”

Froi counted to ten.

“She didn’t give me the ring as a bribe to assassinate you,” he said, trying not to clench his teeth, because it was part of his bond not to. Teeth clenching, Trevanion explained, was a hostile act.

“It was Zabat who gave the order. And I’m not sure whether you’ve noticed, but I had every opportunity to carry it out and didn’t.”

“Then why would she give you a ring?” she demanded.

“Why would you care?” he demanded in response.

How could she look so different from the Quintana he met in the palace? Not because of the hair, but because of her expression and her manner and the anger that permeated every part of her being.

“Did the queen of Lumatere ask you to bed me as a means to find a way into my father’s chamber?” she demanded, her tone so cold.

“Do you want to know the truth?” he said. “Because I doubt you’ll believe anything I say tonight.”

“Do you want to know my truth?” she cried. “That they called me Quintana the whore for so long and I never felt like one until now!”

Froi felt like a proper fiend.

“Quintana —”

“Get. Out.”

He stepped up onto the roof above their compound only to find that he wasn’t alone. Arjuro was there, nursing a bottle. Froi saw a naked love in the priestling’s eyes as he stared out into the distance to the mountains of rocks with wind holes carved out of the stone. Tonight they flickered with the flames of campfires built to keep their occupants warm.

“They’re called the fairy lights of Paladozza,” Arjuro said.

This wasn’t just another kingdom; it was another world.

A song was sung across the landscape, and it made Froi’s skin tingle in its purity. It reminded him of the pleasure he felt every time the priest-king sang the Song of Lumatere, yet he could not remember the words. But here in Paladozza, in the enemy kingdom of Charyn, a song sung once became a tune he walked to.

“Heard every word,” Arjuro said quietly, looking at him. “Between you and Quintana. You’re falling in love with her. Don’t.”

“You’re an idiot, Arjuro,” Froi said, irritated. “And you’re drunk, as usual.”

“Not that much of an idiot and not that drunk. It’s why you had to prove yourself to the Turlans.”

Froi got to his feet, but Arjuro grabbed the cuff of his trousers and dragged him down to sit again.

“If she births this child and they allow her to live, the best plan is that the provincari allow her to stay in the palace to raise the little king herself. She will be wed to one chosen by the provincari, and it won’t be you, Froi. It won’t be the son of the king’s Serker whore. It won’t be the Lumateran exile who has found himself in these parts. Charyn won’t care who the father of the child is, as long as there is a child. But they will care who brings up the future king. And it won’t be the grandson of a pig farmer from Abroi.”

Froi looked away, but Arjuro grabbed his face between his hands. “You are better than anything my brother and I could have imagined,” he said fiercely. “Better than anything Lirah of Serker dreamed of in her boy. Walk away from Quintana, Froi. For her sake and yours. Fall in love with another girl and be a king in your own home.”
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From the carnage in the valley came some kind of order in the mountains for Lucian. Despite the fact that Phaedra chose to continue her work among the camp dwellers, Lucian insisted that she live with the Monts and travel down to her people with Jory as her personal guard. On the first day after the slaughter, Lucian rode down with them to see how the cave dwellers were faring. He found the Charynites silent and grieving, frightened by the stories coming out of the Citavita. There was also rumor of plague in the north.

“It’s just talk,” Kasabian said as they watched one of the cutthroats steer a cart of bodies toward the road to Alonso. “Every once in a while they bring up the plague to frighten us, as though there’s not enough in this kingdom to do that.”

“Well, it’s working,” Harker said. He was the husband of Jorja and the father of Florenza, who had escaped through the sewers.

Lucian noticed that Harker and Kasabian and even Cora treated him differently today, as though compared to those who had savagely cut down Rafuel’s men, Lucian had lost his place at the top of their list of enemies.

“Where do you think they’re taking the bodies?” Lucian asked, looking up to where the leader of the cutthroats emerged from one of the caves. The man held up a hand of acknowledgment, walking toward them as though Lucian was an old friend.

“Who is this Rafuel of Sebastabol?” Kasabian whispered to Lucian. “I don’t remember there ever being any other than the seven.”

“They’ve . . . they’d,” Cora corrected herself, “always kept private, those lads did.”

The leader reached them, extending a hand to Lucian.

“We didn’t get a chance to introduce ourselves yesterday. My name is Donashe of the Citavita,” he said, an easy manner to his voice so unlike the deadness in his eyes. Lucian ignored the hand. When Donashe of the Citavita saw the Mont archers in the trees, he shook his head with regret.

“You insult us, Mont. We are no threat to you and your people. Why would we risk a battle with Lumatere?”

“I will remind you of this one more time,” Lucian said coldly. “You had my wife and the women of this camp on their knees. You killed seven defenseless men.”

Lucian watched as Phaedra approached. He sent her away with a toss of his head, wanting her nowhere near these men.

“Apart from your wife,” Donashe said, “we have the right to do what we want with our people.”

“And if any harm against your people or mine is committed on Lumateran land,” Lucian said, “then I have the right to do what I want with you.”

Each night on the mountain, Lucian and Phaedra sat around Lucian’s table, speaking of the day’s events. Rafuel, Tesadora, Jory, and Yael would join them.

“Today,” Phaedra said, pouring a hot brew into their mugs from over their shoulders, “they separated the men and the women.”

“Never a good sign,” Tesadora said flatly.

“In each cave there are at least five or six people, although these numbers will swell because of the new arrivals from the Citavita,” Phaedra continued.

She had a gift for switching between the two languages with ease although it was less necessary now that Rafuel’s Lumateran had improved.

“Are they really palace riders?” Yael asked.

“No,” she said. “They’re said to be street lords from the Citavita.”

“Gods,” Rafuel muttered. Lucian watched the Charynite make room for Phaedra to sit.

“Street lords are obviously not men of title in your eyes,” Lucian said to the Charynite.

“Only titled with the words thug and brigand,” Rafuel said bitterly. “The gods only know what state the Citavita is in.”

Tesadora paled, and Lucian knew she was thinking of Froi. They had not heard a word from him since he left at the end of summer, and with the slaughter in the valley suggesting a traitor among Rafuel’s contacts, they were beginning to fear for their lad’s life.

“Do you have an idea why these men have chosen to stay in the valley?” Lucian asked Phaedra.

She nodded. “I think someone from the palace has told them to be his eyes and ears out here in the west and that they’ll be rewarded for any information they can find. Their leader, Donashe, was betrayed by one of his men in the Citavita. He trusts no one and has allegiance only to those in power who will pay him well.”

“Blessed Sagrami,” Tesadora muttered.

“I have an idea,” Phaedra said, looking at Rafuel, as though he was in charge and not Lucian.

“About having another spy in the camp with me.”

“You’re not a spy,” Lucian pointed out.

She looked up at him, almost vexed. “I’m overhearing conversations and retelling them back to you,” she said. “In Charyn, that’s called spying, Luci-en.”

“Yes, Luci-en,” Tesadora mocked. “I believe it goes by the same name in Lumatere.”

“Don’t even suggest that Tesadora and the girls come down with you,” Lucian said. “Isaboe and Finnikin have forbidden it.”

“Yes, well, forbidding always works on me,” Tesadora murmured.

“Go on with your idea,” Rafuel instructed Phaedra. Lucian bristled.

“I heard Donashe complaining that they cannot get any of our men to assist them with keeping order,” she continued. “His men may be armed, but there are too few of them, and sooner or later, there’ll be too many of us.”

“How can they possibly believe any of your men would act as guards against their own people?” Yael asked.

“With you Monts in the trees, they know they can’t use force,” Phaedra said. “What they need is for a newcomer to arrive and put up his hand for the work.”

“A Mont spy,” Jory said excitedly.

“Monts speak Charyn like fools, Jor-ee,” she said. “Not possible.”

Phaedra pointed to Rafuel. “He would be perfect.”

Rafuel was the only one who thought it was a good idea.

“They don’t know who I am,” the Charynite argued. “No one does. The other valley dwellers would not have seen me with . . .” He swallowed hard. “With my lads,” he said huskily. “Let me befriend the murdering bastards. Find out the truth of what’s going on in the Citavita and the rest of Charyn. Then, when I have their trust, I can escape. Perhaps try to get to Sebastabol. Find out the fate of your assassin.”

“No,” Lucian said.

“What am I doing here?” Rafuel asked, rage and grief in his eyes. “Nothing. Your lad Froi is out there, who knows where, and I’m hiding on your mountain while they’re slaughtering the finest minds in Charyn!”

“It’s not my decision to make,” Lucian said. “I’ll take it to the queen and Finnikin.”

Rafuel shoved back his chair and left the cottage. Lucian knew exactly where the Charynite was heading, as though he was a guest and not a prisoner. He spoke of it with Tesadora later as they stood outside after the others had left.

“Talk to Japhra, Tesadora,” he said. “Her sharing his bed is madness.”

“I can’t stop her any more than you can. She was sharing his bed long before now. Even before he took a knife to her throat.”

She secured the shawl around her shoulders, staring out into the darkness. Lucian had underestimated how hard she had taken the death of the Charynites. She’d been quiet these last days, more fragile. He had no idea what to do with a fragile Tesadora. He was even thinking of sending for Perri, but Lucian knew the guard was escorting Lady Celie to Belegonia, where she would spend time in the royal court.

“It doesn’t make sense,” he persisted. “Japhra and Rafuel.”

“Why should it make sense, Lucian?” Tesadora argued, irritated.

“Because Japhra was dragged out of her home and violated by his people.”

“By one of our people,” she said fiercely. “The impostor king was half Lumateran. I think we all forget that sometimes.”

“But why choose a filthy Charynite?”

Tesadora looked over his shoulder, and he knew that Phaedra stood there at his cottage door.

“Good night,” Tesadora said, walking toward Yata’s home.

Inside, Phaedra was preparing her bed.

“You still speak of us as if we’re animals,” she said quietly.

“You were listening to a conversation that had nothing to do with you,” he said, his voice cool, placing more logs on the fire.

“I’m one of those filthy Charynites,” she said. “In what way has it nothing to do with me?”

Later, they lay in the dark, Lucian in his bed and Phaedra on her cot on the floor. He wanted to speak. Perhaps tell her that of course he didn’t see her as a filthy Charynite.

“Japhra told me,” she said quietly, as though she had waited half the night to speak. “That Rafuel is the first person — the first man she’s encountered who doesn’t see her as broken. He sees her as gifted. In Charyn we call the gifted ones gods’ blessed. Lumaterans seem frightened by the gods’ touched, but Rafuel is in awe of her.”

Lucian was beginning to get used to hearing Phaedra’s small observations at night. Whether Lumateran or Charynite, people revealed things to her that they told no other. More than anything, he realized that he liked her voice in the dark. It made him feel less lonely. Only last night he had spoken to her about life in exile and had found himself recalling memories cast aside since his father’s death.

And then there was cousin Jory, who was experiencing a bout of puppy love for Phaedra that irritated Lucian.

“Off home now, Jory,” Lucian said for the fourth night in a row when everyone else had left.

“We’re still talking, Phaedra and I,” Jory said. “Don’t let us keep you up, Lucian.”

“Go,” Lucian ordered. “Home.”

Jory rolled his eyes. “We’ll talk tomorrow, Phaedra,” he said.

Lucian shut the door behind the lad. “If he’s annoying you, tell him so,” he said gruffly.

“He’s very sweet,” she said, standing to push aside the table where her bed was to be laid out. Lucian ushered her away and placed the table against the wall.

“Without a word from me the other day, I heard him make his apologies to Cora and some of the other women about his past behavior.” Phaedra laughed. “Except he decided to actually use the word for the body part he exposed, which I think horrified the women even more.”

“What was the word?” he asked.

She whispered it and he laughed, wincing.

“The idiot. They’re a bit raw, our lads.”

One night when Perri was in the mountains, Phaedra came home from the valley, flushed with excitement.

“I overheard a story today,” she told Lucian and the others. “About the events that took place in the Citavita after the king was murdered.”

“Was this Donashe in the capital then?” Rafuel asked, his hands clenched. Lucian had noticed that the Charynite spent his day brooding with fury, wanting nothing more than to kill the men who slaughtered his lads.

“Indeed he was there. They say he was one of the leaders of the street lords who stormed the palace,” Phaedra said.

“Who does he answer to?” Cousin Yael asked. But Lucian could think only of Froi.

“Have they seen our lad?” he demanded.

“And the princess?” Rafuel said.

“Let her finish the story,” Tesadora snapped at them all, nodding to Phaedra to continue.

“It’s hard to believe any of them,” Phaedra said, “but those closest to the king were hanged one by one each day in front of the Citavitans. On the last day, the princess Quintana was dragged out to the podium. A noose was placed around her neck and the princess’s body did indeed swing.”

Tesadora shuddered. After watching her mother burn at the stake, Lucian imagined that any public execution horrified her, regardless of whether it was the enemy or not. Rafuel buried his head in his hands.

“But listen,” Phaedra continued. “They say a barrage of arrows flew from one of the trees above, maiming the street lords who stood guard. Then a lad charged through the air, capturing Quintana’s body and freeing it from its noose.”

Phaedra stared around at them all, a feverish excitement in her eyes. “Both the princess and her rescuer have not been seen since.”

“Froi!” they all spoke at once and then laughed when they realized they had.

“But why would Froi waste his time saving the life of someone whose father he was sent to assassinate?” Lucian asked.

“I think most people were trapped inside the Citavita after the street lords took over,” Phaedra explained.

Perri was not convinced. “I know the lad. It would have to be something powerful to trap him there.”

“Or someone,” Tesadora said with a sigh. “They must have formed a bond. Our idiot boy and the princess. What’s he gotten himself into?”

Perri shook his head. “Not possible. Froi has a bond to his queen.”

Rafuel made a rude sound of amusement. Lucian didn’t like his expression.

“Deep down,” the Charynite said, looking at Perri and speaking Charyn slowly, “you don’t honestly believe Lumateran blood runs through his veins, do you?”

Phaedra translated his words nervously to Perri.

“I understood exactly what he said.” Perri’s tone was ice-cold and deadly.

“Did you really believe that I traveled through five provinces and failed to find a Charynite lad capable of impersonating a last born and killing a king?” Rafuel asked.

Perri leaned forward, his face less than an inch away from Rafuel’s.

“I’m not going to have to kill you, am I, Charynite?” he asked quietly. “Because I’ll do it in a heartbeat, regardless of who sits at this table.”

“What is the truth, Charynite?” Yael asked. “What is it you know?”

“Froi wasn’t impersonating a last born,” Rafuel said.

Lucian was confused now, and he could see the others were as well. Except for Phaedra. He saw the realization on her face.

“He is a last born,” she said, stunned.

“Not just one,” Rafuel said. “He’s the very last of them — I’m sure of it. He could easily be the one to break the curse.”

“You believe all that talk,” Lucian scoffed, “about lasts and firsts? It’s the talk of a mad princess.”

“As I’ve said before, I believe it in the same way you believed that your queen could walk the sleep of her people trapped inside your kingdom,” Rafuel said.

“How did you find him?” Tesadora asked.

Rafuel had the good sense not to look away when speaking to her.

“I knew that the last born was smuggled into Sarnak as a child. I knew his name was Dafar.”

“But here we are in Lumatere,” Perri said. “And our lad’s name is Froi.”

“It’s all fate, and hunches,” Rafuel said. “I was a soldier, you see. Forced into the army. Placed at — what did you call it, Mont, that day three years ago when my lieutenant took your people hostage at the Osterian border? The arse-end of the land.”

Perri was quick, his hand around the Charynite’s neck.

“Let him speak!” Tesadora shouted, peeling Perri’s fingers from where they gripped Rafuel.

“You were on the Charyn border when we rescued Froi from the barracks there?” Lucian demanded, but the answer was on Rafuel’s face. Worse still, Lucian remembered the comfort of that day, the knowledge that his father was walking down that Osterian hill to save the exiles. A week later, his father was dead.

In an instant, his fist connected with Rafuel’s face and the Charynite was on the ground. Lucian grabbed his father’s sword hidden against the leg of the table and swung it above his head, ready to strike. He felt Phaedra’s trembling arms around him, holding him back. “Please Luci-en. Please,” she begged, weeping.

“Lucian,” Yael said quietly.

Phaedra’s hand pressed against the thump of his heartbeat. A small hand, but strong.

“I fell into the hole they dug into the ground,” Lucian said, “where our people would have been buried. Forgotten. Do you remember, Perri? You and Trevanion helped Finnikin drag me out that night.”

Lucian’s eyes bore into Rafuel’s. The Charynite’s mouth was bleeding.

“You were going to slaughter our people,” Lucian said. “You were one of them.”

“Perhaps,” Rafuel replied. “Perhaps I would have followed orders. Perhaps I would have walked away and caught an arrow in my back for deserting my post. I’ll never know. You all turned up, and I thought the gods were smiling in the favor of good men for once.”

Lucian could still feel Phaedra’s trembling arms around him. He remembered what she had witnessed days before in the valley. He lowered the sword.

Rafuel sat up, wiping the blood from his mouth.

“Our squad leader at first believed your lad was the lost heir of Lumatere,” Rafuel said. “Because of the ruby ring and the words he was shouting. Our men beat him up enough to discover that he was no one but a Sarnak thief named Froi.”

Rafuel looked at Tesadora.

“A thief with strange un-Sarnak eyes and a very un-Sarnak name that reminded me too much of Dafar of Abroi, the last born of Charyn, known only to the priests and those who smuggled him out of danger on the first day of weeping eighteen years ago.”

“But you did nothing when they beat him,” Perri said. “We found him black and blue and tied up like a dog in your barracks.”

“There was nothing I could do,” Rafuel said. “But I swore on my life that he’d be rescued that night. Do you Lumaterans honestly believe it would have been that easy to enter the barracks undetected?” There was a certain look of victory in Rafuel’s eyes. “You got him out of there alive because I allowed it to happen. You killed two men on guard and our squad leader because I let it happen. And when I wrote to the priests of Trist afterward, they allowed you to have Dafar of Abroi for all of these years because we hadn’t found his purpose yet. We knew he’d be safer with you.”

Perri stared down at the Charynite. “You have no idea what you’ve done, confusing that boy’s bond,” he said. “If his corpse is returned to us because of the danger you’ve put him in, I will slice you from ear to ear.”

Rafuel gave a rueful smile.

“Do you expect me to have regrets?” he asked. “When it’s you Lumaterans who speak an unwritten law that makes the most sense to me.”

“And what is that, Charynite?” Tesadora asked.

“What needs to be done.”


[image: ]

Olivier of Sebastabol arrived a week later, riding into the courtyard of the provincaro’s compound with a flourish that Froi had failed to capture during his time in the palace impersonating the last born.

“How can someone travel three days and still be in good cheer?” Grijio asked, laughing up at his friend. Olivier dismounted, and Tippideaux was picked up off the ground and swung three times, giggling with delight. She and Olivier could have passed as siblings with their wide blue eyes, but there was a way Tippideaux flirted with Olivier that told Froi she wanted more than a brother’s affection from Sebastabol’s last born.

While the Sebastabol guards gathered Olivier’s belongings from one of the pack horses and disappeared inside the compound, the last born hesitantly held out a hand to Froi, who willingly shook it.

“What is the news?” Grijio asked as they walked inside, noticing the envelope in Olivier’s hand.

“We’ve heard that Bestiano has a large army camped outside Nebia,” Tippideaux said. “Tell us it’s not true, Olivier.”

“Perhaps Bestiano is not so bad for Charyn at the moment,” Olivier said. “I sense a more potent enemy at our gates.”

He glanced at Froi questioningly as they crossed into the visitor’s quarters.

“Then who is the enemy if not Bestiano?” Froi asked coldly, not liking the implication of his look.

“The moment Charyn falls into civil war, the surrounding kingdoms will invade as retribution for Lumatere,” Olivier said. “The Belegonian army has gathered outside their borders with Osteria and Lumatere, and waits for word from both kingdoms to join them.”

Tippideaux paled, and her brother placed an arm around her, sending a warning glance to Olivier, but the last born of Sebastabol was oblivious.

“Most of the people I’ve come across in my travels through Charyn are going underground, fearful of rape and pillage,” he continued. “The Lumaterans will exact their revenge.”

Froi grabbed Olivier by his vest, slamming him against the wall. “You dare to say such a thing, Charynite? No Lumateran soldier would take a woman by force.”

Grijio pulled Froi away from Olivier, and an uneasy silence settled around them.

“But will the Lumaterans invade, Froi?” Grijio asked quietly.

Froi had come to respect this even-tempered lad. “I’m not privy to the business of my kingdom,” he said honestly, “but invading Charyn was never part of the plan.”

Froi bent to pick up Olivier’s cap and handed it to the last born. Olivier took it, a solemn expression on his face.

“Pray that you know your queen and her consort well, Lumateran,” Olivier said. “A war between our two kingdoms is the last thing we all want.”

In the drawing room of the guest compound, Olivier was reintroduced to Quintana. His eyes roamed around the room surreptitiously before returning to her stomach.

Tippideaux patted Quintana’s dress around the waist, proudly. Froi saw Quintana’s lips curl. He had taught her a counting exercise the night before so she could control her savage rage when provoked. Froi could tell today that Quintana made it only as far as the number four before twisting Tippideaux’s fingers away.

“I shaped an outfit to disguise her belly,” Tippideaux continued, as though nothing had happened. “She’ll be showing soon, and we don’t want to draw attention to her. It’s all in the paneling, you know.” She looked at the others for approval. “Because of my gift with the needle, I’m called on frequently by the fatter women in Paladozza to design their outfits.”

Quintana had developed an impassive stare that she reserved solely for Tippideaux. During the last week, Grijio and Froi had taken bets on who of the two girls would look away first. Secretly, Froi was dying to see them both in hand-to-hand combat with a bit of hair-pulling thrown in.

“You look much better than the last time I saw you, Your Highness,” Olivier said cheerfully.

“Well, I suppose it was because I had a noose around my neck then, and they’re always so unattractive,” she replied bitingly.

There was a strained silence, and then Olivier had the good grace to grin.

“Then it’s true that you do have a sense of humor,” he said, placing an arm around both girls. Quintana stiffened, and Olivier had the sense to let go.

“I arrived at the same time as a troupe of actors, and their costumes and props looked a treat. What say you all that we go down to the vicinata and watch the greatest show in the land? That’s what it said on their caravan,” Olivier said.

Olivier’s good cheer was contagious, and they spent the day browsing through the stalls of the vicinata, talking to the merchants, snacking on corn sticks, looking through the armory. Froi noticed that Quintana was drawn to colorful things, and he watched her glance through the stalls where rolls of brightly hued cloth and carpets adorned the space. Olivier dragged Froi and Grijio to the window of an ale house, known to be the most disreputable in town.

“We’ll steal away and come here one of these nights without your father’s men knowing, Grij,” Olivier said. “It will be wild.”

Later, they stood in the crowd watching the actors perform and Froi’s sides ached from the laughter. He heard Quintana’s laughter, and it was not the endearing snorts of the reginita, but a sweet sound to his ears all the same. He managed to push closer to the front and place her before him, his chin leaning on her head, his arms around her to protect her against the jostling of the crowd.

The troupe was made up of five men who each played a number of characters. They covered everything from a witless fool’s amorous adventures to the comic feud between two neighbors over a pig named Herbert.

A few moments into another skit, Froi knew there was something wrong.

“Let us go,” Tippideaux said, urgently grabbing Quintana’s arm. “My father said not to be late for dinner.”

“Can we not wait for the next to finish?” Quintana asked.

“Let us go now!” Tippideaux pulled her away, and when Froi saw one of the troupe actors place a straw-colored broomstick of hair on his head, Froi understood Tippideaux’s persistence. Another actor wore a crown, and what they did onstage was lewd. The crowd laughed at their bawdy antics, and Froi wished he was with the indignant reginita. She would not have understood what she saw, but Quintana did and he could see the tears of rage and hurt in her eyes. He saw the shudder of her body.

Don’t let her think of Bestiano, he prayed to the most merciful of the gods, if one existed in Quintana’s life.

Few words were spoken on their walk back to De Lancey’s compound other than Quintana’s ragged breathing and mutterings. But then her mutters became words. Numbers.

And then the numbers became grunts and she was weeping with fury, tearing at her hair. This was Quintana without Reginita to calm her down. All rage with little reason.

“We need to do something,” Grijio said as one or two of De Lancey’s neighbors emerged from their homes to see what the commotion was about. “If they suspect who she is . . .”

By now Quintana was shouting the words, pounding at her head with her palm. Froi grabbed hold of her, but she slipped out of his hands and onto the ground, crawling into a crevice in a wall, pressing herself into it as though she wanted to disappear inside the stone. He knelt, taking her face between his hands.

“It doesn’t go away if I count,” she said, sobbing. “Nothing goes away.”

“Then we’ll find something else,” he said gently, and placed his lips against her ear. “Think of her,” he whispered. “What would she say to you? Think of the reginita.”

And he watched as the fight left her body and only then did he look up at the others and see the horror and the sorrow in their expressions. Here was the mother of their heir. Their curse breaker. Did Charyn stand a chance?

“Do they think I’m that hideous?” Quintana finally asked in a broken voice. Her words made Froi’s heart twist even more. “Do they think I would have done such things with my father?”

The others chorused their no emphatically.

“Father has probably mentioned that I’m a genius at writing plays myself,” Tippideaux said. “Well, when I have the time, I will pen the true story of Quintana of Charyn.” She gave Quintana a determined nod. “And of her beautiful and faithful friend, Tippideaux of Paladozza.”

Tippideaux held a hand out to her. Quintana studied it. Froi feared she would bite the fingers off to the bone.

“Will Quintana of Charyn be beautiful in your play?” she asked quietly.

Tippideaux thought for a moment.

Just say yes, Tippideaux.

“She’ll be strangely intriguing,” Tippideaux said, her eyes far away. “With a touch of mystery and savagery that will bewitch only the bold and courageous among us.”

Froi and the lads held their breath.

After what seemed an eternity, Quintana took Tippideaux’s hand.

He spent each morning on the roof with Lirah, watching the sunrise. Most times it was to observe if Bestiano’s riders were heading for Paladozza. Despite there being no province walls, the land outside to the south was flat and Nebia’s powerful army would be seen from miles away.

In Paladozza a peculiar world of color existed on the roofs of people’s houses. Unlike Lumatere, with its lush greens and golds, here the strange landscape of stone cones and cave houses was colored in shades of light pink and soft brown and white. Once upon a time, stone had been stone to Froi. In Paladozza it had a beauty he was beginning to love.

One morning, De Lancey joined them and they sat appreciating the view.

“They say a volcano erupted thousands upon thousands of years ago,” De Lancey explained. “And the ash and rainwater made that stone. It’s called tufa.” He pointed to one stone house and then another. “That one is made of lava and that one out of sandstone. It’s why they differ in color.”

Lirah shivered, and Froi shared his blanket with her, placing it around them. They sat shoulder to shoulder in silence awhile.

“Where’s Gar?” De Lancey asked Lirah.

“Sleeping,” she said, getting to her feet and yawning. “Planning armies. Building water meadows. Writing letters.”

She tapped Froi on the head. “Gargarin said you write down ideas faster than anyone he knows. Make yourself useful today.”

She disappeared down the steps into the house.

“It’s a good thing that Lirah and Gargarin are on speaking terms,” Froi said. “For the sake of everyone.”

De Lancey gave a short laugh. “I think they’re doing more than speaking, Froi.”

Froi could hardly comprehend the idea of Lirah with Gargarin. Perhaps when they were young, but not now. De Lancey surely had it wrong.

“Will the brothers travel home to Abroi?” Froi asked.

“Abroi?” De Lancey said with disgust. “Abroi is a swamp of ignorance, and you don’t want Arjuro anywhere near that madman father of theirs. This is their home. And it’s the home of anyone who belongs to them. You and Lirah included.”

“I have a home,” Froi said.

“But does it speak to you in the same way Paladozza does?”

Froi turned to him, exasperated. “Speak? Sing? What is it with you Charynites?”

De Lancey stared at him shrewdly. “Do you honestly think that the queen of Lumatere followed a map home? She followed a song. Does Lumatere sing to you, Dafar?”

They were interrupted by the sound of horse hooves clattering on the courtyard stone, and they stood to see who it was.

“At this time of the morning, it could only be a messenger,” De Lancey said, a worried expression on his face. “Go find Gargarin.”

Froi knocked on Gargarin’s door and entered. In a corner, Lirah was tying a brightly colored braid of rope around the hips of her simple gown. Gargarin was at a desk, placing a wax seal on a letter. Only then did it occur to Froi that Lirah and Gargarin were sharing a chamber. He felt an anger beyond reckoning. Was he the last to know? Was Froi merely an insignificant part of their past, one they could easily overlook? Especially now that they were thinking of no one but themselves. He hated them both: Lirah for being stupid enough to believe Gargarin cared about anything, and Gargarin because it was easy to hate Gargarin, the weak and useless cripple.

“De Lancey wants you in the main hall,” he snapped before walking out.

Grijio and Olivier arrived at the same time as Gargarin, all waiting to hear the news.

“A letter from the provincaro of Sebastabol on behalf of the ambassador of the principality of Avanosh,” De Lancey said.

“Where’s Avanosh?” Froi asked. He tried to recall whether the priest-king or Rafuel had mentioned it.

“It’s a small island,” Grijio explained. “Off the coast of Sebastabol in the Ocean of Skuldenore.”

“Closer to the border with Sorel than to Paladozza,” Olivier said. “Those of Avanosh are the greatest bellyachers about who has the right to the throne based on an incident hundreds of years ago. In the past, they’ve sought the support of Sorel to secure the throne of Charyn.”

“Do they have the right?” Froi asked.

Gargarin shook his head. “Not anymore. But they are of royal blood dating back to the Ancients, and they are considered Charynites.”

“Then what do they want?” Lirah asked.

De Lancey turned back to the letter.

“According to the provincaro of Sebastabol, Feliciano of Avanosh is the perfect candidate to be the queen’s consort. A titled duke, unaligned.”

Froi stared from De Lancey to Gargarin, stunned. A consort for Quintana?

“The provincaro says that we need stability within our kingdom and the only way to achieve that is to appoint a neutral consort,” De Lancey said. “We also need to keep Belegonia and Lumatere from invading, and what better way than to have a consort with strong ties to a powerful neighbor like Sorel?”

“Gods,” Gargarin muttered.

“That’s not all,” De Lancey said. “The Avanosh entourage is a week’s ride from us as we speak.”
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Phaedra was pleased that the queen of Lumatere had released Rafuel to the valley as a spy. Pleased, and somewhat flattered, because it was Phaedra’s plan they chose to follow, detail by detail. Rafuel would be escorted by the Monts downstream, and at a safe enough distance, he would cross and join Charynite exiles traveling toward the valley from Alonso. Rafuel was to ensure that he impressed the camp leaders and was to find out more about what was taking place in the Citavita and the rest of the kingdom.

A week later, Rafuel and Donashe entered the cave where Phaedra was tending to a dying man from the valley. She felt their eyes on her as she kneaded the old man’s tired bones, but she refused to acknowledge them and continued her work. The old man had said he liked her voice, so Phaedra told him stories passed down to her in Alonso. She thought it sad and strangely wrong that her voice could be the last he heard in this world. When she was satisfied that the man slept, she stood to face Donashe.

“I demand that his wife be moved into this cave with him,” she said, trying to keep her voice strong and determined.

“Who is she to demand?” Rafuel asked coldly. It was as though Phaedra were facing a stranger and not the Rafuel she had come to know.

“She’s the wife of the Mont leader,” Donashe said, his eyes glancing at Jory, who was instantly at Phaedra’s side.

Rafuel whispered something in Donashe’s ear, and both men laughed. Phaedra’s face reddened with humiliation. She would have liked to demand to know what had been said, but instead she pointed back to the old man.

“He’s dying. Where is your compassion?”

Donashe seemed irritated by her pleas, but he agreed to let the man’s wife share the cave. Phaedra watched the camp leader place an arm around Rafuel’s shoulder as they walked away. “To be a good camp leader, you have to let them think they’ve won a few rounds, Matteo.”

“Our Matteo was convincing,” Phaedra said to Jory a little uneasily as they rode home that day.

“Too convincing,” Jory muttered.

Phaedra continued to stay with Lucian on the mountain. It had always seemed strange to her that for one who led the Monts, Lucian kept his dwelling small. Yata, on the other hand, lived in what the Lumaterans referred to as the royal residence. It had many rooms and had once accommodated the whole of the queen’s family when she was a child and spent the holy days in the mountains. It was secure and perfect for when the queen and her consort and child came to stay. Lucian’s cottage had two rooms. When Phaedra lived here as his wife, she had shared his bed, or a corner of it anyway. Now she slept on a cot near the fire.

Some mornings she’d wake and his bed would be empty, and she’d wonder which of the Mont girls he lay with. On one such morning, a man named Orly came knocking about a missing bull and she found herself traipsing through the mountain, searching for the animal. When they dragged Orly’s bull back to his stable, Phaedra noticed that the cow shed had been left open, and pointed it out to him.

“Didn’t understand a word you said,” he said. “You should learn how to speak proper like.”

“I said,” Phaedra repeated slowly, “that the door of your cow shed is open.”

He stared back at the shed. “The cow belongs to my wife,” he said, irritated. “Fool of a woman.”

She saw his wife standing on the porch, watching them both, and with a wave of her frozen hand, Phaedra walked away, feeling cold and miserable.

When she arrived back at the cottage, it was still empty. The fire had died down, and the room was cold. Try as she might, Phaedra couldn’t start it up again, and she felt as useless as when she lived here as his wife. Lucian arrived soon after, grunting with displeasure at how cold the room was.

“You couldn’t have made some porridge, I suppose?” he snapped.

She watched him grab a bowl of cold stew she had left from the night before.

“Your shalamar sent it over yesterday,” she said, not having anything else to say.

“Yata,” he corrected, wolfing down his food. She noticed that when he was tired and cold and hungry he had the worst temper.

“We say shalamar,” she said.

“Well, that’s a ridiculous word, and we say yata,” he said firmly, the discussion finished as far as he was concerned.

“And the word for shalamon?” she persisted.

He refused to respond.

“That’s our word for grandfather,” she said.

“Pardu,” he muttered. “Are you happy now?”

“A strange word.”

“Not so strange at all,” he said.

“And you know better, do you?” she asked, feeling her temper rise despite the fact that she had never been known as one with a temper.

“Well, I’m not the one unable to say simple words,” he said.

“Well, actually, you are,” she said, sitting opposite him.

“Me?” he asked, putting down his spoon and finally giving her his attention.

“You say ‘Phedra,’ and my name is Phaedra.”

“I do not. I say Phaedra,” he insisted.

“To your ears it sounds like Phaedra; to a Charynite it sounds like Phedra.”

“I’ll call you whatever I like,” he muttered.

“Of course you will. You’re the king of the mountain. Why wouldn’t you do as you please?”

She stood up and searched for her shawl, preferring to be anywhere else.

“King of the mountain?” he shouted. “I’ve just spent a night birthing a foal. I’m frozen to the bone, my food is cold, and it seems as if my wife has been bitten by a viper.”

“I’m not your wife,” she cried. “I’m just a fool Charynite girl you sent back, ridiculed by your people with not so much as a thank-you for traipsing half the morning looking for that wretched bull.”

Lucian sighed. “Orly was here? You should have sent him away.”

“Yes, that would have made me more well liked than I already am.”

He looked at her hands clutching her shawl, and then he sighed again, stood up, and left the cottage. A little while later, he returned with four small logs.

“Come here,” he said gruffly, and he showed her how to build a fire and light it. “This cold will only get worse, and you can’t go around freezing half to death.”

That day in the valley she felt Rafuel’s eyes on her as he whispered to Donashe and pointed her way. Later, when she was at the stream with some of the other camp dwellers, Rafuel approached.

“You,” he snapped, pointing to Phaedra. “I want a word. There’s a set of rules you need to follow.”

Kasabian and Harker stood, and Phaedra saw them turn to Jory.

“Don’t let her out of your sight,” Harker snapped. Both men were less than forgiving of Jory and his Mont cousins’ nightly excursions into their camp weeks ago. Jory had responded in turn by choosing to charm the Charynite women. “They don’t even know how to fight,” he muttered once to Phaedra about the men. “So who am I to care what they think of me?” But she could tell that deep down the lad was desperate for their approval.

Phaedra waved their concerns away and followed Rafuel along the stream, with Jory trailing behind.

“They are aligned to no one,” Rafuel said quietly. “They’re scum who are traveling through the provinces searching for last-born women after Quintana of Charyn’s failure at the coming of her age. On the road between the Citavita and Sebastabol, these men were stopped by the king’s riders, or I should say, Bestiano of Nebia’s men. They were told that in the valley at the foot of the Lumateran mountains, a group of landless Charynites were camped and that among them were seven rebels led by Rafuel of Sebastabol. They knew this information because Bestiano’s men had apprehended a spy, who I believe was Zabat.

“Never,” Rafuel said, grabbing Jory by the ear to bring him closer and to give the impression that he was reprimanding the Mont, “trust a whiner from Nebia.”

“Matteo!” Donashe called out. Rafuel and Phaedra turned, and the man shook his head. “Don’t touch the Mont. We can’t have trouble.”

Jory pushed him away but hid a smile all the same. “Yes, don’t touch the Mont, Matteo,” he mocked.

“Do you think they’re spying on Lumatere?” Phaedra asked. “Or are they truly after you?”

“These men are cutthroat opportunists. They have purpose. They think, much like Matteo of Jidia, that if they do the right thing, they will be rewarded in the new Charyn. Perhaps be appointed palace riders. Here in the valley is the closest they can come to proving themselves. This land we stand on may be Lumatere’s, but they see the people as theirs to do with as they will. It’s all about power, Phaedra. Always about power and who grabs it first.”

“Then tell your people to leave,” Jory said. “They’d be idiots to stay. No one’s keeping them imprisoned.”

Rafuel stared at Jory as if he could not believe what he was hearing. “Do you not understand, Mont? These people have nowhere else to go. They will endure anything for the slightest chance that your queen will let them into Lumatere.”

Most nights, the Monts came to Lucian with all sorts of favors and complaints. As Phaedra fell asleep that night, she heard the slur of tiredness in Lucian’s voice and knew that if she were his proper wife, she’d order them all home. The next morning, she heard Orly call out for his bull again and this time she hurried to the door before the man came knocking.

“He’s sleeping,” she said firmly.

Orly tried to look over her shoulder.

“Then, wake him up.”

“Why, when I was able to help yesterday?” she said briskly, grabbing her shawl. “Let’s go. We’re wasting time.”

This time Orly’s wife, Lotte, was with them. Her cow had managed to escape as well.

“I hope wherever they are, they’re together,” Lotte said.

“Who?” Phaedra asked.

“Why, Bert and Gert. Who do you think, idiot girl?”

Later, when they found the bull and cow in two separate fields, Phaedra saw Orly’s relief and Lotte’s sadness.

“It’s your people,” Orly snapped at Phaedra as he placed a plank across the stable door. “Coming up this mountain and making mischief.”

Phaedra walked away, but made it only as far as the stone hedge of their land before returning, walking straight into their cottage, where husband and wife were warming their hands over the fire.

“First, I’m not an idiot girl,” she said firmly, “so don’t call me one again, and second, my people don’t have the strength for mischief. The only thing they have the strength for is breathing. And another thing. If a bull went missing every morning among the people of my province, neighbors would help each other. Where are your people now, Orly of the Monts? What kind of place is this if the only help you can find is from an idiot girl who belongs to your enemy?”

Phaedra turned and walked straight into Lucian, who stood at the entrance of Orly’s cottage, staring at the three of them, a bear of a man in his coat of fleece and his fierce dark eyes. No one spoke, and he stepped aside. Phaedra bristled at the silent order. Her Mont husband wanted her out of his sight.

When she reached the stone hedge for the second time that morning, Lucian was there beside her. “Now let me do the counting,” he said, and suddenly she felt the weight of his fleece on her shoulders and a comfort beyond imagining, because it was his gruff voice that warmed her as much as his coat. “First, these are the mountains, Phaedra. People freeze in winter up here, so you don’t leave the cottage in all hours of the morning wearing a shawl to protect you from the cold. Understood?”

She could smell the bread wafting out from the baker’s cottage. The Monts were finally beginning to awaken, the start of another miserable day for Phaedra.

“Second, Orly’s bull is my problem, not yours. Understood?”

Phaedra didn’t respond.

“And third, you’ll have to forgive my people. They are still grieving their leader.”

She stopped and looked up at him. “Their leader is living,” she said firmly. “He’s standing in front of me, and the only person on this mountain who is not acknowledging him these days is the leader himself.”

Phaedra saw Lucian’s fury first, and then she saw his eyes water. Was it from the cold bite of the morning air or something else?

“I’ll never be as good as him,” he said. “They know that. We all know that.”

She shook her head. “Speak the truth, Lucian.”

“What truth?” he asked angrily.

“You don’t want him here because of the mistakes you think you’re making. You want him here because you loved him and he’s gone and you can’t say those words out loud.”

He stared down at her, but Phaedra refused to look away. And then he moved closer, his lips close to her ear as though he was afraid the mountain itself would hear his words.

“Sometimes . . . I miss him so much, I can barely breathe.”

He joined them in the valley later that day, and Phaedra took him for a tour of the caves. He was polite and attentive to all he met, including Kasabian and Harker, who she felt Lucian was trying hard to impress after Jory’s reports about how cold and unforgiving the men of the valley were to Mont lads. Phaedra could tell her Mont husband liked Kasabian best. Kasabian reminded Phaedra of her own father, and he was gentle in a way that his sister, Cora, wasn’t. But Cora was trustworthy and worked hard. Both were good people who Phaedra believed had much to offer Lumatere if they were ever allowed to enter.

After a brief, terse conversation with Donashe and his camp leaders, Phaedra took Lucian to Cora’s cave. There was always tension in that dwelling because Cora disliked Florenza and Jorja. She believed they had airs and graces despite their journey and referred to them as the Ladies of the Sewer. There was a lazy girl named Ginny, who Cora called Lady Lazy Muck. Cora had a name for everyone.

“I want to be placed with my brother,” she snapped.

“You know they’ll never allow that, Cora,” Phaedra said patiently.

There was a new woman in the cave. An older woman who came from the north and never stopped speaking. Yet no one understood a word she spoke.

“Dialect,” Phaedra explained to Lucian.

“Her mouth never stops,” Cora muttered.

The woman from the north spoke to Lucian, and Phaedra wanted to giggle, watching him nod seriously. “Hmm, yes,” he would say every once in a while.

Outside, he stared at Phaedra, slightly stunned.

“If you ever take me into that cave again, I’ll lock you up with my great-aunts, Yata’s sisters!”

“You would not enjoy that, Phaedra,” Jory piped up as they walked back to the Lumateran side of the stream.

“Rafuel said the same about that cave,” Phaedra said, laughing. “He calls it the cave of she-devils. The women hate him most of all.”

“They don’t hate me,” Jory boasted. “I can charm Angry Cora. She says she hates idiots and everyone she meets is an idiot.”

When they reached the stream, Lucian grabbed Phaedra around the waist, lifting her over the water so her feet wouldn’t get wet. She had seen him do the same thing with his Mont cousins and Tesadora. Phaedra’s face flamed when he did it for her, so absently.

“You’re a good spy too,” Lucian said to her. “Except spies usually have more important subjects than women named Lady Lazy Muck and Angry Cora and the Ladies of the Sewer.”

She found herself laughing again, and he looked at her strangely.

“You don’t do that enough,” he said quietly.

It was strange what Phaedra became used to living among the Monts. She liked their directness and lack of pretense. She liked the way they worshipped in the open at shrines that could be planted at the side of the road wherever someone pleased, rather than godshouses that were built thousands upon thousands of years ago. She liked having her hair braided by Yata, who once took Phaedra’s face in her hand.

“I had granddaughters with eyes as pretty as yours once,” the old woman said sadly, and Phaedra knew she was speaking of the queen’s sisters, who were slain in the palace all those years ago.

What Phaedra didn’t like was their food. It was very plain, and it lacked taste.

Finnikin of Lumatere, his father, and Perri the Savage were visiting one night with Tesadora, and the consort noticed Phaedra’s lack of appetite.

“Best food I ever had was in Yutlind,” he said.

“The best food in the land is in Paladozza,” Phaedra insisted.

“You’ve been there?” he asked with excitement.

She nodded. “The provincaro invited my father during one of Charyn’s very brief moments of peace between the provincari. He is very handsome, De Lancey of Paladozza is.”

“Then why didn’t your father marry you to him?” Lucian asked sharply.

“Because he’s old. Nearing at least forty-five years.”

The captain and Perri looked up, mid-mouthful, and exchanged looks. Tesadora laughed at their reaction.

“Regardless, Provincaro De Lancey loves the company of women, but not in his bed,” Phaedra said.

“Ahhh,” they all said, intrigued.

It was late in the night when everyone left. The consort and the captain were staying in Yata’s home with Perri and Tesadora.

“They asked quite some questions tonight,” Lucian said from his bed. “I never know what they’re up to.”

“Should the valley dwellers be worried?” she asked.

“No, but I get a sense that my cousin Isaboe wants to travel down the mountain again, so perhaps Trevanion and Perri are ensuring it is safe for her.”

“If they won’t allow Tesadora among Donashe and his men, I can’t imagine them permitting the queen.”

Lucian gave a short laugh. “The queen doesn’t wait for permission.”

Phaedra thought about it. “It would mean so much to the valley dwellers if she visited, especially with the child. That precious girl would lift their spirits for days and days.”

“Try having Jasmina for days and days and she’ll lift your temper,” he said with a laugh. “She’s a minx, that one.”

“Sometimes I imagine Charyn children in the valley,” she said. “Wouldn’t that change everything? Closer to Lumatere, I wonder if the children would feel a stronger kinship to it.”

“Will you ever feel that?” he asked quietly.

“Never. Regardless of where I live, I will always know I’m a Charynite. Even with the shame of our past, I’ve never wanted to be anything else, and I pray to the gods that one day I will love the person who sits on our throne as much as you all love your queen and her consort.”

And that was how Phaedra became part of two worlds. Up in the mountains, if it wasn’t the Queen’s Guard who wanted to speak to her, it was the ladies of the Flatlands who were keen to send her seeds for the valley’s vegetable patches. She met the queen’s First Man one night when he wanted to see the census she had been chronicling. Sir Topher, the most distinguished man she’d ever met apart from De Lancey of Paladozza, wanted the names of those who were landless first and promised to take their names back to the queen. Perhaps soon the first of the valley dwellers would be given permission to enter Lumatere.

Down in the valley, more people arrived and there was talk of a plague in the northern province, causing fear to flare up among the people again. From her cot on the ground, Phaedra spoke to Lucian about her memories of the plague from years past. She became used to the strange conversations where she spoke Charynite and he responded in Lumateran, except now it was done out of convenience rather than spite. And it was on those nights that she imagined that she loved him, and it shamed her that he did not love her in return. He was the only man she had lain with, and she hadn’t enjoyed the experience. But it was this Lucian that she had learned to love.

Despite his wishes, Phaedra still found herself some mornings searching with Orly and Lotte for Bert. Lotte had made Phaedra gloves fashioned out of cowhide that kept her fingers from freezing. After their search each time, Phaedra would sip tea with Lotte while Orly built a shrine in the paddock, thanking the goddess that Bert was returned to them once again.

“He’ll run out of room for shrines,” Phaedra said as they watched him from the window of the cottage.

“Perhaps if Bert mated Gert, there’d be peace on the mountain,” Lotte said quietly.

Phaedra looked at her. After a moment, she smiled and then she laughed. Lotte was surprised at first, and then she laughed with her.

“Oh, Lotte. What have you been up to all this time?”

“Do you promise not to get angry?” she asked Lucian as they traveled down the mountain that morning. Jory was riding ahead.

“I never make promises I can’t keep,” he said.

She sighed. How many times had she heard those words from her father?

“Luci-en, I think Lotte has been letting the bull out of its pen. It’s why no one has been caught yet or confessed. Orly won’t let Gert breed with Bert, and his wife has been hoping that if both animals are free to wander, they’ll find each other.”

Lucian turned in the saddle to look at her, stunned, and then he shook his head and laughed.

“I have the smartest wife in Lumatere and Charyn combined.”
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The talk of a consort made Froi tense. It made Quintana tense. She called him fool more often. He called her a coldhearted cat. If she wandered away from his protection in the vicinata, he would snap at her. If she walked away and Froi didn’t follow, she’d accuse him of placing her life in danger. If she removed her clothing in front of him at night, as though he were some eunuch, his words would be cruel. If she told him to turn the other way or go to his quarters while she undressed, he’d remind her that there was no part of her body he was yet to see. In the palace when Princess Indignant had been about, she would break the tension between them. He realized that the desire between Quintana and Froi had always been there and that Reginita had balanced it with her innocence.

“Bed the girl,” Olivier said with exasperation. “Put us out of our misery.”

And then there was the matter between Arjuro and De Lancey. Froi feared what the friction would lead to and wished that Gargarin would intervene, but now more than ever, the gulf between the brothers was wide and the hurt too deep.

“What do you think they’re talking about?” Grijio asked one morning as they peered out of the grand window of the hallway into De Lancey’s private garden. Tippideaux was squeezed in between them.

“Whatever it is, it’s making Arjuro angry,” Froi said.

“He’s not choking your father, is he, Grij?” Olivier asked.

“Gods. You don’t think they’re kissing, do you?”

“That’s a shove.”

“Looks like an embrace from here.”

All agreed the next moment was a shove.

“How appalling!” Tippideaux said. “I think the priestling just punched Father in the mouth. Where are the guards?”

They heard a sound behind them, and all four were reluctant to move away but turned to Quintana.

“I’m looking for Lirah,” she said coolly. “What are you doing up there?”

“We’re spying on Father and Arjuro,” Grijio said, making room for her. “Care to join us?”

“Don’t be so rude. Get down, all of you.”

“That’s definitely kissing,” Olivier said with authority, having turned back to the window.

Quintana pushed herself in beside Froi, shoving Tippideaux to the side. She had never been able to resist the drama Arjuro brought into their lives, whether it was on the balconette of the palace or here in De Lancey’s compound.

“Did you see the way she did that as if she owns this window?” Tippideaux sniffed.

Quintana stood on tiptoes beside them. Froi hoisted her up around her legs. She placed her arm around his shoulders for support.

They all watched the two below for a while. For a long while, actually, and Froi heard Tippideaux sigh because it was romantic in a strange way. Froi wanted them to keep on watching because if he turned his head a fraction, it would be buried in Quintana’s neck, an area of her body he had ignored all those nights they shared a bed. She looked down at him, and he dared not look away. She was all twitches and gold-speckled brown eyes today.

“I caught Gargarin and Lirah kissing in such a way one morning,” she said. “As if they wanted to consume the soul of the other.”

The mention of Lirah and Gargarin infuriated Froi, and he let her go abruptly and walked away.

He spent the rest of the day in the library, penning a letter to Finnikin and Isaboe. If there was ever a chance of getting something to them, it could be from Paladozza. Gargarin entered later, and Froi stood to gather his pages, wordlessly leaving Gargarin’s quill on the desk where he found it.

“Keep it. I have another,” Gargarin said. “I’ve not seen you all these days, Froi. Stay so we can talk.”

“About rainfall?” Froi said sarcastically. “And garderobes?”

Gargarin gave him one of his piercing stares. “Ah, so we’re in that type of a mood.”

“Not in any mood at all.” Froi shrugged nonchalantly, walking to the door.

“We need to build her an army,” Gargarin said.

Froi stopped.

“This business with the Avanosh people disturbs me,” Gargarin continued. “The last thing we want is Sorel running our country through a puppet consort.”

“Knowing Sorel, they probably will,” Froi said.

Gargarin looked bemused. “You’re an expert on Sorel, are you?”

Froi walked back to where Gargarin had laid out a map on the desk, then watched as he marked the provinces they could trust. There weren’t many.

“Let’s just say I was a guest in Sorel,” Froi said. “A guest of one of their slave traders.”

Gargarin’s hand froze.

“The slave traders of Sorel?” Gargarin asked, his eyes registering the horror of what Froi was saying. The stories of the traders and the fate of their victims were well known across the land.

Froi shrugged again and looked away.

“Don’t tell Lirah,” Gargarin said quietly.

Froi shook his head, not believing what he was hearing. “Wouldn’t want to upset Lirah with my sordid past.”

Gargarin hissed with frustration. “Froi, what has gotten into you? Be angry at me, but don’t shut her out. If she doesn’t know how to speak the right words with you, it’s because she doesn’t know what you want from her.”

“But she knows what you want from her, doesn’t she, Gargarin?” Froi spat.

Arjuro walked into the room, putting an end to the discussion. Froi could see that the priestling’s body was tense with fury as he reached Gargarin and examined his map.

“So where to next?” Arjuro demanded to know.

Gargarin didn’t respond but rolled up the chart quietly.

“You’re in a hurry, are you?” Arjuro asked. “To walk away?”

The brothers’ eyes were fixed on each other with bitter regret. At that moment, they could not have looked more different.

“You think I don’t see it every time you look at me?” Arjuro asked. “The contempt.”

“Not contempt, brother. Just sadness,” Gargarin said, limping away from both Froi and Arjuro.

Arjuro grabbed Gargarin and threw him to the wall. “Say the words,” Arjuro hissed. “Say you despise me for what I allowed to happen to you, because I see fury in your eyes, despite your soft tone.”

Froi stepped between them, a hand to both their chests. Gargarin shoved them both from him.

“I don’t despise you for what you allowed to happen to me,” Gargarin said through clenched teeth. “I despise you because when I was released, you refused to be found and I needed you more than anything in my life. Not to mend my broken bones, Arjuro. I needed my brother to mend my broken spirit.”

The next day, Arjuro was not to be found. His belongings were gone and no message was left. De Lancey sent his men to search, and Froi waited the whole day in the courtyard for them to return. The moment the guards arrived, De Lancey and Gargarin came down the steps, desperate for answers. But Arjuro had become a ghost.

“What about the godshouse?” Froi asked. “He’d wave to you and Gargarin every night when he was at school there.”

“It was the first place we looked,” one of the guards said.

Gargarin looked defeated and limped away. De Lancey followed.

“Did you know that someone stripped the flesh from his back and branded the word traitor across his shoulder blades?” Froi called out.

Both Gargarin and De Lancey looked back, anguish in their expressions. Froi nodded. “I saw him one night in the godshouse baths of Jidia. I think it’s why he keeps himself covered up.”

“We will find him,” De Lancey said.

Gargarin shook his head. “No. We won’t. If there is someone who knows how to disappear without a trace, it’s my brother.”

Apart from searching for Arjuro, Froi spent the days awaiting Feliciano of Avanosh’s arrival and avoiding Quintana, Lirah, and Gargarin. Most times he was in the company of Grijio and Olivier. Grijio knew of a cave with a long straight tunnel where Froi could teach them to hit a target with an arrow.

“It was my secret place for target practice when we planned to save Quintana,” Grijio explained. “I’d leave a bow and a quiver of arrows there so the guards would not see me walking out of the compound holding a weapon. If they knew, they would have told my father for certain.”

“Did you . . . ever actually hit a target?” Froi asked politely.

Grijio grinned. “No. Not once. My eyes are not good. They never have been.”

The cave tunnel was long indeed, and Froi set up a target and gave his first lesson.

“You’ll never get it this far back,” Olivier said, straining to see where the target was in the dark of the cave.

“A wager?” Froi asked, steadying his hand, one eye closed. The lads loved a wager.

“One piece of silver a hit,” Olivier offered.

Froi succeeded first go and held out his hand, laughing.

Then the others tried. Grijio was all thumbs and fingers while Olivier seemed a natural, although it was a while before he hit the perfect target.

When they weren’t practicing hitting targets, they would sit on the roof of Grijio’s secret cave overlooking the province and answering a string of Olivier’s theoretical questions.

“What if you were given a choice between being the captain of the Guard or the king’s First Adviser? Which would you choose?”

“King’s First Adviser,” Grijio said. “Or ambassador, at least.”

“Captain, of course,” Froi said.

Olivier thought of his own question. “I don’t enjoy taking charge, so I’d be hopeless at both. But I’m good on a mount, and if I knew how to fight, I’d be honored to be a royal rider.”

They continued their quizzing as they walked home. Grijio hollered a “Hello there” to everyone he passed.

“What if you had to choose between the most beautiful girl in the land, who was stupid, and the ugliest girl in the land, who was smart?” Olivier asked, running out of intelligent things to ask.

“Why can’t there be one in between?” Grijio asked, dismayed. He sighed, thinking. “The problem with being a last-born male is that there aren’t many women to pick from,” he said. “I’d like her to be as smart as I am. Someone who doesn’t just place worth on the build of a man or his ability to fight.”

“That’s very smart of you, Grij. Because your build and ability to fight are not your strong points,” Olivier said.

Froi laughed and, on Grijio’s behalf, jabbed Olivier with the arrow he was holding.

“One who knows the languages of the other kingdoms,” Grijio continued. “Who doesn’t believe the world ends at our borders. One who is kind.” He looked at the others pensively. “We don’t have enough kindness in this land.”

“You’re describing the queen of Lumatere,” Froi said.

“Is she as beautiful as they say?” Olivier asked.

“She is indeed.”

“Is your queen what you are searching for in a woman, Froi?” Grijio asked.

Froi thought for a moment. “I never imagined I was looking for something in a woman. But if I did, I’d have to judge her by the way I felt lying beside her before I went to sleep at night and how I felt in the morning waking up to her.”

“Oh, too profound, my friend,” Olivier mocked. “Much too profound.”

When Froi arrived in the compound, he found Quintana in the courtyard. She had taken a liking to the pups there. When she spoke to them, he heard the reginita’s indignant voice and for a moment, he thought she had returned. But Quintana had learned that pups and people reacted better to the sound of her sister’s voice than her own.

“They like it if you do this,” Froi said, his voice husky as he tickled the belly of one. She tried herself and laughed at her pup’s antics.

“Do you have one back home?” she asked.

“No, but Finn and Isaboe do. A massive hound. Finn calls her the bitch of Lumatere.”

Quintana smiled a moment. “Finn and Isaboe,” she said quietly, her eyes meeting his. “They seem so real when you name them.”

He followed her into De Lancey’s courtyard and up a passageway, a shortcut to their quarters. As she walked before him, he couldn’t help reaching out and touching the exposed place at the back of her neck. She stopped but didn’t turn. And it was as if she were waiting for something. Before he could stop himself, his arm snaked out to pull her toward him, his tongue tracing the writing at her nape. She shuddered in his arms.

When she turned to face him, Froi’s mouth was on hers. His hand crawled up the skirt of her dress, his fingers finding their mark gently. Be gentle, Froi, he hummed to himself and the Serker inside of him shouted for more, but he took only what she would offer. He felt her hand find its way to the band of his trousers and he groaned aloud, trying to swallow the sound with their mouths.

But then she was gone, pushing him away.

“Why?” he asked, anguish in his voice.

She walked away, but he followed, a shaky hand to her shoulder. A servant came down the passageway toward them, and Froi turned, needing to conceal his arousal. Quintana took the chance to escape up the stairs.

By the time he reached the chamber where she lay on the bed, he was furious. He walked into his quarters and slammed the door, kicking it once, twice. He turned the key in the lock, fearful of where this rage would go. Always fearful. He wondered when he would ever trust that his anger was just anger and not a desire to hurt another, or a reminder of his past misdeeds. The bruised look in Quintana’s eyes would also serve as a prompter. Each time he saw it, Froi would be reminded that the brutal actions of men were designed to break the spirits of the others. It was what he had tried to do in a Sorellian barn with Isaboe of Lumatere. Although a voice inside had chanted to stop that night, Froi would never know if he would have. And he wanted to know. He wanted to say the words, “I would not have gone through with it.” But he’d never know, and that was his punishment. That, and being in love with a girl whose spirit had been broken by men like Froi.

Later, when dinner was called, he stepped outside his room to where she still lay on her bed with her back to him. He walked stonily past her to the door, but her voice stopped him leaving.

“Because I remembered your words,” she said quietly. “I remembered that you liked me least. You said it in my palace chamber. ‘Have one of the others wake me, for I like you least.’”

She turned to face him and brushed tears fiercely from her face. “Sometimes when I see what’s left of Quintana of Charyn through my own eyes, I think I can learn to love her. But when I see her through your eyes, I despise her.”

If she saw Quintana of Charyn through Froi’s eyes, he knew she’d see a part of himself.

“Come,” he said huskily, holding out a hand. “You need to eat.”
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The day came when the Avanosh party arrived. Froi, Grijio, Olivier, and Tippideaux stood at the window watching the entourage ride into the courtyard. There were twelve of them, dressed in bright silks and carrying banners representing the ocean god.

The moment the youngest of the party dismounted, Froi and the others snorted with laughter.

“What is he wearing?” Tippideaux gasped.

“Could they be any tighter?” Grijio said.

“Where would you hide a weapon with such stockings?” Froi said.

“I can tell you where it looks like he’s hiding a weapon from here,” Olivier responded.

They watched De Lancey greet Feliciano of Avanosh and his people with a shake of a hand to each male and a kiss to the hand of each woman. Feliciano presented De Lancey with a small box, and Froi and the others watched De Lancey open it.

“Father’s very unimpressed,” Tippideaux said. “I can tell by his shoulders.”

Dinner that night was a tedious affair, with Gargarin noticeably absent and the introductions going for far too long. There was handshaking and more handshaking, and boisterous laughter from the Avanosh uncle and aunt that had no substance. Froi had heard enough empty laughter in his lifetime not to trust it.

Feliciano was a handsome young man who constantly looked at his uncle before he spoke. He was seated beside Quintana, who in turn was polite and restrained.

“You are the light of our lives; you know that, don’t you?” Feliciano said to her. “I’ve heard such words all across Charyn. The birth of your child is a gift only deserving of you.”

Olivier made a sound of disbelief and stole a look at Froi, making a motion as if he was going to be ill.

“Thank you, Feliciano,” she said politely, reaching over to take a piece of pheasant from his plate.

“They spoke of the insanity of your hair, but not once did they mention a sweet face and pretty eyes.”

More looks between Froi and the others.

Tippideaux whispered her intense dislike of the whole situation to Froi and the lads. “When a woman has not received much flattery in her life, she will be seduced.”

“It’s Quintana,” Froi murmured in reply, watching the idiot Feliciano flick a piece of hair from his eyes. “She’ll never be taken in by charm and lies.”

De Lancey introduced his children first and then Olivier of Sebastabol and Froi of Lumatere.

“A Lumateran in these parts?” the Avanosh uncle said. “From what part of Lumatere?”

“I was found in exile, sir,” Froi said.

“You speak Charyn like a nobleman.”

“It’s not that hard to do anything like a Charyn nobleman,” Froi responded, eyeing Feliciano.

“And your purpose in Paladozza?” the uncle continued.

“I travel with the princess, sir. I’m good with a dagger and a short sword and serve as her personal guard.”

“Well, I don’t believe your services will be required anymore,” the uncle said. “We have our own guards, and we’re hoping to take the Light of Charyn back to the island with us. No better place to protect a mother and her unborn child than an island.”

“We haven’t spoken about the princess leaving us, my lord,” De Lancey said.

The uncle removed an envelope from his pocket. “We’ve traveled for some time, De Lancey, and have obtained the signatures from every provincaro apart from yourself, Nebia, and our unfortunately plague-ridden Desantos friends. The provincari of Charyn have approved the marriage of my nephew and the queen.”

“Three of the provincari,” De Lancey corrected. He stared across the table. “If I could be so bold as to ask to see the document, my lord.”

The envelope was passed down the table, and Froi wanted to tear it to pieces when it reached his hands. Olivier, instead, dropped it in his soup, apologizing profusely while the uncle forced another smile. The document reached De Lancey, who studied it awhile and then nodded.

“Well, that is that, then,” De Lancey said quietly, looking at Quintana.

The uncle from Avanosh searched around the table. “And we were told Gargarin of Abroi was a visitor, De Lancey, yet he’s nowhere to be seen.”

Lirah placed down her fork. “He was feeling sick to the stomach tonight, my lord.”

The man stared at her, uncomfortable.

“Lirah of Serker,” she said. “Do you remember me? The king introduced us,” she added, her words weighted with hatred. The uncle from Avanosh didn’t respond.

Meanwhile Feliciano’s cousin Abria seemed to have taken a liking to De Lancey, her hand constantly at his sleeve.

“Someone should tell Abria that your father hasn’t been intimate with certain parts of a woman’s body since his mother birthed him,” Olivier whispered.

“Hush, Olivier,” Tippideaux said, giggling.

After dinner when they all got up, Froi moved around the table to reach Quintana, but Feliciano was closer and there before him.

“If you would join me in my compound, Your Highness,” Feliciano said. “My servants can have your items removed from your current room. My uncle will set a guard at every entrance of our residence.”

“The protection of the queen lies with me,” Froi said, leading Quintana away with a firm grip on her arm.

Tippideaux met them by the door.

“Aren’t they hideous?” she said, yanking at a piece of Quintana’s hair as though willing it to grow longer. “Froi said you would never believe the charm and lies,” Tippideaux continued. “You deserve better than that.”

“Lies?” Quintana asked, looking at Froi. “And what part was the lie? The sweet face or the pretty eyes?”

“That’s not what I meant,” he said, feeling the need to choke the life out of Tippideaux.

The very annoying Feliciano was back between them, holding out a hand to her.

“My uncle insists that you enjoy our hospitality, Your Highness.”

Quintana caught Froi’s eyes and he shook his head, but he knew the damage was already done. He watched her place her arm on Feliciano’s sleeve.

Froi and the others stood beside De Lancey, watching the Avanosh party walk out of the dining room.

“What on earth did they give you in the box, Father?” Tippideaux asked. “When they arrived?”

“Sand,” he said. “From their island. Sand. As if we don’t have enough sand in our stone here.”

Froi’s mood was flat, his mind not able to get around Quintana and her consort alone in their residence. So later that night when Olivier suggested stealing out into the city below with a promise of ale, women, and good conversation, Froi readily agreed.

They found themselves in the bawdiest ale house in Paladozza, according to Grijio, who looked worried. He was recognized instantly as the son of the provincaro, and they were offered ale all night, although the offer always came with the words, “Perhaps a favor from your father, young Grijio.”

But the ale did nothing to alter Froi’s mood.

“You’re in love with her?” Grijio said quietly.

Froi didn’t respond.

“I don’t mean to give offense, Froi,” Olivier said, “but she’s not an easy person to like. One doesn’t always warm to her.”

“There’s more to her,” Froi said, not denying either of them. He wanted to explain it, hoping they’d understand.

“Until three years ago, I couldn’t read and write, I couldn’t ride a horse or shoot an arrow and didn’t know the difference between a turnip seed and grain. The men who have taught me everything back home, they often say to me, ‘Froi, what if all your talents were left undiscovered?’”

He looked up at them. “It’s the same with her. Imagine who she would be if we unleashed her onto the world. I think she would rip the breath from all of us.”

Froi drank more that night than he had ever drunk in his life. Drinking was forbidden by the Guard in Lumatere unless off duty, and even then it had to be in moderation. But Froi was sick of bonds. Sick of moderation. Sick of having to hold back.

The next morning, however, Froi wished he had held back. With little memory of what they had done the night before, all three of them were summoned to the provincaro’s library.

De Lancey was there to remind them of everything, fury in his expression.

“Exposing yourselves? To the locals?”

Froi vaguely remembered that part.

“Drunk? Singing bawdy songs about the gods of other kingdoms? Pissing in the prized gardens of Lady Orsa?”

Grijio looked shamefaced. Olivier pretended to. Froi’s head was spinning too hard for anything to make sense.

“The Avanosh puppets think this is a province of debauchery!”

Grijio looked up. “You’ve never cared what people say about us, Father. About the way we live.”

“But the rule has always been to conduct yourself with dignity, Grij. To have respect for others so you can demand respect back. There was nothing, nothing dignified about your behavior last night, or those women.”

Women? Why didn’t Froi remember women? How could he not remember women?

“What women?” he asked Olivier as they walked out.

“They want to meet us tonight,” Olivier whispered. “Are you in, Grij? Froi?”

“They are so much older,” Grijio said. “What do you think they’ll want from us?”

At the entrance to the courtyard, they bumped into Feliciano of the Red Tights, as Olivier insisted on calling him. Froi had a hazy memory of strands of a song they penned for Red Tights the night before at the inn. Words to suggest that Feliciano’s trousers resembled a sock and Froi was sure that the word describing Feliciano himself rhymed with sock.

“My betrothed and I would appreciate less noise when you arrive home,” the heir to Avanosh said pompously. “It woke us last night.”

Feliciano was pinned to the wall before Froi could count out his bond, a hand to the other lad’s throat. Olivier and Grijio pulled Froi away before his fist could connect.

The moment he could escape, Feliciano scampered down the stairs. Froi pulled free of the others and walked back to his chamber. The image of Quintana and that idiot together last night, today, and forever, made him want to kill someone.

Suddenly Lirah was at the top of the steps, her hand on his arm to stop him.

“Where have you been for sunrise these last days, Froi?” Lirah’s voice was always blunt, emotionless. “Gargarin says you’re not yourself.”

“Gargarin doesn’t know who I am,” he snapped, “so how could he possible know I’m not myself?”

“Well, he would like you to come visit,” she said, her voice calm. “He needs to speak to you urgently. This business with Avanosh is a worry.”

“I’m not his messenger boy,” Froi said. “He has you for that. A good deal for him, indeed,” he added spitefully. “He gets to bed you, and you run errands for him.”

She stared at him, a flash of anger and hurt in her eyes. She nodded, as though comprehending his words. “Well, there it is,” she said. “There’s the Serker male. Can only express pain through bitter words.” She let her hand drop and walked away.

Froi took a deep breath and turned back down the steps again. He was in the mood to find Feliciano again and tell him exactly what he thought of him. But outside in the courtyard, he could only find Olivier and Grijio.

“Tonight,” he said. “If you’re up to it again, I’m in.”
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No matter how hard they tried, Froi and the lads were unable to lose De Lancey’s guards that night. The three had to settle for drinking in the ale house under close watch.

“I can’t believe that if I take a woman tonight, my guard will probably stand at the foot of the bed and give instruction,” Grijio said, forlorn. “I need to get out of Paladozza.”

Olivier laughed. “And there are those who would die to live here. Our lad,” Olivier explained to Froi, “is frightened that the princess will be the only girl he’ll ever have lain with.”

“We didn’t actually lie with each other,” Grijio said. “She made me leave the moment it was over, and believe me, it was over in the blink of an eye. She was very particular about not sharing her bed. Wasn’t she, Froi?”

Froi looked from one to the other. “What impression have I given either of you that I want to hear or discuss anything about the princess and last borns and consorts?” he said, anger lacing his words. He was fighting with all his might not to think of Quintana and that idiot Feliciano.

Olivier called for another round of drinks, and the subject of Quintana was finished with. But after a pint or two, Olivier leaned forward and ushered them toward him.

“I don’t trust the Avanosh lot. Why would the provincaro of Sebastabol not have sent that note through me?”

“The seal was there. My father saw it,” Grijio said.

“I still don’t trust them.”

Froi studied the last born. “What are you thinking, Olivier?”

Olivier looked over their shoulders to where Froi knew De Lancey’s guards were standing watch.

“We do what you and I and Satch and Tariq set out to do in the Citavita, Grij,” Olivier said. “We save Quintana.” His eyes caught Froi’s, and he winked. “We give her a chance to unleash herself onto the world.”

Froi stared at him.

“When?”

“This is going too fast, lads,” Grijio said.

“Not fast enough,” Olivier responded. “Yesterday they met. Today betrothed. Tomorrow she’ll be gone and we will not be able to protect her.

“Maybe Avanosh is the safest place for her,” Grijio said, regret in his voice.

Froi would never believe that to be true.

“Maybe,” Olivier said. “But maybe they’re under orders from Sorel and one day we will be part of that heinous kingdom of prison mines and slavery.”

Froi was on his feet. He could hardly breathe at the thought of his son and Quintana in Sorel with no one to protect them. Olivier grabbed him by the sleeve and yanked him back down.

“You can take Quintana through one of the caves that lead up to the central hills,” Olivier whispered. “I can lead you, Froi. I know the way.”

“Then I’ll come too,” Grijio said.

“No, you need to stay here, Grij,” Olivier insisted. “To give them false leads. They need to think we’ve traveled south or east.”

“Just say . . .” Grijio began, looking at Froi cautiously.

“Just say what?” Froi demanded.

“Just say Quintana may not believe she needs saving?” Grijio said. “I saw her with Feliciano today, and she seemed charmed, alarmingly so.”

Froi had noticed too. Quintana was a tamer person in the presence of the Avanosh lot.

Olivier sat up straight, and suddenly a grin appeared on his face.

“We’ll speak of this again later,” he said. “The women are approaching.”

A moment later, Froi felt a hand run through his hair and then he saw a pretty face and lips painted red.

“This one is mine,” she said, pulling him to his feet. He looked into her eyes, warm and laughing eyes, but not those he wanted to be looking into. Not the face. Not the body with the round belly and strange scars. Not Quintana.

“I’m bonded to two women,” he blurted out because it was the ale speaking and Froi was coming to realize that he was very stupid under the influence of ale.

“Well, aren’t we the intriguing one?” she whispered in his ear.

Back in Quintana’s room, he saw the empty bed for the second night in a row. He stared at it a moment, fury clenching his hands. He locked her door, wanting to throw away the key, to stop himself from tearing through De Lancey’s compound and finding that idiot from Avanosh. He didn’t want to count to ten and remember his bond. He wanted to feel the anger, and with every image that came to his head, Froi’s rage grew and grew.

Later he heard the doorknob rattle, and he grabbed his dagger and leaped to his feet. But whoever it was knocked, and he opened the door to see Quintana standing in the hallway, dressed in her nightgown, trying to peer over his shoulder. He stepped in front to block her way.

“What are you looking for?” he asked coldly.

“Who are you hiding back there?” she asked, trying to push past him until he felt the pounding of her heart against his own chest and the sound of her breathing against his ear.

“What makes you think I’m hiding anyone?”

And when he saw her mouth curl into a snarl, his blood began to beat into a frenzy of excitement and he matched her heartbeat, breath by breath. She stepped to his side, trying to get into the room, and he blocked her again and again and again until she clenched her fists and pounded his shoulder.

“Did you bring a woman back here?”

“Did you share his bed?”

Suddenly Olivier and Grijio and Lirah and Tippideaux appeared in the hallway.

“Answer me,” she shouted.

“Answer me!”

“You’re drunk!”

“Did you let him touch you?”

Quintana cried with fury. “You dare to accuse me of such a thing when you come back to my room with the smell of a woman on your stinking body.”

“Did you let him swive you?”

She threw herself at him, and it took both Olivier and Grijio to hold her back.

Froi snarled and clenched his fist.

“Do it. Do it!” she cried until Lirah came between them, grabbing both their hands.

“Enough,” Lirah said calmly, and she held them both to her. Quintana was sobbing, “I don’t understand this, Lirah. I don’t understand,” and Froi wanted to sob the same words.

“Because matters of the heart are not there to be understood, brave girl,” Lirah said as Tippideaux led them away, fussing like a mother hen.

The lads stared toward where the women disappeared and then exchanged looks.

“I must say I found that . . . quite exciting,” Olivier said.

Grijio nodded. “Feel my pulse.”

Later, Froi lay in his cot on the ground, hating her. Hating. First opportunity he got, he wasn’t going to take her through the cave with Olivier. He was going to go on his own and travel back to Lumatere and he was going to ask for a Flatland girl’s hand in marriage and live on a pocket of land for the rest of his life and never leave Lumatere again. No. A River girl. He’d marry a River girl because they were wilder, but still not savage one moment and ice-cold and vicious the next.

He heard a sound at his door and sat up, and he saw her there in the shadows, holding a candle and staring down at him.

“I took no woman,” he said, forgetting every vow he had just made never to speak to her again. “Allowed no woman to touch me.”

“The guard said the women were like flies on you all.”

“But I was thinking of another and I couldn’t bear their touch.”

And he saw it in her eyes. Still. The belief that there could be someone other than herself. You, he wanted to shout. You. No one but you. Stupid, stupid girl.

And when she didn’t leave his door, Froi pulled back the blankets and shuffled over to the wall. He held out a hand, and he saw in her expression that she wrestled with the savage inside of her, but Froi’s hand stayed outstretched. She would never trust easily. Never. But he would make it his bond to ensure that one day she would trust him without hesitation.

And then she was lying there beside him.

“My feet were cold in their part of the compound,” she muttered.

“Well, we can’t have that, can we?” he said, warming them against his and tucking the blanket over her body.

“I heard the Avanosh aunt say, ‘She should grow her hair to hide that pointy chin and pointy nose.’”

“If I see that pointy chin and nose hidden, I’ll have to hurt someone.”

“You’re supposed to say I don’t have a pointy chin or pointy nose,” she said, somewhat dryly.

“But you do,” he said. “And you also have pointy eyes,” he added as he kissed both lids, “and a pointy mouth,” he teased, pressing his lips against hers, “and a pointy tongue.” His body covered hers as he held her face in his hands and captured her mouth, the silk warmness of her tongue matching his, stroke by stroke. Then he felt the sharp nip of her teeth as his mouth dared to leave hers, traveling toward her throat, fleetingly tracing the scars from the noose. “And a pointy, pointy heart,” he murmured, feeling the powerful beat that her enemies had tried to crush from the moment she was born. One hand cupped her breast as his other hand lifted the folds of her nightdress and drew her closer.

“Does the queen of Lumatere have all those things?” she asked quietly.

Froi didn’t want to talk about the queen of Lumatere. He didn’t want to talk about anything. His need for Quintana was fierce. It had been a long time since that last night in the palace. He fumbled at the drawstring of his trousers, loosening them, then taking her hand and pressing it against him. Still, she stared with a question in her eyes. Froi knew she wanted more from him and although he ached for her, he fought hard to control his desire. Counted to ten in every language he knew. Counted to ten again. And again. Until his breathing was less ragged and his hand linked with hers. Finally he sighed and placed his arm around her, drawing her close.

“The queen of Lumatere complains constantly of her nose. ‘Too big,’ she says. Finnikin just shrugs and says, ‘What would I do with a queen who has a little nose?’”

Quintana laughed, and she leaned her head against his chest. “He’s supposed to say she doesn’t have a big nose.”

“I know, but Finnikin was brought up by men. If it wasn’t the Guard for the first ten years, it was Sir Topher for the next nine. He knows very little about women.”

“So what do you say when the queen of Lumatere comments about her nose?”

He flicked a finger at her nose. “I tell her I’ve seen much bigger.”

“You are a smart man, Dafar of Abroi.”

He shuddered with pleasure to hear his name spoken by her.

“Froi?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t trust the Avanosh party,” she whispered. She moved closer to his ear. “I’ve allowed them to believe that all is civil between us, but I think they are planning something wicked. There’s too much whispering, and Feliciano doesn’t seem to have control. His uncle does. He reminds me of Bestiano.”

She shuddered, and Froi held her closer.

“Don’t let them take away our little king, Froi. Not the Avanosh people or Bestiano. I’m begging you, Froi.”

That she had to speak the words broke something inside of him.

“I will protect you,” he whispered. “I will never let anything happen to you or our child.”

And he would come to realize sooner rather than later that it was the greatest lie he had ever spoken aloud.
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He went to see Gargarin in his chamber the next morning. It was almost a miniature compound, with two bedrooms and a library. Gargarin was writing with vigor, and Froi could hear Lirah pottering around in the other room. They’d be safe and comfortable here. Despite his bitterness, at least he could take that away with him.

“I don’t trust the people of Avanosh,” Gargarin said, his head still bent as he wrote.

“Nor do I.”

Gargarin sighed, and their eyes met. Froi saw relief in Gargarin’s. “Good. I have a plan.”

Froi shook his head. “I have a plan. I’m taking her. Probably to Turla.”

“Excellent. My plan exactly. If anyone can hide us, it’s Ariston. We can leave —”

“I’m taking her alone.”

Froi heard a sound behind him and saw Lirah standing at the dividing door. She looked at Gargarin.

“I can’t look after you,” Froi said. “I can’t protect you and Lirah and Quintana.”

“But I can protect you, Froi,” Gargarin said. “I’ve written to every provincaro. Every ambassador. I’ve attempted to contact every Mountain tribe. We can build an army, bigger than Bestiano and Nebia’s. Her army, Froi. Without one, she has no power.”

Froi shook his head. “You’ll slow us down,” he said bluntly.

“But if we get caught, you will be protected by my name,” Gargarin said. “I’m beginning to realize that at a time like this it means something.”

“Your name is nothing,” Froi argued. “You can’t protect me. Neither of you can. You never did!”

Lirah stood watching them. “We stay together. We need you both,” she said firmly.

“He can’t even protect himself,” Froi shouted. “Did he save you from harm? Or me? Do you want to know what they did to me in Sarnak, Gargarin? Do you want to know what they made me do?”

Tears of rage spilled from Froi’s eyes. Because he loved them and he hated them. Because he wanted them safe and he wanted to hurt them beyond anything else. So he spoke the words he had never dared to speak aloud. About the men who controlled the backstreets of the Sarnak capital and made him sing on street corners because his voice was sweet and high and a gift from the gods. How the rich merchants would pay to take him home. And he spoke of the time in that stable in Sorel when he tried to take Isaboe of Lumatere. He watched Lirah and Gargarin flinch, as though his words were Gargarin’s cane beating them over and over again until nothing much was left of Gargarin’s and Lirah’s spirits.

“You couldn’t protect me, so why would I trust you with Quintana and my son?”

He knocked on Olivier’s door moments later. The last born of Sebastabol looked worse for the wear, having had little sleep the night before.

“Let’s talk about what we spoke of last night in the inn,” Froi said.

Olivier looked down the hallway and ushered him in.

“When can you be ready?”

“We are ready.”

They planned to meet the others in the courtyard under the pretense of an excursion into the vicinata. They were to take no possessions with them, for it would draw attention and cause suspicion, and Grijio felt it best that they invite Feliciano along as well.

“We’re going to see the last days of the greatest show in the kingdom,” Grijio called out with a wave to his father on the balcony, beside the uncle from Avanosh.

Froi felt De Lancey’s eyes on him, and there was something in his stare that told Froi he knew what would take place. That Gargarin had already spoken to him.

“Grij?” De Lancey called out. They were almost out the gate and they nervously looked back up at the provincaro.

“If you and Tippideaux aren’t back in time, I’ll send the guards to come search for you.”

It was a father’s warning. That whatever the plan was, it would not involve his children.

As they traveled down the road to the vicinata, Tippideaux clutched Quintana’s arm.

“I’m not feeling myself today,” Tippideaux sniffed, and Froi could see she was weeping, truly weeping and not just acting out her part in their charade. “All this anger from Father about your nonsense, Grij. It’s upset us all. Upset the queen.”

Grijio stopped and held out a hand to Quintana. She took it, and he pressed a kiss to it. In the eyes of Feliciano, it was an apology. In the eyes of the others, a farewell.

“You’ve never offered anything but friendship, Grijio,” Quintana said. “One day I’ll repay it tenfold despite your poor form these past nights.”

Quintana turned her attention back to Feliciano and linked her arm with his, while taking one moment more to clutch Tippideaux’s fingers before walking ahead with the heir of Avanosh.

When they reached the lane that would take them into the vicinata, Olivier indicated the fletcher’s cottage with a slight toss of his head.

“Be safe, friends,” Grijio said, quickly embracing Froi and Olivier.

“Everything is for Charyn,” Olivier said somberly, his voice breaking from emotion. “Everything.”

Tippideaux quickly hugged Froi. “Keep her warm. She’s awfully bad-tempered when she’s cold.”

And then they all caught up with Quintana and Feliciano, full of pretend laughter and talk of the greatest show in the kingdom.

“Feliciano,” Tippideaux said in a hushed tone, with a wink toward the stalls they could see at the entrance of the vicinata. “Trinkets. A perfect gift for a blushing betrothed.”

He nodded, unaware of what was brewing, and Tippideaux dragged him away.

Froi grabbed Quintana’s hand, and then they were running for the fletcher’s cottage.

“Can we trust this man?” Froi asked Olivier.

“Just trust that he will do anything to protect the princess and the babe,” Olivier said as they entered the house.

“This way,” they heard someone say.

Froi followed the voice down into the cellar, his hand never letting go of Quintana’s. An oil lamp was lit, and he saw the fletcher and his wife standing before them.

“Quick. Help me with this,” the fletcher said.

It took the weight of Olivier, Froi, and the fletcher combined to push aside the stone, revealing a tunnel that would lead to the hills just outside the province to the north.

“It will take you no longer than a day,” the man said. “I’ll travel behind you soon to replace the stones.”

Olivier handed over a purse of coins.

“Paladozza must not fall,” Olivier said firmly.

The fletcher’s wife took the purse of coins from her husband.

“Can I see?” she asked, reaching out a hand to Quintana. Froi froze. Don’t touch her, he prayed. The last thing they needed was Quintana’s savage strangeness frightening those who were here to help. But Quintana took the woman’s hand and pressed it against her belly and the woman wept. In return, she placed the purse of coins inside Quintana’s hands.

“Keep them,” the fletcher’s wife said. “They will come to good use. You can return the favor when you’re settled in the palace with the heir.”

“We need to go,” Olivier said.

“Weapons?” the man asked.

“I have a sword and two daggers,” Froi said.

“We’re wasting time,” Olivier hissed, pulling Froi and Quintana away.

“Here,” the man said, giving Froi and Olivier a bow each and a quiver of arrows. “Protect her with your life, lads.”
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Beatriss traveled through the Flatlands with Tarah and Samuel to see how her villagers were faring. They were scattered across the kingdom, some as far away as the Rock village, quarrying stone, or the River villages, gutting fish. Most expressed sadness when they heard she would be moving into the palace with Vestie. “Always thought we’d be able to return to you,” they said. “We may have work here, but we don’t have a home, Lady Beatriss.”

As they passed the road that led to the village of Fenton, she saw a crowd. The Queen’s Guard was there as well, and among them Trevanion sat astride his horse. Beatriss remembered Isaboe’s words the day the queen visited and they had traveled back to the palace together. That she was not to expect Trevanion to reveal his feelings of the past. “They’re not like us women, Beatriss. For all their strength and might, any talk of the past pains them, and if you’re waiting for him to speak words you want to hear, then make the decision to live without him now. For you may never hear them.”

“What do you think is happening there?” she asked Samuel.

“Why, the palace is auctioning the village, Lady Beatriss,” Samuel said gently. “Did you not know? The surviving Fenton villagers will all receive ten pieces of gold to resettle elsewhere or stay if they wish. The queen says it’s what Lord Selric would have wanted.”

“The queen and Finnikin mentioned as much. What are the villagers saying?”

Tarah made a rude sound. “Those of Lord Freychinet’s village are saying they wished he was dead in a ditch someplace in Charyn and they had ten apiece.”

“Doubt anyone will stay in Fenton, though,” Samuel said. “Not if Lord Nettice buys.”

Beatriss shuddered at the thought.

“Let’s stop awhile,” she said quietly. “I see dear friends.”

She approached Abian and August, who kept their distance from the other lords and ladies. Abian hugged her tightly.

“Sad day,” August said. “If they waited until spring, I’d have the money from the crop. Selric would have hated any of that lot getting hold of his land and people.”

Beatriss knew from Abian that August felt he had let his neighbor down. She squeezed his arm. “You’ve taken on more of his villagers than you can afford to, August. He would have been grateful.”

They watched Lord Nettice and his cronies, who were laughing among themselves. Already they were thumping Nettice’s back with congratulations, as though he already owned Fenton.

“What I don’t understand is where he got his gold from,” Lady Abian said, bitterness in her voice.

“He made his money shamelessly under the impostor king’s rule,” Beatriss said quietly.

Her eyes met Genova’s. She was huddled with her husband, Makli, and the survivors of Fenton. As was the case with Sennington, the village of Fenton once boasted sixty-four people and was now down to twenty-eight. Most had died in the Charyn plague. What was ten pieces of gold worth to them when they were still grieving the loss of neighbors?

A moment later, Trevanion approached and dismounted. Beatriss felt her face warming up under the intensity of his stare.

“Honestly, Trevanion, can’t you arrest them for their smugness?” August said.

Abian’s fury could hardly be contained. “If any of their wives come near me to boast the purchase, you’re going to have to bail me out of the palace dungeon tonight, Augie, because I don’t know what I’ll do to them.”

Trevanion laughed. He looked at Beatriss. “Would you like me to arrest Lord Nettice for purely existing, Beatriss?”

Beatriss’s stomach churned at the mention of his name. She was unable to join in the jest, and all too soon Trevanion’s smile was gone and he was off to oversee the growing crowd.

It was all a farce, really. The poor Fenton lot had pooled together their promised amount, deciding that perhaps they would try to buy it together, but Lord Nettice doubled the amount the moment it began and it was humiliating to watch. Humiliating. Beatriss stared at the man, the word thundering inside her head. Humiliating. Humiliating. Her anger grew. She felt its rage, but there was no longer shame in it.

What had her fellow Lumaterans said about her during those early years of the impostor king’s cruel reign? That she gave them courage. That each time his men ruined her land, Beatriss the Bold refused to stop planting.

“Four hundred pieces of gold,” she shouted. It was what the priest-king had promised her for Sennington.

There was a stunned silence around her. August and Abian stared at her as if she had lost her senses. It wasn’t that they doubted she had money, but to buy a village? Beatriss looked across at where Lord Nettice stood with his wife alongside Lord Freychinet and their acquaintances.

“Five hundred,” Lord Nettice said, and her heart dropped.

Every person standing on the field stared back at her, but Beatriss knew she could not match the price. The auctioneer waited.

“Five hundred and ten, Lady Beatriss?” the auctioneer called out, searching for her through the crowd. “Perhaps another go?”

“End this,” Lord Nettice shouted at the man, but the auctioneer refused to be rushed.

Suddenly Makli and Genova were there beside Beatriss, as were the rest of the Fenton villagers.

“End this,” they heard Lord Nettice shout again.

“Lady Beatriss,” the auctioneer called out, his voice anxious. “Another bid, perhaps.”

“We have two hundred and eighty coins between us,” Genova said. “Use it, Lady Beatriss. Use it all. If he wins the bid, Fenton is lost to us. The pride of Lord Selric and his beloved girls are lost to us.”

Beatriss caught Makli’s eye and she saw sorrow there and before she could stop herself, she pushed through the crowd and reached the front, her stare fixed on Lord Nettice.

“I bid six hundred and eighty pieces of gold!” she said. “Do you have the nerve to outbid me, Lord Nettice?”

“Nerve?” Lord Freychinet laughed, looking at his friend. “What has nerve to do with it? I’ll lend you the rest, Nettice.”

Lord Nettice hesitated, and Beatriss dared the coward to be the first to look away. For it would not be her. Never again would she look away from this man. She stepped closer, until she was almost nose to nose with him.

“I defy you to outbid me,” she said. “I defy you.”

There was a hush from the crowd, filled with confusion and anticipation and hope.

“Sold to Lady Beatriss for six hundred and eighty pieces of gold,” the auctioneer shouted, his words slicing through the silence.

“What?” There was outrage from Lord Freychinet and their companions.

“Too fast,” Lord Freychinet shouted at the man. “Too fast.”

“End this. End this,” the auctioneer mimicked. “Is that not what you shouted? Make up your mind. I’m finished for the day.”

“This is an outrage!” Lady Milla said.

“Nettice! Do something,” his wife said.

“Leave it,” Lord Nettice said to his entourage, his tone cold and bitter. “Leave it. She’s paid too much for it, anyway. Fenton was always the runt of the villages.”

Through the crowd Beatriss could see Trevanion, his eyes on Nettice as if he wanted to tear the man apart. But a moment later, she was surrounded by those of Fenton and lost sight of him. Abian and August were there too, as were Tarah and Samuel and anyone present from Sennington. They all seemed stunned at the quick outcome of the day’s events. Beatriss could hardly find the words to speak.

“Did I just buy a village?” she asked.

Then Makli laughed. “You did indeed, Lady Beatriss. You did indeed.”

That afternoon her home was filled to the brim with those from Sennington and Fenton. Even the auctioneer had returned with them when he heard of the ale and the sweets to be served.

“May I make a toast?” Beatriss called out when the sun was beginning to set and it was time for her guests to leave. Silence came over the room.

“A toast to Lord Selric and Lady Milla and Lady Hera and Frana and Lestra. And a toast to those others we lost from Fenton and Sennington.” Beatriss’s eyes blazed with tears. “We won’t have a moment’s rest this coming year, dear friends. Not a moment’s rest, but we break our backs in their names.”

There was a cheer for her words, and she stood among them overwhelmed with fear and exhilaration. What had she gotten herself into? What would people say? One moment refusing to step outside her house, next moment buying a village.

Later, the man who had conducted the sale approached and took her hand, and she smiled.

“I gather you weren’t a big supporter of Lord Nettice after what you did today?” she asked. “Did he do you wrong, sir?”

The auctioneer, named Pollock, shook his head. “I’m not interested in those who do me wrong, Lady Beatriss. There’s not enough time in the day for them. But my daughter spent five safe years in the cloisters because of you and that mad Tesadora. Won’t be forgotten by me and my wife. I can tell you that.”

She stood awhile and watched them all go, but as she turned, she heard the sound of a horse coming down the road. Samuel stepped out beside her.

“It’s the captain,” she said quietly. “I’m safe, Samuel.”

She waited for Trevanion to dismount, and without a word, he followed her into the house.

“Was it him?” he asked, and she heard the barely contained rage in his voice.

She sighed, pouring him a cider and cutting him a slice of cake.

“And what are you going to do to him if it was?” she asked.

“Kill him,” he said through clenched teeth.

“No, you won’t,” she said gently.

Trevanion kicked the stool out of the way, and it bounced off the wall and splintered. “I’ve killed traitors before, Beatriss. It’s my job. In what way would this be any different?” he asked.

Beatriss calmly picked up what was left of the stool. “Because you don’t have proof. Nettice was smart in that way. He would come to this house often in the early days to talk about the soldiers and his hatred for the impostor king. Later he’d tell me he was lonely. His wife kept a cold bed. I would send him away each time. And then suddenly he was a guest of the impostor king in the palace. A fact I knew because I was dragged down there often enough.”

She caught Trevanion’s wince of pain.

“Nettice would tell all who would listen that his visits to the palace were to make life easier for us, but the only families who had an easy life were those who collaborated.”

She swallowed, trying to keep down the bile that always rose when she thought of those years.

“He must have made a deal with the impostor king and somehow I became part of that bargain because the king and his men didn’t touch me again. And do you want to know the truth, Trevanion?” she asked. “I felt relief. Each time he came up that path, I felt relief. Better a demon I knew, better one man than any of the others in the palace. Relief,” she cried. “Nothing more. Nothing. And that relief shamed me and he knew, trading on that shame all these years.”

Trevanion closed his eyes, his expression so pained that she wanted some kind of magic to take away all their suffering. But that type of magic didn’t exist.

“He stopped the visits when I was carrying Vestie, and then, of course, there was Tesadora. Nothing frightened those cowardly men more than Tesadora. Her friendship saved my life. It saved my spirit.”

Beatriss began to clear away the plates and cakes. She looked away so she wouldn’t have to see his face. Would there be judgment? Had it been easier for him to love Vestie knowing that the father was nowhere in their lives?

Trevanion stayed, his silence frightening. And there they sat opposite each other, two people who had grown older without the comfort of the other. She wanted to weep for the lost opportunities. But deep in the night, when she thought there would never be words between them again, he spoke.

“The reason I couldn’t ask questions all this time is that I feared I’d have to respond to yours in return.” His voice was low and hoarse. “That I’d have to speak of being imprisoned in the mines and my first months there and what I let them do to me and how I couldn’t save those two brothers from the Rock who came to join me there.”

He looked away, the tears biting at his eyes.

“We didn’t let them do anything to us, Trevanion,” Beatriss said fiercely. “They did it without our permission.”

She walked to where he sat and placed her arms around him. He turned and buried his face against her waist and she thought she felt a sob against her, and they stayed wrapped around each other, bathed by the sounds of this house that had seen the worst and best of times. But all Beatriss had to hear was the sound of his breathing and her child mumbling in sleep to know that perhaps for tonight alone all was good in her world.

“Do you remember the day three years ago when we spoke at the babe’s grave?” he asked. “Do you remember your words? Has anything changed? About how you can never go back to the way things were?”

She took his face in her hands. “I only remember the words that haven’t changed, Trevanion.”

She pressed her brow against his.

“I still wake with your name on my lips every morning.”
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Froi’s only consolation as they crawled through the underground caves of Paladozza was that the tunnels were too narrow and long to allow an army to invade. And in that way, Gargarin and Lirah would stay safe in Paladozza. Try as he might, he couldn’t get their faces out of his head and already felt a strong sense of loss knowing he might never see them again.

They rested that night close to the stone that would take them out into the hills of the north. The space was too small for comfort, but Quintana curled against him, asleep in an instant. Froi couldn’t help thinking of Isaboe when she was carrying Jasmina in her belly. The way everyone in the palace fussed over her. How Finn would prop her up against him and knead her shoulders and back while she gave Sir Topher instructions on how to deal with the merchants in the main village who refused to work with some of the Flatland lords. Froi couldn’t count the amount of times he’d ride from Sayles to the palace on an errand for Lady Abian, who insisted that the queen have the best apples their orchard had to offer, or the days he had accompanied Finn to the mountains because the juiciest berries in the kingdom were grown there and Isaboe deserved the best.

“You are all becoming tiresome,” she’d complain. “I’m carrying a child, not dying of an ailment.”

And Froi wanted all of that for Quintana. He wanted to hear her complain how tiresome they all were with the attention they were giving and how she was sick of resting and sick of taking warm baths and sick of her people waiting on her hand and foot. Yet here Quintana was, crawling through the bowels of a city for a kingdom of people who would never truly understand what she had sacrificed for them.

Hours later, he gently shook her awake and their journey continued.

“I’ll hurt the babe,” Quintana said as they used their elbows to crawl along the jagged contours of the ground beneath.

“It won’t be for too long, Your Highness,” Olivier gasped. “My mother told me often that she took a tumble a time or two on the docks of Sebastabol when she was carrying me.”

“That’s no comfort, Olivier,” Froi said. “You’re an idiot most times.”

The tunnel finally spilled out into a larger cave, and soon they’d be out in the hills. Froi felt the breeze come through the cracks in the stone, and he smelled their freedom. His eyes met Quintana’s, and he saw hope there. The hills would be a safe enough refuge, and in days to come they would be back with the Turlan mountain goats. It made Froi laugh to think of it.

“When we get to Turla, Olivier, do not try to prove your manhood,” he said as they followed the last born.

“I’ve never really been one to do that,” Olivier said.

“Then you’ve not met the Turlans,” Quintana said.

They reached the last stone and pushed it aside, shielding their eyes as light poured into the cave. Crawling out first, Froi could see they were in a small ravine with a stream between them and the hills on the other side. He climbed up to the cave top they had come from and saw the woodlands farther north.

When he jumped back down, he took Quintana’s hand and they walked farther along the stream, ready to cross where the water was a trickle. Quintana looked out into the distance, and the rare smile she gave Froi lit up his heart.

“To the hills we go,” she said. He pressed her palm to his cheek.

The arrow took him by surprise, and he grunted from the pain as it ripped through his thigh. Froi pulled Quintana down to him, crawling behind the closest rock. Olivier followed, and Froi could hear his ragged breath. He stole a look from their hiding place, and his blood ran cold. Men were scattered across the stream and throughout the hills, with their bows cocked, pointing down at them. At least fifty. Neither unprepared nor surprised. Waiting. Some were dressed in the uniform of the palace riders, and Froi knew that Bestiano’s men had been waiting. They had been betrayed.

Froi took in his surroundings. He had to think fast. It was safer to climb the rock behind them and run for the woodlands than it was to return to the tunnel.

“There,” he said, taking a quick painful breath and pointing to a large boulder.

Olivier was panicking. Froi could see from the sweat on the last born’s brow and the tremble in his body.

“Olivier, help me with this,” Froi gasped, placing a hand over the arrow in his thigh. He needed to get it out. But Olivier could only stare at it in horror.

“Squeamish? You idiot!”

Without Olivier’s help, Froi placed both his hands around the arrow’s base and pulled it free with a hoarse shout of pain. He stole a look again and saw that Bestiano’s riders were still waiting. He wondered if the three of them stood a chance.

“Froi, listen to me,” Olivier said. Pleaded. “They’ll protect her. And they won’t kill you. I promise.”

Froi froze. No, he thought. Not Olivier. He trusted this lad with his life. With Quintana’s life and that of his unborn child. His eyes met the last born’s, and he saw the truth there.

“Olivier?” Froi said the word, his voice broken. “Have you betrayed us? Have you led us into a trap?”

Quintana gasped, and Froi saw her horror and fear.

“Not a betrayal, friends,” Olivier said. “A reprieve. You can’t keep her safe, Froi. You can’t. The Avanosh people almost took her from us. They would have made her a puppet to Sorel. Who will be the next lot to try to take her, Froi? At least Bestiano —”

Quintana cried out at the sound of Bestiano’s name, her arms clutching her body as she wept with futile rage.

“How could you do this to your queen?” Froi bit out with fury.

“How could I not?” Olivier shouted back. “I love my kingdom, Froi, and I will keep it safe. It was the pledge I made to the men you sent to keep me prisoner while you became Olivier of Sebastabol. And they gave me worth. All my life a useless last born, and for once, I had purpose.”

Froi took deep breaths to alleviate the pain and to think. Think, Froi. Think.

“Rafuel of Sebastabol despised the king and Bestiano, you fool,” Froi said.

“No,” Olivier said shaking his head emphatically. “Zabat said —”

“Zabat? Zabat was a traitor. He switched sides, Olivier. Took you with him without you even noticing. The men who kidnapped you belong to the priests of Trist, and Zabat betrayed them to the riders. Bestiano’s men killed Tariq.”

Olivier shook his head, refusing to believe.

Froi secured the bow and placed the quiver of arrows on his back.

“You are putting her life in danger, Froi!” Olivier said, a plea in his voice.

Froi snarled. “The first man who fires a bolt at Quintana and the child she carries puts her life in danger.”

Froi held a hand to Quintana’s frightened face. “She does not go to Bestiano,” he promised.

He took in another deep breath of pain, his eyes fixed on Quintana’s. “We’re going to run up to that boulder,” he said, pointing up. “They won’t shoot at you, so don’t stop until you reach it.”

“But they’ll shoot at you,” she said.

“And I’ll shoot back.”

“You’re putting both your lives at risk,” Olivier cried.

“A curse on you, Olivier,” Froi shouted. “A curse. You put both our lives at risk, and if I ever know that you’ve returned to Paladozza to taint the lives of Grij and Tippideaux and De Lancey and Lirah and Gargarin, I will hunt you down and tear you apart limb by limb.”

Struggling to his feet, Froi looked at Quintana. He drew his bow, gave her a nod, and they both ran.

He never stood a chance. The arrows came for him. Another to his thigh. One to his calf. One to the side of his torso. All those drills in the meadows of Lumatere and all that instruction, but Froi never stood a chance. When they reached the boulder and she saw the arrows, Quintana’s cry was full of rage and Froi could have sworn he felt the earth move around them. But the despair was also Froi’s, the knowledge that he could not protect her and his child. It made him want to weep.

He pressed her down behind the rock, trying with all his might to keep the grimace of pain from his expression. Her hands hovered around him, as if she had no idea where to place them. Froi reached out and gripped one of them.

“It’s not that I liked you least,” he croaked through his pain, “it’s that I feared you most. The reginita taught me to like you. There was a strange joy to her that lifted my spirits. But you, Quintana of Charyn, you made me love you. And you’re going to have to promise me something.”

“Don’t ask me to leave you,” she cried through clenched teeth. “I can’t do this on my own.”

“You can. You did it before. That last day in the Citavita when you let go of my hand. You thought I was a threat to you, and you chose to protect the little king on your own rather than put him in danger. On your own, Quintana. You can do it again.”

She shook her head over and over again.

“The moment I stand and begin lobbing my arrows, you run,” he ordered, “and keep on running. Try to get to Turla. Keep away from the north. Satch has written to say there’s plague in Desantos. But you run, Quintana, and you keep yourself alive.”

“We’ll do it together, Froi,” she said with determination, pressing the skirt of her dress to the wound on his thigh to stop the bleeding.

He shook his head. Too much pain. Too much pain.

“I can’t protect you,” he gasped. “Not like this. I will slow you down, and Bestiano will take you. He will kill you the moment you birth the babe.”

“But they’ll kill you.”

He shook his head, biting back the pain. “They would never chance a battle with Lumatere now. They know it will involve Belegonia and Osteria. Their orders are to shoot me to slow me down, but not to kill me. I know such orders, Quintana. I’ve followed them myself. I’m worth more to them alive than dead.”

They both knew he was lying.

“I’m counting, Froi,” she cried. “I’m counting in my head.”

“Good girl.”

He took her face in his bloody hands. “I’ll come and find you wherever you are. I’ll not stop breathing until I do. So you’re going to have to promise me that you won’t lose hope. That you will keep yourself alive.”

He tried to wipe her tears, but there were too many.

“I heard your song the moment we were born,” she sobbed. “And years later, it dragged me back from the lake of the half dead when all I wanted to do was die. Each time someone tried to kill me, it sang its tune and gave me hope.”

She pressed cold lips against his, and they tasted the salt of each other’s tears.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Run!”

Later, Froi would have sworn to anyone who listened that it was Tariq of Lascow who propped him up so Froi could shoot at anyone in those hills who stood to take aim at Quintana.

And while he thrashed with pain as seven barbs were removed from his body, he wondered if he truly heard the voice of the reginita in his ear. “You’re coming the wrong way, Froi,” she said indignantly. “Turn back!”

But what he knew to be true were those voices surrounding him now. Speaking of Quintana of Charyn.

How seven days had passed since she had disappeared from existence.

That it would take the eyes of the gods to find her.

Or the heart of the Lumateran exile.
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Lucian knew the moment he saw Jory’s face that something was wrong. Because Jory was alone on the Lumateran side of the stream and Lucian knew the lad would never leave her. He was half in love with her himself.

“Where is she, Jory?” he asked, his voice harsh. He had decided just hours before to surprise Phaedra and ride down the valley to collect her earlier than usual. It was about time they went to the capital, he told Yata. They’d all go together and stay with Isaboe and Finnikin, and he’d properly introduce Phaedra to his queen. As his wife.

Jory jumped to his feet, holding his hand up as if to ward Lucian away.

“It’s plague, Lucian.”

“What?”

“Not the whole camp. They think they may have contained it. To one cave. But I don’t want you to come near me in case I’ve got it.”

The boy was wild-eyed. Full of fear, but not for himself.

“Talk to me, Jory,” Lucian said, walking to the lad. “Don’t be frightened. Just talk.”

“Stay away, Lucian. I beg of you.”

“Where’s my wife, Jory? Where’s Phaedra?”

Jory seemed confused. Dazed. He pointed back to the camp across the stream, then his arm dropped with a fatigue of spirit.

“When we arrived this morning, it was all so normal,” Jory said, “and I stopped a moment, you know. I didn’t mean to, but I stopped a moment to speak to Kasabian because I try so hard with him, Lucian. Phaedra had gone into Angry Cora’s cave and later, when I went to enter, Phaedra yelled at me. ‘Stop, Jory,’ she said. ‘We think it’s plague. Call Matteo, who has seen plague himself.’”

Jory shuddered.

“Rafuel or Matteo or whoever he wants to be, he went to the cave but didn’t go inside. I saw him from the entrance, Lucian. I saw his face. I thought his heart had stopped beating. He ordered the camp leaders and Harker and Kasabian and everyone away. ‘Plague,’ he shouted. ‘Plague.’

“Harker had to be held back. ‘You can’t keep me away from my women,’ he shouted. But Rafuel picked up a sword and said that the next person to pass him would die with a sword through his heart. ‘Plague is plague,’ he said. Everyone was ordered back to their caves. Rafuel told Donashe that the women had to be isolated. ‘They can’t just stay there in the middle of us all and spread their stinking disease.’ He was like a madman, Rafuel was. Phaedra came to the entrance and said that she would take the women farther down the stream and that perhaps in that way, they’d contain it. And I called out to her, Lucian. Truly I did. I said, ‘Phaedra, you’ve not been there long. You can stay with us because it can’t catch you that fast. Not if you haven’t touched them.’ But she wouldn’t come, Lucian. She said that if she returned with me and brought plague to the mountain and to the children, she would never forgive herself and nor would you, Lucian.”

Jory looked back to the Charynite camp again, as if willing Phaedra to walk through the trees.

“So now they’re downstream and Phaedra said that each day she’ll write a message outside a cave wall up high with an ochre stick, the writing big and bold.”

“Write what?” Lucian asked, horrified. But he didn’t need to hear the answer.

Phaedra would write the numbers of the dead.

Despite Jory’s pleas to keep away, Lucian crossed the stream and approached Rafuel, who was standing in a huddle with the rest of the camp dwellers. Lucian grabbed him, shaking him hard.

“How many of them are there?” he asked.

“Six.”

“Take me to her.”

“And what?” Rafuel spat. “Get yourself killed? Have you ever seen plague, Mont? I doubt that, in your cozy Osterian hills. If I take you to her cave, Lumatere will be annihilated within weeks. I was there six years ago. I lived through the last plague we had.”

Rafuel turned to the others. “I say this to you all. The first man or woman who travels past me to that cave downstream will catch an arrow to the heart. The first man or woman who does not report a sign will catch an arrow to the heart.”

“Are you camp leader all of a sudden, Matteo?” Lucian demanded.

Donashe stepped forward. “We stand by Matteo’s threat,” he said.

Rafuel stared at Lucian. “If you cross the stream again, then you’re a bigger fool than I thought you were, Mont.”

Lucian stayed with Jory on the Lumateran side of the stream for days. When he saw Yael coming down the mountain on the third day, he called out to his cousin to stay away. Although he strongly suspected that he and Jory were not in danger, he couldn’t take the chance. The only good news was that none of the cave dwellers had reported symptoms, although there were those who, according to Rafuel, reported anything from a sneeze to an itch.

But on the fourth day, the true horror began. Downstream from where the women had moved, two markings on the outer wall of one of the caves appeared. Two dead. Lucian held his vigil with Jory. Across the stream he saw Harker and Kasabian and the husband of the lazy girl Ginny, waiting. Two days later, Rafuel reported two more markings on the cave walls. On the seventh day, Rafuel traveled to the caves with his body wrapped and every part of him covered but his eyes. Lucian and the world of the valley prayed, dreading the news. And later that afternoon, they all saw the flames from a distance.

“Not good,” Kasabian muttered. “Not good.”

Rafuel returned, and Lucian crossed the stream with Jory, to join Kasabian and Harker. He could see that Rafuel’s face was ashen, his eyes everywhere but on the men who stood before him.

“Matteo?” Kasabian asked. “Speak, Matteo.”

And the moment Rafuel’s eyes met Lucian’s, he knew.

“All of them?” Harker asked, his voice broken. Rafuel nodded. He looked around to where a crowd was gathering.

“But not Phaedra?” Lucian said.

“All of them, Mont.”

Lucian shook his head, not wanting to believe.

“I want to see her,” he said, pushing past Rafuel.

“You can’t. The corpse of a plague victim carries disease. I had to burn them.”

Jory grabbed Lucian, trying to drag him back.

“Mont, don’t risk our lives,” Donashe ordered.

The cries of fear and grief stopped Lucian.

“You had no right to do that,” he accused Rafuel. “She was my wife. You had no right.”

“I had every right in the world, Mont,” Rafuel shouted. “What were you going to do? Bury her in the ground. We don’t honor our dead in such a way.”

“She was my wife!”

“She didn’t belong to you anymore,” Rafuel said. “She didn’t belong to her father. She belonged to this valley, and I had every right in the world. These people are frightened. They’ve lost Phaedra, and they believe your queen will exile us for fear of spreading the plague.”

“I want to see my wife,” Harker said. “I want to see my daughter! Take me to them!”

Rafuel went to walk away. “You know that’s not possible.”

Harker leaped on Rafuel, beating him with a rage beyond anything Lucian had seen among these people. It took four men to drag him from Rafuel and they tied his hands and legs. “You had no right to take them from me,” Harker moaned. “No right. I want to see my Florenza. I want to see my Jorja.”

In the mountains when Lucian and Jory returned, the Monts were waiting for them. Yael and his wife were there, overjoyed to see their son alive and well.

“Where’s Phaedra?” Tesadora asked, and Lucian saw tears in the eyes of a woman he had believed would weep for no one.

“Lucian!” Japhra and Constance and the novices grabbed at the fleece of his coat as he walked toward his cottage. “Where is she, Lucian?”

He continued walking, leaving behind their cries.

Later, Yata and Tesadora came with supper and they ate it quietly.

“Foolish girl,” Tesadora said. “Foolish girl.”

Foolish man, Lucian thought, who took a year to realize he loved his wife and never said the words to her.

“Tomorrow you go to Alonso,” Yata said quietly. “Her father needs to know.”

As Lucian set off the next day, Jory and Yael were waiting for him outside Pitts’s cottage.

“We thought we’d come with you, Lucian. To keep you company, cousin,” Jory said, and Lucian thought how young he looked. Still a boy.

They traveled all day on horseback in silence. As they passed the caves where Phaedra died, he saw the four bold red lines marking the four out of six deaths. He wondered who died last with her. He hoped it was Cora. They would have been a comfort to each other in the end. He wondered if she had thought of him. If she’d realized that Lucian had grown to love her and that he had planned a bonding ceremony among the Monts unlike the one in Alonso, through which she had wept. He wondered if she imagined that Lotte and the fool Orly would build a shrine for her in his paddock and that Yata had the entrance of her house adorned with the shroud of grieving, refusing to accept visitors. And that Alda had her sons leave a posy of mountain wildflowers on the Charyn side of the stream and that Lucian had slept in her cot with her shawl clutched in his hands, the scent of her consuming his small cottage.

In Alonso they identified themselves at the gates and were escorted to the provincaro’s house, where Lucian met Sol of Alonso. The provincaro would have read the sorrow on their faces. Lucian knew the moment the man understood what they were doing there, but he spoke the words out loud regardless.

Phaedra was dead.

And for the second time in days, he saw the grief of a father for his daughter and he heard the fury spat at him as every man in the room tried to hold Sol of Alonso down.

“You were supposed to protect her! On your mountain! Your father pledged! Your father pledged he’d take care of my Phaedra! He pledged!”

Lucian realized the truth with bitterness. She had lied to the provincaro. Had led him to believe she was still living happily in the Mountains with her Mont husband since their bonding ceremony in Alonso. Did she not say that in her letters home each month? She had lied to all of them. Her father would never have refused to take his daughter back into his home. It had been Lucian’s ignorance that had allowed him to believe that only a Lumateran father would not forsake his daughter.

And as they left the province walls, he heard the wails, the crying from the people grieving their beloved last born.

Phaedra of Alonso is dead.

When they arrived back at the valley, Lucian was numb. He didn’t stop but kept on riding past Kasabian, who was on his hands and knees in the vegetable patch he had lovingly restored with his sister, Cora, after the Mont lads had destroyed it. Before Lucian or Yael could stop him, Jory dismounted and walked to the man and knelt in the earth beside him. Lucian watched his young kinsman reach out and embrace Kasabian, and for the first time since his father’s death, Lucian wept.
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In the palace meeting room on the day of his father and Beatriss’s bonding day, Finnikin stood with Isaboe and stared at the object placed before them.

“Just tell me he’s alive, Sir Topher,” Isaboe said. “That’s all I want to hear.”

Sir Topher stared at the ruby ring. “This is all there is to prove he was alive in early autumn. The man who brought it to us claims it was given to him as a trade during the events in the Citavita. He thought we might want it back. For a price.”

“And?” Isaboe asked.

“Perri and Trevanion are interrogating him as we speak.”

“Mercy,” Finnikin muttered. “That’s all we need. My father turning up to his bonding ceremony splattered in blood.”

He stared out the window to where their people were setting up the trestle tables. There would be many absent faces today, especially from the Monts. Lucian’s grief was fierce. The loss of his Charyn wife was felt across the mountain, and even Yata had declined to attend Trevanion and Beatriss’s bonding day out of respect for the days of mourning. Finnikin was torn between his joy for Trevanion and his sadness for his friend. He had noticed during his last visit to the mountains that Lucian’s feelings for the Charynite girl had changed. It was in the way the Mont’s eyes had blazed with pride when Phaedra spoke with such ease to those around her and flashed with jealousy when she spoke about the handsome provincaro of Paladozza.

The death of Lucian’s wife had come at the same time as the arrival of a Charynite through the Osterian border claiming to have a ruby ring belonging to the queen. The moment Finnikin and Isaboe had heard those words, they had suspected the worst.

“Have you heard news from the envoys, Sir Topher?” Finnikin asked. “About events in Charyn?”

“Only Celie. She’s returned for the wedding. The Osterians are saying that the king’s First Adviser has taken control of the kingdom with the Nebian army. The Belegonians are saying that a man named Gargarin of Abroi is holding the queen hostage with Paladozza’s blessing. The Sorellians are saying that a Lumateran nobleman has kidnapped the queen. The Sarnaks are saying that she is in the hands of rebel priests in the Turlan mountains.”

“Is anyone saying the same thing?” Isaboe asked.

“Yes,” Sir Topher said. “Everyone is saying that the princess of Charyn is with child. Bestiano, the former king’s First Adviser, has made contact with the Belegonians asking for their acknowledgment of his right to lead the heir. He claims the queen of Charyn is carrying his babe and that she has been kidnapped by Gargarin of Abroi. He says that the last thing Belegonia and Lumatere want is for Gargarin of Abroi to take control of the palace.”

“As opposed to Bestiano, who was the savage king’s First Adviser for ten years?” Isaboe asked bitterly.

“Yes, but appointed after the events of Lumatere, not before,” Sir Topher said. “And that is where our interest lies. According to Bestiano and the Belegonians, Gargarin of Abroi was in the palace eighteen years ago. He was the king’s brightest adviser.”

Finnikin sat before Sir Topher.

“What is he implying?”

“That Gargarin of Abroi was the mastermind behind the attack on Lumatere. That it was years in the planning.”

“Eighteen years ago?”

“Belegonia believes it to be true. Because what did Charyn need eighteen years ago more than anything else in the land?”

Finnikin and Isaboe exchanged looks.

“Women who could give birth,” Sir Topher said. “Gargarin of Abroi, according to Bestiano, believed the curse lay with the women and not the men. What better way to prove that than to invade Lumatere and take its women?”

“Too ridiculous,” Isaboe said. “And heinous.”

Finnikin shook his head. “Not so ridiculous. There was widespread rape here, Isaboe,” he reminded her quietly. “Despite the fact that it led to no births among us.”

“Thank the goddess for the smallest of favors,” she said.

“And you believe this Gargarin is staying in Paladozza?” Finnikin asked Sir Topher.

“According to the Belegonians, yes.”

Isaboe stood and took Finnikin’s hand. “What say you, my love? That it’s about time we go in and get our lad back?”

He thought for a moment and nodded. “And we set a trap for Gargarin of Abroi.”

They walked out into the main hall, where their people awaited them beyond the courtyard doors.

“We’ll speak of this later,” Isaboe said. “I will not have Beatriss and Trevanion’s day ruined.”

Jasmina burst through the doors dressed for the celebrations and they both knelt down and held out their arms to her.

“We do what needs to be done,” Isaboe said quietly before Jasmina reached them. “We kill Gargarin of Abroi.”
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Somewhere in Charyn, Froi woke to see Gargarin sitting beside his bed. Amid all the horror, he felt a sense of joy to see him here. After everything Froi had said to Gargarin and Lirah, his father had come to be with him.

“I’m sorry,” Froi croaked, reaching out to take his hand. “I’m sorry for everything. I’m sorry for losing her.”

Gargarin gripped Froi’s hand, a gentle smile on his face.

“We’ll do it your way, Gargarin. All of it. I’ll never doubt you again.”

Froi tried to sit up, but pain shot through almost every part of his body. Gargarin gently laid him back down, and Froi held on to him with a fierceness that spoke of never letting him go.

“Where’s Lirah?” he whispered. “I want to see my mother. I want her forgiveness.”

Gargarin cleared the emotion from his throat.

“You’re in the mountains of Sebastabol, Froi. Someone left you here. Someone who didn’t want you to die, no matter how many of their arrows pierced you.”

Gargarin’s voice was so tender it made Froi weep.

“I don’t know where Lirah is, lad. Nor Gargarin.”

Arjuro. Froi reached out a hand and touched his face. The priestling’s hair was cropped and his beard not so wild and his eyes more lucid than Froi had ever seen.

“You’re in a bad way, beloved ingrate,” his uncle said. “But we are going to put you back together.”

In the Flatlands of Lumatere, Beatriss and Trevanion walked home with Vestie between them. She swung their arms as if she had not a care in the world. Beatriss had never seen her child so happy, but despite it all, she knew that Trevanion would leave soon and she already felt the day’s sadness.

“Are you going to go searching?” she asked quietly, having heard talk that day of Charyn.

“I have to,” he replied. “I sent him, Beatriss, and I won’t rest until he’s returned to us.”

“Who?” Vestie asked. “Are you going somewhere, Trevanion?”

“Father,” he corrected gently.

Beatriss brushed hair out of her daughter’s eyes. “The Guard has lost its . . . dearest pup, Vestie, and they’re very sad without him, so Trevanion will travel soon to bring him home.”

Trevanion lifted Beatriss’s hand to his lips.

“You’re stretching my arm, silly,” Vestie said, giggling.

“We can’t have that,” he said, and lifted her into his arms.

Up ahead, Beatriss could see the family of Makli of the Flatlands approach on a horse and cart. They now had a future together, and although it would be a long while before she would forget Makli’s harsh words, she had come to respect him. But as they rode by, Vestie poked out her tongue at Makli’s boy.

“He’s my father!” she bellowed, pointing to Trevanion.

“Vestie!” Beatriss said firmly, stopping to stare up at her. “I’ll snip at that tongue if I ever see it in such a way again! Trevanion, speak to her.”

Vestie hung her head, shamefaced.

“Vestie,” he said, his voice still gentle.

“Yes, Father.”

“Shout it out louder, my love. Shout it out louder.”

In the valley between two kingdoms, she sat on the rock face and waited for the day to begin. It was always at this hour that she thought of him and wondered how those they loved were faring. But she knew they had made the right decision. That what they were doing was for the greater good of Charyn, no matter how much heartbreak it brought.

“Do you think it will rain again?” a voice asked from within the cave.

“No,” Phaedra of Alonso said, turning with a smile. “You should all come out. It’s beautiful. I think I see the sun.”
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There’s a babe in my belly that whispers the valley, Froi. I follow the whispers and come to the road. And I travel for days on the back of a cart with the lice and the filth, and the swill of the swine.

But once in the valley, those pigs of the city sit high on their horses, not with a noose, but with swords at their sides. And still so forsaken, I rage at the gods, and I turn from the faces of those who take charge.

I keep to myself, but I find they are watching. I clench both my fists; I’ll kill in a beat. Your words pound my brain, Froi; if they dare try to touch me, a knife to the side and a slit ear to ear.

Those in my cave, they grab and they drag me. They want me to bathe, but they’ll soon know the truth. And the fear on their faces speaks loud of their awe, and I capture the crying and tell them what’s true — that the men with the swords, who once held the noose, will cut out my king and leave me to die.

The girl with the smile, the one you once spoke of, she enters the cave and can see what is true. And she thinks with her heart and shouts out, “It’s plague!” and calls for a man who has seen plague before. I beg her, I beg her, but the man named Matteo is the lad with the cats from when I was a child. “Your Highness,” he whispers, his eyes full of wonder. “Did you mate with the last born I sent to save Charyn?”

And the women, they stare with fear in their hope, but it’s hope drenched with tears, and it smothers me whole. And the Mont’s wife, she covers my belly and speaks. “We’ll be dead to all Charyn, from plague in the north.” There’s keening and wailing from those left behind: the men of the valley who lose all they have.

And here where we’re hidden, I sleep in a corner. My dreams are consumed by She who has stealth. I feel her, I fight her, I grit through my teeth, “Keep far from my king or I’ll tear you to pieces.”

I call out your name to help fight this demon. I call out your name. “Froi! Save Charyn’s son.”

And day after day it is dull in my heart, for there’s nothing to say when you’re dead to the world. And the Mont’s wife, she looks to the valley and mountains with pain and regret, but such hope and fierce love.

“Is it rain?” someone asks, and I wait for the answer. Though winter still shrouds this land, I’ve prayed for the sun.
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“Froi!”

In the dark of their chamber, Isaboe awoke. She heard Finnikin stir beside her and climbed out of their bed, pulling back the curtain that partitioned their sleeping quarters from the rest of their private residence. Despite the thickness of the rug, her feet felt icy as she tiptoed to the hearth. Her hands shook as she lit a taper with the embers of last night’s fire, trying to understand the savage strangeness of her dream. But when she returned to their bed, she saw, through the flicker of the flame, what the darkness had hidden. Finnikin lay awake, staring at her with fury. And it made her shiver even more.

“What is it?” she asked, as if facing a stranger, not her king. And because she feared the malevolence of Finnikin’s gaze, she gathered Jasmina into her arms and carried their daughter away, settling her to sleep in a moonlit corner of the room. There was a sound behind her, and Finnikin’s shadow was on the wall. Isaboe despaired at the wickedness that had crawled into their lives this night.

“What?” she demanded to know, her mood eased only by the smile of sleepy satisfaction on Jasmina’s face.

Finnikin didn’t respond, and this time she turned to face him, the light of a cruel moon mocking her belief that she had nothing to fear from her king.

“You wake with another man’s name on your lips and you ask me what the matter is?” he said.

Froi?

She could hardly remember it now, but she had certainly dreamed that she had heard his name.

“It’s the walk,” she said, pressing a kiss against the soft skin of her daughter’s cheek. “Every night now it seems as if I’m in another’s sleep, but they reveal nothing.”

Unable to stand his accusing stare, she brushed past him and returned to their bed. “It’s a mind full of strangeness,” she mused. “There’s cunning beyond reckoning there. Snarls. Whispers. And something else. I can’t explain it.”

“You’ve not bled for months, Isaboe,” Finnikin said, his voice blunt. “Since you began carrying the child. How can you walk the sleep if you don’t bleed?”

And then fear left her and anger set in and she matched the gray stoniness in Finnikin’s eyes with dark rage.

“Are you calling me a liar?” she asked softly. “Because I’d be careful of that, my love.”

They heard the sound of horses in the courtyard outside and she suspected it was Trevanion and Perri returning from the mountains where she had sent them to question Rafuel of Sebastabol. Finnikin walked away, without so much as a word. They had all been tense these past weeks after the return of Froi’s ring by a Charynite brigand. They had also received news from inside the kingdom of Belegonia about the man who may have planned the slaughter of Isaboe’s family, thirteen years past: Gargarin of Abroi. Isaboe had insisted that they were to collect information about the suspect. She knew what her next order would be. Slowly, every man responsible for Lumatere’s pain would be gone, and she prayed to the goddess that it would bring her peace.

When she heard the voices from the entrance of the chamber, Isaboe wrapped her fleece around her body and pulled across the curtain that separated their bed from the rest of the room. Informal meetings with Sir Topher and Trevanion always took place here in their private residence. It was Isaboe’s favorite place in the castle, and when she had first seen the vastness of the room, she had insisted that they include a dining bench and settees to accommodate the closest of their friends when they came to visit. It was beautifully decorated with rich tapestries and ceiling frescoes, and Isaboe was proud of how at ease those nearest to her heart felt in her home. But there was little of that today.

She watched her lady’s maid serve hot brew to Trevanion and Perri, who were hovering near the doorway.

“Your shoes, my queen!” Rhiannon reprimanded, turning her attention to Isaboe and staring down at Isaboe’s bare feet.

She hadn’t noticed. She had only noticed Finnikin brooding by the window. Isaboe greeted Trevanion, who embraced her, and she felt the icy wetness of his coat. Taking his hand, she led him closer to the fire, where Finnikin’s hound pressed himself against Trevanion’s leg in recognition.

“Where are your shoes, Isaboe?” he asked with disapproval.

Finnikin’s father had one gruff tone for everything, and she was finally becoming used to it after all these years.

A bleary-eyed Sir Topher entered with a knock, and then they were all huddled before the warmth.

“Sit,” Isaboe ordered everyone, and they made themselves comfortable before the fire.

“Rafuel of Sebastabol has become somewhat difficult to get alone these past weeks,” Trevanion said. “Impossible, actually.”

“Since Phaedra of Alonso . . .” Isaboe said.

Trevanion nodded.

“How are they all?” she asked quietly. It had been three weeks since the death of Lucian’s wife.

“Grieving. I left Beatriss and Vestie with them.”

“Yata sent a letter,” Isaboe said. “Tesadora is taking it hard, I hear,” she added, looking at Perri. He nodded but said nothing more. Isaboe had never known him to speak of Tesadora. Whatever it was that they shared was a private matter.

“Tesadora and her girls insist on going down to the valley again,” Trevanion said.

Isaboe shook her head. “I want Tesadora here keeping me company until I deem it safe for her to return to her work with those Charynite valley dwellers.”

She noticed the flicker of annoyance on Perri’s face and stared at him questioningly.

“Tesadora claims they are suffering greatly,” Trevanion said.

“The Monts?” Isaboe asked.

“The valley dwellers.”

“Why so much concern for the valley dwellers?” she asked, exasperated. “They’re not our problem.”

“Well, they may just be,” Trevanion continued. “The province of Alonso has stopped sending grain carts. The valley dwellers are sharing meager rations, and it’s beginning to show. Tesadora says that in their weakened state and in this cold, they’re more at risk of illness. The older ones are beginning to die far too quickly.”

“Why would the provincaro of Alonso leave them to starve?” she asked angrily.

“Grief,” Sir Topher said. “He believes his daughter’s death would have been avoided if she wasn’t in the valley. He blames the valley, and he blames us. Perhaps if we write to offer our —”

“I don’t grieve for Charynites,” Isaboe said, her voice cold. “I don’t recall receiving a letter from the provincaro of Alonso when my family was slaughtered, nor was there a note of sympathy when my uncle Saro of the Monts was killed. I owe the provincaro nothing. He, on the other hand, owes Lumatere for relieving him of the problem of a crowded province. Write to him, Sir Topher, and demand that he feed his people. I will not have them dropping like flies on my land!”

Rhiannon returned with Isaboe’s slippers and another shawl, and they all waited until she stopped her fussing.

“You’re quiet, Finnikin,” Sir Topher said after Rhiannon had left the room.

“I agree with Isaboe,” he said, his voice flat. “Regardless of whose problem they are, the valley dwellers are Charynites, and Alonso has no right to stop the grain carts. Explain to the provincaro that every death in the valley will be recorded, and one day when a benevolent king sits on the Charynite throne, Alonso will be held accountable.”

It was the wavering in Finnikin’s voice that marked the difference between them both. Isaboe knew that. He was the better person. He wrote the letters of outrage to the king of Yutlind Nord about the injustices in Yutlind Sud. He wrote the letters to every leader of the land challenging the Sorellian laws of slavery. He was the only person she had ever known to use the word Skuldenorian. As if those in the land of Skuldenore were one people. But Isaboe could not think of being one with their enemies. Not with the memory of what had been done to her family. Finnikin’s father was close at hand. Hers was dead and she had prayed these past years for the grace of forgiveness, but the goddess refused to send it.

“We’re not here to speak of the valley dwellers,” Isaboe said. “What else have we discovered about Gargarin of Abroi?”

Trevanion gestured for Perri to speak first.

“I’ve interrogated every Charynite prisoner we have,” Perri said, leaning forward in his seat. The blaze of the hearth illuminated the scar that ran across his brow. “Those who have heard of Gargarin of Abroi all speak the same thoughts. He was the king’s favorite adviser in the palace eighteen years ago. The Charynites in our prison say that the king favored Gargarin of Abroi’s opinion over all others. It was well known in the capital that if young Gargarin of Abroi had a plan, the king would follow it.”

“And what does the Charynite in possession of Froi’s ring have to say?” Finnikin asked.

“Every word that comes out of his mouth seems a lie, so he’s not the most reliable of sources, but he certainly knows who Gargarin of Abroi is.”

Trevanion and Perri exchanged looks. “According to the Charynite, the ring was given to him by a lad to bargain for Gargarin of Abroi’s life. And the province leaders paid three hundred pieces of gold as ransom to have Gargarin of Abroi returned to them when he was held hostage by these men called the street lords.”

There was an uneasy silence in the room.

“Are we suspecting that Froi has joined the enemy?” Isaboe asked, trying to keep her voice even.

“We’re suspecting that anyone can be an enemy to Lumatere,” Trevanion said. “If it was Froi who bargained with the ring, then he was begging for the life of a man who could easily have been the mastermind behind events in this palace thirteen years ago.”

“Easily have been?” Isaboe asked. “If we’re going to hunt a man down, we need to be more certain than that.”

“Gargarin of Abroi dazzled the king with his ideas,” Sir Topher said. “Perhaps he has a way about him.”

“Froi is the least likely to be dazzled by another,” she said. “Even when he had a choice between life and death, he refused to be influenced by powerful men. His choices are about survival.”

She heard a sound come from Finnikin and dared to glance at him.

“How is it that you came to speak about such things with him?” her husband asked.

She shrugged. “We were exchanging stories of horror from our childhood. I told him about my time as a slave in Sorel, and he shared with me some of his more . . . sordid moments on the streets of the Sarnak capital.”

Again she felt Finnikin’s cold stare. How could a man who stared so coldly possess a smile that made her mood change in an instant? But that smile was far away now.

“I’ll say this again because it’s the life of a man we are playing with,” Isaboe said. “Gargarin of Abroi worked for the king of Charyn eighteen years ago and then disappeared. But he did not work for the king thirteen years ago, when Lumatere was attacked. How can we be sure he was involved?”

“We intercepted a letter he sent to the Belegonians, Your Majesty,” Sir Topher said. “Gargarin of Abroi wants to talk to them about Charyn’s unborn king. He has ambition.”

“Is that a crime? Most people in this court have ambition,” she said.

“He mentioned Lumatere.” Sir Topher removed the letter from his pocket and began to read. “The Lumaterans need not know of our alliance. We’ll talk later about what to do with them. Leave it to me, for I have a plan for Lumatere that will eliminate them as a threat.”

Eliminate Lumatere? Isaboe shuddered. “Then we must set a trap,” she said.

Trevanion nodded. “Already done, my queen. We sent a letter in response to his, asking him to meet with us on the Charyn-Osteria border.”

“And you don’t think Gargarin of Abroi knows the look of an authentic Belegonian seal on a letter?” she asked.

Trevanion and Sir Topher exchanged a look.

“Our spy in the Belegonian palace managed to stamp the letter with a Belegonian seal,” Sir Topher said, and she knew him well enough to understand that he was hiding something. She looked from her First Man to Trevanion.

“Who’s your spy?” she demanded. “Lord August? On his last visit? Does Abian know?”

There was silence and she almost choked at the realization.

“Celie?” She stared at them in horror. “August will kill you.”

Sir Topher sighed. “Celie came to us. She’s bored. She says she’s too plain to dazzle the Belegonian court but that they all confide in her. She says her insipid looks are the perfect weapon. Her words, not ours.”

Isaboe rubbed her face, knowing that soon she would be dealing with Celie’s parents, Lady Abian and Lord August.

“What about Rafuel of Sebastabol?”

“According to Lucian, the Charynite has made contact between us impossible,” Perri said.

“I don’t like the fact that he’s out of our sight,” Finnikin said. “He’s still a prisoner, and the agreement was that he would be spying in the valley for us.”

Isaboe agreed. “I want Lucian to send down the lads again. I want Rafuel’s every movement noted.”

“If you send down the Mont lads, Tesadora will insist on returning to the valley for good,” Perri said.

“Last I knew, Tesadora was not in charge of this kingdom,” she said coolly. “I’ll say it again. I want her to pay me a visit. Can you ensure that she receives that request, Perri?”

He nodded. “I’ll send Moss.”

“Hunt Gargarin of Abroi down,” she said to Trevanion. “I don’t want him alive. And I don’t want him in Lumatere. What needs to be done.”

She spoke a few moments more with Sir Topher about their upcoming market day and then turned to find Finnikin packing.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “Where are you going?”

He refused to speak and continued to place items in his pack.

“What is wrong with you?” she cried.

She grabbed the cloak from his belongings and threw it back into the chest.

He stood her aside and retrieved the cloak and placed it back in his pack before pulling on calfskin trousers, which she knew he used only for travel.

“I’m going with my father and Perri.”

“No!”

He laced up his boots, continuing to dress as if she hadn’t spoken.

“You’re not going to Charyn, Finnikin.”

“I don’t follow a wife’s orders,” he said.

“I’m not speaking to you as your wife,” she shouted. “I’m speaking to you as your queen, and my order is that you are not going to Charyn.”

In her corner, Jasmina awoke and began to cry.

“Ah, so that’s what is meant by the queen’s consort,” Finnikin said with bitterness. “A page who answers to her demands.”

She grabbed his arm, but he shook it free.

“Is that what this is about?” she asked. “Being my consort?”

He ignored her.

“Answer me!”

“You spoke another man’s name in my bed!”

She stared at him, stunned. He had shouted at her this way once before when she had been disguised as the novice Evanjalin. It was almost four years past when he discovered the truth about Balthazar and had accused her of sedition.

“I go to Charyn with my father and Perri,” he said, his voice hard. “Because I speak the language in a way they don’t, and if we are fortunate enough to cross the path of our wayward lad, I’ll bring him home to you safe and sound. Perhaps you can murmur his name to him while he shares your bed.”

She slapped his face with a cry of outrage, and he pulled her close to him, his arms shaking.

“You’ve never spoken to me of your time in Sorel as a child,” he said, and she saw tears in his eyes. “You’ve always said it was too painful. That apart from Balthazar’s death and what you witnessed in Sarnak, it was your worst memory. Yet you told him. You trusted another man with your pain.”

He shook his head, anguished and full of fury. “I’ve told you everything. Every fear I have. How can we be equals in this union if you can’t trust me?”

“Not telling you about Sorel has nothing to do with trust, Finnikin!” she said.

He walked out the door before she could speak another word.

Soon after, she saw his fleece on their bed and knew he would freeze without it. Let him, she thought. Let him. But she grabbed the fleece and walked outside, flinging it over the balcony down to where Finnikin was already mounting his horse in the courtyard alongside his father and Perri. It caught him in the face, and her only satisfaction was that the weight of it almost toppled him from his horse.

“And don’t expect any sympathy if you catch your death out there,” she shouted. “You didn’t even pack an undershirt.”

“I expect nothing from you,” he shouted back.

She was determined he would not get the last word and shouted a whole lot more until she had no idea what she was saying.

Inside, she walked to Jasmina’s bed, thinking of her dream again. Not of the savageness and not of the confusion, but of the part that she remembered most of all. That it wasn’t Tesadora and Vestie who had walked the sleep with her, as they had each month before her pregnancy when it was Isaboe’s time to bleed. It was a different spirit now, one that almost shared her heartbeat. She stared down at her daughter but knew it hadn’t been Jasmina. She felt a kick in her belly and almost buckled, imagining the truth.

Had she walked the sleep of some savage beast with her unborn child?
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“Froi?”

“Yes?”

“Are you awake?”

“I am now.”

“I can’t sleep.”

“What are you thinking?”

“About sad things, really. What if I never get to meet our little king, Froi?”

“Don’t say that. Don’t think it!”

“He’ll never know that the time I felt most brave was when I knew he was in my belly.”

“You were brave long before that, Quintana. Sleep.”

“Quintana?”

“Yes.”

“Are you awake?”

“I am now.”

“I can’t sleep,” he said.

“What are you thinking?”

“That time . . . that time you let go of my hand in the Citavita,” he said, “when you thought I would hurt you and the babe, where would you have gone?”

“Wherever our little king guided me.”

“He speaks to you?”

“No. But he used to speak to my sister, the reginita . He liked the sound of her voice. He’s very clever in that way. I think he’s gods’ blessed, like Arjuro.”

“And where did our little king suggest you all journey without me?”

“You’ll not believe it.”

“But I will.”

“Promise you won’t think me a fool.”

“With all my heart.”

“Then you’ll have to come closer, Froi. We can’t have the Avanosh lot hearing.”

“Quintana? I can’t hear you. Speak louder. You’ve got to speak louder. I can’t hear you. Quintana!”

“Froi!”

Don’t wake up.

“Froi!”

Fight it. Don’t let her go again.

“Froi, wake up!”

The times he loved most were when his eyes were closed. So he could imagine he was still in his quarters in Paladozza on that long night when they talked and talked and lay naked against each other. They were like a cocoon, she said. She had seen one in the gardens of their compound and had sat and watched it for hours. So there they lay with her rounded belly between them, protecting their little king, studying each other’s face as if trying to work out which part of them would belong to the babe.

With eyes closed shut, Froi could also imagine Gargarin and Lirah down the hall in De Lancey’s home and he could go back to that room time and time again and change everything that happened. Take back every word he spoke.

But sleep was already gone and with its loss came truth and a flatness to his spirit that rendered him motionless. Barely opening his eyes, he could see Arjuro crouched beside him, a cup of brew in the priestling’s hands that was sure to turn Froi’s stomach.

“She whispered it to me, Arjuro,” he said, his voice hoarse, and Arjuro lifted the cup to Froi’s lips. “I could almost hear her. I could almost hear the words telling me where she’d hide.”

“Drink,” Arjuro ordered gently. “She’s just about told you every night, Froi. For weeks now. You beg her in your sleep over and over again. Let it rest or you’ll drive us both mad.”

Arjuro lit another of the oil lamps, and then two more, and placed them in the crooks of the wall. It was the only light Froi had seen these past weeks, and he wondered what it did to a spirit to not feel sun on the skin or the wind on one’s face.

Although he shared the cavern with Arjuro, passages linked it to every other cavern in the underground godshouse of Trist. The rest of Charyn had been led to believe that the priests were hiding somewhere in the caves outside Sebastabol, but instead they lived beneath the city itself. It was a labyrinth so extensive that it had three main entrances: one through a grate in the ceiling that led to a hospital for travelers, and two through cellars of Sebastabolians who had an allegiance to the priests. It was outside one of those homes where Froi’s bloody body was left.

“You have a habit of turning up on our doorstep, Dafar of Abroi,” Simeon, the head priest, had told him the first time Froi woke. “Creating havoc in the kingdom beyond understanding.”

They were unable to tell him who his savior was. “You were left and he was gone without a word,” they said.

Froi dragged himself out of his bedroll and walked to the basin, where he dampened a cloth and wiped it over his face. Each morning had been a measure of how quickly he was healing, and his only relief today was that there was less pain than the day before.

“I’m ready,” he said to Arjuro.

“You said you were ready the day you woke up with eight barbs wedged in your body,” Arjuro muttered, mixing a paste that he coated on Froi’s wounds each morning. It produced a stench that made them both want to retch, but Arjuro insisted that the scars would fade and Froi would heal quicker. The faster Froi healed, the closer he came to finding her.

“Arm up,” Arjuro ordered.

Froi held up his arm as Arjuro smeared the paste onto the deepest of the wounds on Froi’s side. “It’s the one that brought you closest to death,” Arjuro said most days, and Froi would hear the break in the priestling’s voice each time.

The paste and Arjuro’s fingers were cold on his skin, and Froi flinched more than once, although he tried hard not to. It was Arjuro who had to be convinced of his strength. Arjuro, Froi had come to understand, was respected by the compound of Trist, and Froi could see that the priests and their families were desperate to keep him. He was the last of the oracle’s priestlings, and he still held a fascination for them all.

“Are you ready for the collegiati?” Arjuro asked. “You’re the most exciting thing that’s happened to them for quite some time.”

“You mean my injuries are,” Froi said.

“Yes, I suppose they will miss your wounds when you leave.” Arjuro chuckled.

Each morning, a group of young men and women, a little older than Froi, came to visit their quarters. Although not last borns, some were in hiding because they were believed to be gods’ blessed. Others were the children of the priests and priestesses who had hidden their families all those years ago when the oracle’s godshouse was attacked. That a school for the brightest minds in Charyn existed in the bowels of a province didn’t surprise Froi. In the nook of any given cave in this kingdom were a people refusing to give up.

“The way they grovel to you makes me sick to my stomach,” Froi said as he watched Arjuro arrange his tools of healing. Froi thought of them more as tools of torture. When he had first awoken from his injuries, one of the collegiati had told Froi how excited all in the compound had been when Arjuro returned to them.

“He was considered the greatest young surgeon in Charyn before the attack on the Oracle’s godshouse,” the girl Marte had explained to Froi. “My mother was one of his teachers in Paladozza and said that even as a boy he showed brilliance.”

Marte and her fellow collegiati were hungry for any type of learning, and they hovered around the entrance of Arjuro’s chamber all day long, just for a chance to spend more time with the priestling.

Arjuro found them as annoying as he found most people and would tell them exactly where he would prefer they go. But they returned each day while he treated Froi’s wounds, which they analyzed and discussed, poking at Froi as if he were nothing but a slab of mutton. Froi would see their eyes blaze with excitement each time they saw his scars.

Whoever had taken him to these caves had tried to yank out the arrows, but once the shafts were pulled, they had come unstuck from their stems and Froi was left with eight arrowheads lodged inside his body.

“Catgut goes a long way, blessed Arjuro,” Marte said that morning when they all shuffled in. “The stitching is perfect.”

“But how did you remove the barbs, Brother Arjuro?” a collegiato asked in awe.

“With an arrow spoon,” Arjuro said, showing them the instrument.

There was much oohing and aahing.

“The spoon is inserted into the wound and latches on to the arrowhead,” Arjuro said, looking at Froi. “You might want to close your ears for this next bit, Froi.” Arjuro turned back to the others. “Next moment, the barb is ripped out and look what we have?” Arjuro said. “Beautiful.”

This was what produced joy for Arjuro. Inflicting pain.

“It’s a work of art, Brother Arjuro,” an annoyingly fawning collegiata said. “You’re a genius.”

“Yes, I’m going to have to agree,” Arjuro said, pleased with himself. “See how clean this one is,” he said, pointing to Froi’s shoulder blade. “But I think it could have been a tighter stitch. I only wish I had a chance to do it again. If I could get myself some bronzed wire, rather than using sheep bone, I think I could have done a neater job of this sewing.”

He caught Froi’s eye, a smile crossing his lips. Froi knew he was enjoying himself.

Someone ran a finger alongside the dent at the back of Froi’s head and Arjuro slapped the hand away. Froi had received an arrow to the head and they had been forced to crop his hair. Although not completely bare, it felt strange under his fingers. But what was even stranger was the collegiati’s reaction to it. Not a day went by without a hand attempting to feel its way across the cleft at the back of Froi’s skull.

“Are you going to tell me what’s there?” he demanded of Arjuro.

“A hard head,” Arjuro responded, and Froi saw the warning look he sent to the others. “It’s a good thing you have no brains and the arrowhead pierced nothing but empty space.”

It was the same joke each time, and Froi rolled his eyes when the others laughed at it again. “Can I put on my trousers now?” he asked. Never one to be bashful about his naked self, it felt different when the collegiati scrutinized every part of his body. The topic of foreskin was the most difficult to endure.

“He grew up in Sarnak. It’s what they do to their male young. A snip and then it’s gone,” Arjuro explained.

The men had flinched. The women were intrigued.

Arjuro ushered them all out.

“Brother Arjuro, what of warts?” one of the lads asked at the entrance of the cave. Nothing gods’ blessed about that one. Some were quite delusional when it came to the degree of their talents.

Arjuro stared at the young man.

“I don’t heal warts. If you want to learn how to heal warts, go to the soothsayer and she’ll feed you with an old wives’ tale or two.”

When they were all gone, Froi pulled on his trousers.

“They’re all half in love with you,” he said. “Men and women.”

“Yes, it’s a pity you didn’t inherit our looks,” Arjuro said. “You, too, could be as popular.”

Froi hid a smile.

“Gargarin was even more sought after,” Arjuro explained, sketching today’s image of Froi’s gut wound into his journal. “It’s because he ignored the world and, in turn, the world believed he was playing games.”

“Were you jealous of him?”

“Gargarin?” Arjuro looked up, surprised by the question. “Never. I told you. I was jealous of anyone who took him from me.”

“He could be happy with Lirah in Paladozza,” Froi said softly.

Arjuro sighed. “I can’t see my brother staying put while all this is happening.”

Froi imagined that “all this” was the question of Quintana’s whereabouts. He watched Arjuro carefully. “You know I’m ready.”

“I’ll tell you when you’re ready. Sit.” Arjuro pressed hard on the puckered skin across Froi’s gut.

“Does that hurt?”

Froi pressed two fingers against Arjuro’s shoulder with the same force.

“Does that?” he snapped in return.

“Oh, so we’re bad-tempered this morning, as well. Always good to see the Abroi spirit living on in our sprog.”

This time Froi couldn’t resist a smile, but then he grabbed Arjuro’s hand and pressed it against the back of his skull.

“What’s there, Arjuro? What are you hiding from me?”

Arjuro pulled his hand away with a grimace.

“Nothing we don’t already know, Froi. It was just hidden for so long. You were born with a mop of hair. Did you know that? It’s probably been there your whole life and no one ever saw it.”

“But what is it?”

“It’s the same style of lettering as Quintana’s,” Arjuro said finally. “We didn’t realize all this time that both of you were scorched by the gods or whoever it was.”

“If not the gods, who else?” Froi asked.

Arjuro shook his head. “I don’t know. I wish I did. I wish I knew what it meant.”

He placed a blue woolen cap over Froi’s head, almost covering his eyes and ears.

“Make sure no one outside these caves see it. Charynites are used to the sign belonging to last-born women,” Arjuro said. “I don’t know what would happen if they knew the very last male born was walking among us.”

Arjuro put his journal away under his cot. Froi saw a note poking out from one of the pages. He watched for signs of news all the time, and during the past day, Arjuro had received new correspondence.

“What’s in the letter?” he asked.

Arjuro didn’t respond.

“Tell me,” Froi begged.

Arjuro sat on the cot and thought for a minute. “We’ve received word back from the Turlans. Quintana never reached them, Froi. She’s not in the Lascow Mountains, either. We’ve sent out word to the provincari. She may have gone back to Jidia.”

“Orlanda made it clear that she would not protect her,” Froi said, referring to the provincara of Jidia.

“Regardless, if Orlanda’s hand is forced, she will protect the future king.”

“What of De Lancey? Quintana went searching for Lirah that time in the Citavita. Maybe she returned to Paladozza.”

“I’ve written to De Lancey. Let’s hope he responds with the news we want to hear.”

“Arjuro —”

“It’s all I know. Don’t ask me again!”
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The hammering on Lucian’s cottage door woke him with a start.

“Lucian! Lucian!”

The voices belonged to Lady Beatriss and Tesadora, he thought, stumbling from his bed. Something had happened to Yata. He felt the all-too-familiar taste of bile fill his mouth as his mind raced with images of the worst.

But Yata was there the moment Lucian opened the door, his relief cut short when he saw the looks on all three faces.

“Vestie’s gone!”

“Taken from her bed, Lucian!”

He grabbed his coat and felt the sharp slap of wind against his cheeks as he joined them outside. Winter was outstaying its welcome for yet another day. He had never known it to drag on so long.

“One at a time,” he ordered as they traveled the path down to Yata’s home. “And everyone calm down! No one on this mountain would hurt Vestie, so there has to be an explanation.”

Lady Beatriss nodded and tried to do as she was told, taking a deep breath that sounded more like a ragged sob.

“I woke up and her bed was empty, and then I woke Tesadora and we searched Yata’s house. Nothing.”

“The door was unlatched,” Tesadora continued. “From the inside.”

They reached Yata’s compound, which sat at the center of the mountain, and Lucian hurried to the bell in the courtyard. It had only been rung once since their return, after the younger lads broke into the cellars and got drunk. It was unlike the bell that Isaboe had insisted be placed on the mountain halfway to Lumatere. That one was a means of alerting the guards stationed there that something was wrong on the Charyn border; Yata’s bell could be heard only throughout the mountain village. Lucian rang it long and loud until the Monts emerged from their cottages, even from as far up as the slopes to the east.

Lucian’s eyes met Tesadora’s. She wasn’t one for dramatics, but she looked pale and he knew that Vestie of the Flatlands was precious to her. Very few people found a place in Tesadora’s heart. Finnikin spoke often about the love between Tesadora and Isaboe. Letters were exchanged between the two each week and it wasn’t rare to see Tesadora laughing as she read her correspondence. Both Isaboe’s and Tesadora’s bonds with Vestie were strong because they had walked the sleep together during the curse. Lucian could not fathom the thought of what would happen if Vestie was hurt.

“She could have responded to a knock,” Lucian said.

Tesadora, then Beatriss, shook her head.

“We would have heard it,” Yata said. “There was no knock.”

By now a crowd had gathered around them, calling out questions, realizing that this was no drunken foolery by the younger lads.

Lucian settled them down, knowing that their silence would be short-lived the moment he spoke the words “Vestie is gone.” And short-lived it was. Questions were shouted at him from all directions, the women crying out their fear as they surrounded Beatriss, alarming her even more. Worst were Jory and the lads, whipped into a frenzy of fury. Jory’s response to Phaedra’s death had been anger. The lad wasn’t aware that it was grief he was feeling, and perhaps Lucian and the Monts had not realized until these past weeks that Jory was no longer a boy.

“Stop!” Lucian ordered above the noise. He pointed a finger at the lads, who were the last to obey. He waited for silence again. “Everyone search around your homes. Jory, ride down toward the valley and ask the cottagers to start searching the middle mountain. You lot,” he said, pointing to his younger cousins, “check the woods. Knock on every door. Juno, take your lads and head toward Balconio.”

Lucian turned to Lady Beatriss. “Maybe she woke up feeling lost and is trying to make her way home?”

Lady Beatriss shook her head, and he could see she was holding back tears.

“There is an explanation, Lady Beatriss. You know that. It’s what Trevanion would tell you if he were here.”

All morning, Vestie’s name rang throughout the mountain. Every cottage was searched, every footstep traced, every shrine to the goddess filled with garlands. Lucian knew of Vestie’s gift for walking the sleep, but he had never known anyone to become so lost in the dream that it took them from their bed.

And then, midmorning, Jory returned, his face pale, clutching a mitten in his hand. Lady Beatriss took it and held it to her face, weeping.

“She has to be in the valley, Lucian,” Jory said. “It’s the only explanation.”

Lucian caught his breath. It had been weeks since Phaedra’s death, and he had only made the journey to the valley twice. At night, in a panic, he would wake up afraid that he had abandoned Phaedra’s companions to the mercy of the cutthroat camp leader, Donashe, and his men. No matter how many times he reminded himself that the valley dwellers were not his people, Lucian felt a fierce sense of guilt.

“We should have had our sentinels down in the valley,” Tesadora said, her voice blunt and accusing.

“But we don’t,” Lucian argued. He had used the threat of the plague as a reason to stop sending down the lads, but he knew there was no such danger anymore. He looked around at those waiting for the next order. “Lady Beatriss, you wait —”

“Don’t ask me to do that, Lucian. I’m coming with you.”

He didn’t even attempt to instruct Tesadora. She was coming down to the valley whether Lucian liked it or not.

“Yata.” He sighed. “Go back to the house, in case Vestie returns. Jory and Yael, come with me. Everyone else, stay.”

When they reached the bottom of the mountain, Lucian did what he always did: asked his father for guidance. What would Saro do? Cross the stream and accuse the Charynites of taking a Lumateran child, after all the valley dwellers had endured with the death of five of their women and the slaughter of Rafuel’s men? Would Lucian ask for help from the murderous camp leaders, or would he accuse them of taking Vestie? Could he trust Rafuel, who now seemed a stranger to them? At the campsite on the Lumateran side of the valley where Tesadora had once camped with her girls, he dared to look through the trees in the hope of catching a glimpse of his wife crossing the stream.

That’s why you haven’t returned here, Lucian. Because you see her everywhere.

“Jory, you cross the stream and see what you can find out. They’ll trust you. Remember, no accusations. I don’t care what the camp leaders say — we cannot have Kasabian and the others thinking we believe that they hurt one of our own.

“Yael, you watch Jory from one of the trees and holler for me the moment there’s trouble. Lady Beatriss, Tesadora and I will continue down this side of the stream and see what we can find. We’ll meet you back here.”

As they traveled farther downstream, he could see Phaedra’s people in their caves through the copse of trees.

“She would never have come this far,” Beatriss said when they were deep within the woods. “Perhaps . . . perhaps she tried to cross the stream. The ice is beginning to melt on the mountain, and the force of it could have carried her away.”

“Beatriss,” Tesadora said firmly, “she swims better than any child we know.”

Lucian doubted greatly that Vestie had been swept away by the stream. Lucian knew that teaching Vestie to swim was the first thing Trevanion had done for Lady Beatriss and the child she bore during the curse, when they were reunited three years past. It had created a bond between the captain and his former lover’s child. Today, they were a family, and the union had been one of the most joyous occasions for Lumaterans.

Suddenly he saw a movement, heard the snap of a twig and the rustle of leaves and the strangest of giggles.

“Vestie!” he called out, racing toward the sound. Beatriss and Tesadora were with him, calling out her name. “Vestie!”

But there was nothing. They stood a moment to listen, hearing only the sound of a bird mocking. Then he saw the movement again and Lucian was running, leaping over half-fallen limbs, avoiding the tree shoots that caught at his ankle.

“Vestie!”

“Vestie!”

“Vestie, my love!”

Lucian continued his pursuit until he heard the sound of heavy breath, rasping for air. But it was not the breathing of a child. He stopped and held up a hand to Tesadora, who appeared close behind.

“Vestie, it’s Lucian! Are you hiding?”

Beatriss entered the clearing, and Tesadora placed a finger to her lips.

“I’ll not be angry,” Lucian said. “I promise, Vestie darlin’.”

He knew she was close, but not alone, and that alarmed Lucian more than he cared to admit. He took a step closer, and there he saw them. Huddled in the hollow of a tree trunk. A girl with crazed eyes held a hand over Vestie’s mouth. A bloody dagger was clasped in her other hand.

He heard Beatriss’s cry behind him, and he saw Vestie look up, startled to see them all. Startled, but not frightened. Beatriss rushed forward, but the strange girl snarled, and Lucian gripped Beatriss’s hand and dragged her gently behind him.

“Please don’t hurt her,” Beatriss begged the girl. “Please.”

Lucian moved toward the girl, a hand at the scabbard of his sword. He knew with certainty that he would slice this wretch’s hand clear off her body if she didn’t let go of Vestie at his command.

“Vestie, step away from her,” he ordered gently. Vestie stared at the sword and suddenly began to weep, confused. Was she waking from walking in her sleep? He moved closer and the most savage of sounds came from the girl, and she held the dagger out before her, waving it in Lucian’s face. He retrieved his sword from its scabbard slowly, not once losing eye contact with her.

“Lucian, come back,” Tesadora ordered. “You’re scaring them.”

But Lucian refused, and when he almost reached them, the savage girl clenched her teeth, dragging Vestie deeper into the hollow of the tree.

“Lucian, please stop,” Beatriss cried. “She’ll hurt her.”

Lucian shook his head, refusing to move away.

“Do not let me have to explain to Trevanion why I put my sword down while someone held a dagger to his daughter.”

Tesadora walked before him. His hand caught her arm to pull her backward, but she shrugged free.

“I know what I’m doing,” she said, her eyes fastened on the girl, who stared, almost transfixed. When Tesadora was only a step away from Vestie and the girl, Lucian heard a bloodcurdling snarl, but suddenly Tesadora’s hand snaked out and gripped the girl’s face.

“Oh, you savage beauty,” Tesadora said. “Where did you come from?”

Lucian wondered if Tesadora was bewitched. The girl stared, confused. Tesadora repeated the words in Charyn.

“We won’t hurt her,” Tesadora said, reaching out for Vestie.

Vestie gripped the girl’s hand that was pressed over her mouth and removed it. Lucian expected a scream, but instead Vestie leaned forward and whispered into the stranger’s ear.

The mad girl peered over Tesadora’s shoulder to where Beatriss stood with Lucian.

“I just want to hear the little person speak again,” the savage girl said coldly in Charyn. “I want to hear her voice.”

“We need to take her home,” Tesadora explained gently. “She’ll be safe. You must get back to your people in the valley.”

The girl shook her head emphatically.

“Tell no one, Serker Eyes,” she whispered. “Or else they’ll kill us all.”

Small crooked teeth showed through a snarl. Before anyone could speak another word, the girl scrambled to her feet and tore off. Lucian quickly gathered Vestie in his arms, his eyes meeting Tesadora’s.

“What,” he asked, “was that?”

Later, when Vestie was being bathed by Beatriss and the women, they found not a single mark on her body. She had recovered quickly from her ordeal.

“Who was she, Vestie?” Lady Beatriss asked as Yata wrapped the little girl up in a blanket while Lucian’s aunts fussed.

“I don’t know. I think I walked and slept, Mama, and then I was in the woods crying and I saw her. It was as though I knew she’d be there. And I said, ‘Hello there. Hello there, I say.’ And she looked so frightened. It was just like that time we first met the valley dwellers and they stared at us in such a fashion.”

“They’re not used to seeing little girls,” Yata said.

“I spoke again and said, ‘My name is Vestie,’ and she wept and wept and she spoke in that funny way the camp dwellers speak.”

Vestie turned to Tesadora. “I want to learn, Tesadora. I want to speak just like them. I only know one word. It means friend. I said it in her ear. ‘Sora. Sora. Sora.’”

Tesadora chuckled and gathered Vestie to her.

“And who taught you this Charynite word for friend?”

“Phaedra of Alonso did. She said it was the prettiest word in Charyn.”

And Lucian ached to hear those words.

Vestie looked up at Lady Beatriss. “That time we crossed the stream together with you, Mama. Remember? Phaedra said not to be afraid because the camp dwellers only wanted to be my friend. My sora. I want to learn more.”

“I’ll teach you, Vestie,” Jory said from the entrance of the room, anger lacing his voice. “So that when you see her again you can tell the witch we’ll tear her limb —”

“Jory!” Lucian warned, while Beatriss covered Vestie’s ears. Jory looked away, shamefaced.

“Go out to the lads,” Lucian ordered, shoving his young cousin forward. “And calm them down. There will be no repeat of raids into the valley.”

“Not their side of the valley, Lucian,” Jory said. “Ours. She wasn’t a valley dweller. You said so yourself.”

“Go.”

Jory left, a stubborn set to his jaw.

“We’ll get supper started,” Yata said, following the aunts out of the room. Lucian bobbed down to Vestie’s height.

“Can you remember anything else, Vestie?” Lucian asked.

“Every time I spoke, she’d weep and weep with joy.”

“She liked your voice,” Beatriss said quietly.

“But whose blood was it?” Lucian asked. “It was the first thing we saw, and it frightened us all.”

Vestie laughed with glee. “She taught me to slaughter a hare.”

Vestie twisted her hands together as if breaking the neck of an animal and made the most gods-awful sound. “I’m going to show Father.”

“Yes, Father will be overjoyed to hear all about this when he returns,” Beatriss murmured, catching Lucian’s eye.

“We caught three,” Vestie exclaimed. “We caught them together.”

“You did not,” Lucian mocked, desperate to know more about their savage neighbor.

“I did, too,” she said indignantly. “Can I play with her again?”

“No, my love,” Beatriss said. “We’re going home to Fenton in a few days. You’ve given us quite a scare.”

“I told her about Millie and how I left her behind in my bed.”

Lucian was confused. “Millie?”

“Her doll,” Beatriss said. “I’ll go get her.” She pressed a kiss to her daughter’s brow. “Don’t do this to Mama again, Vestie. You scared me today.”

When Beatriss left the room, Vestie turned to Tesadora.

“Why can’t I take her home with us, Tesadora?”

“We know nothing about her, minx,” Tesadora said, picking her up and swinging her around. “We don’t even know her name.”

“I think I do,” Vestie said, indignant. “She’s just like Isaboe, you know. Just like her.”

“She’s nothing like Isaboe,” Lucian said.

Tesadora looked up at him. “How about you calm down the lads . . . and Vestie can tell me everything she knows about her new friend in the valley?”
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I come close to our cave with hands drenched in hare’s blood. If they feast on fresh game for the first time in weeks, perhaps things may change and their hearts will be open. But the women are speaking, they’re fighting, they’re weeping, Froi. Their stone-hearted claws scratch at me whole. Though their voices are hushed, they scream with such hate. I hear them speak words, “We’ll kill in her sleep.” The little king kicks, a beat of great fear, and he begs me to run from these wretches of malice. The Mont’s wife, she sees me, her face speaks of shame, and the hares in my hand are hurled in my fury.

And I run and I run, and I think of the girl child, the one they call Visti, and the trust in her eyes. I think of her voice, so much like Regina, my sister beloved who’s left me behind. But Froi, have you joined her at the lake of the half dead? I fear that you have and she’s not sent you back. The last time I saw you, eight arrows were piercing. You couldn’t have lived; the gods aren’t that kind.

And I hide in the thistles that tear at my skin, but finally I see her, the white-headed Serker. She knows I am out here but pretends she’s not looking. I know she is looking and pretend it’s a game. And finally I’m closer and I grip at her strange hair, the white of its strands a shroud around my fist. And my blood beats a dance because I’ve found it a kindred. So I vow to return and my smile aches my face. I know her: Tesadora. Will she love me regardless?

She knows me, she knows me, but does not turn away.

Phaedra of Alonso was running. Stumbling over an upturned stone once, twice. Praying with all her being for a glimpse of their strange princess. Up in the distance the whistle of the wind sang to her from the mountain. From Lucian’s mountain. It beckoned and taunted, and she wanted to run toward it. To be enveloped in its coat of fleece and to hear its safe sounds.

And then she saw Quintana of Charyn and she stopped, almost crumbling from relief and fatigue and fear. It left room for anger, and Phaedra didn’t realize until that moment how much she disliked Princess Abomination for what she had brought into their lives.

“Your Highness,” she said quietly, fearful that Donashe and his men would travel downstream and cross their path. Despite the distance from both the camp and the road to her father’s province, there was always a chance that someone would stray and discover their secret. From what Rafuel had told them, the one time he had managed to slip away since their “deaths,” the Monts were no longer acting as sentinels on the Lumateran side of the stream. So there was nothing to stop Donashe and his murderers from hunting in the woodlands and crossing the stream to where Phaedra and the women hid. Worse still, Rafuel had advised that one of Donashe’s men was feeling threatened by Rafuel’s presence around his leader. The man followed Rafuel’s and Donashe’s every move, which had made it difficult for Rafuel to slip away. So here Phaedra and the women were, a mile downstream from the Charynite valley dwellers, not knowing what was happening to their people upstream except that Phaedra’s father had stopped sending grain from Alonso.

Despite Phaedra’s warnings to stay put, the Princess crossed the stream most days. It was as if she was drawn to the Lumateran side with its gullies and tall tree canopies. The girl had a tendency to disappear for hours upon end, which unnerved them all. And then they’d be unnerved again by her return.

Phaedra didn’t know what was worse. Quintana of Charyn’s absence or presence. This afternoon’s behavior was quite dramatic: she had tossed one of the hares at Florenza and run off like a wild savage.

“Her father’s daughter,” Jorja had muttered. Jorja and her husband, Harker, despised the dead king more than anyone Phaedra had ever met, except for the Lumaterans.

Phaedra caught up with the princess near a moss-covered stone.

“You can’t wander away, Your Highness.” Phaedra used a brisk tone, despite the fact that she was speaking to the daughter of a king. “We must keep to the cave. We’ve been beside ourselves with worry.”

The stare that met hers was hard and cold. Cora and the other women believed an entity inhabited Quintana of Charyn, and that deep inside, she was not quite human. It made Phaedra despair even more. What hope did Charyn have if this creature carried the first?

“I’m the queen, Phaedra of Alonso. Did I not mention that?”

Oh, you’ve mentioned it many, many times, Phaedra wanted to say. Once with a hand around Jorja’s neck, squeezing tight because Jorja had dared to question what type of authority the princess had now that the king was dead.

“And I’m not going back,” announced the princess or queen or whoever she wanted to be. “They’ll kill me in my sleep. I heard them say.”

Phaedra sighed. “They said no such thing, Your Majesty.”

And there was the ice-cold stare again.

“I heard the words,” Quintana said with a curl to her lip that spoke of a threat. “Are you calling me a liar, Phaedra of Alonso?”

Phaedra hesitated, choosing her next words wisely. “You frighten them,” she finally said. “You snarl and rage and sometimes we believe that our sacrifice was for nothing. ‘She’ll kill us in our sleep.’ That’s what you heard. Their fear is that you will kill us all.”

With as much courage as she could muster, Phaedra walked to the princess, pulled her to her feet, and dragged her along in much the same way she had seen a Mont mother drag her protesting boy toward the bathhouse. She was sick and tired of being the one to keep the peace among the women. It was about time everyone else did their duty. When they reached the stream, Phaedra tore a strip from Quintana’s dress and soaked it in the water, then cleaned the girl’s bloodied hands and face with it. If Quintana of Charyn knew anything, it was how to hunt. A frightening thought in itself, but Phaedra had to admit that the hares had filled their empty stomachs for the first time in days. And there was the satisfaction of seeing one of the hares lobbed at Florenza’s nose. Jorja believed that she and her precious daughter were above everyone else, despite their journey through the sewers. “She was the most sought-after girl in our province,” Jorja had boasted just the night before.

“Yes, but where are these suitors now that Florenza has crawled through shit?” Cora asked.

Each time Jorja and Florenza’s escape was mentioned, Florenza whimpered and made gagging sounds, and Ginny would laugh. Ginny laughed at anything that was mean. Phaedra had learned to dislike them all since their so-called deaths. If she had to hear Jorja boast, or Florenza whimper, or Cora mock, or Ginny being snide one more time, she’d find a hare or two to throw at them all herself.

“What are you smiling about?” the princess asked, breaking Phaedra’s thoughts. Quintana sat on one of the stepping stones in the stream, and Phaedra had no choice but to squat beside her. She felt the skirt of her dress soak but refused to allow her discomfort to show.

“It’s a grimace, not a smile,” Phaedra said.

“It was a smile.”

She felt Quintana’s strange gaze and met it. Months on the mountain had made Phaedra less afraid of bullies, and no people knew how to intimidate her more than the Monts. But as she returned Quintana’s stare, all Phaedra saw was that the mother of their future king was nothing but a broken, bloodied girl.

“I think he’s dead,” the princess said quietly.

Phaedra froze. “The babe?”

The princess shook her head.

Phaedra waited, gently scrubbing Quintana’s face clean.

“I looked back once,” the princess continued, “and counted eight arrows, and I heard his cries and saw his spirit fight to leave his body.”

Phaedra was confused. She had heard the princess tell Rafuel that the father of her child, the heir Tariq of Lascow, had been slaughtered in the underground caves of the Citavita. Who was this “he” she was speaking of?

“Is there a chance that Tariq of Lascow is alive?” Phaedra asked, hope in her voice.

“Tariq’s dead,” Quintana said. “I saw his corpse. I saw them all. They died protecting me . . . protecting this,” she said, pointing to her belly. “Maybe I’ll see your corpse, Phaedra of Alonso. Everywhere I go, I leave behind corpses.” There were tears of fury in the girl’s eyes. “I left him behind, dying.”

Phaedra failed to hide a shudder. “Whom are you speaking of?” she dared to ask. She thought of Rafuel’s warning on the day Quintana of Charyn had entered their life. The less they knew, the better it was for them all.

“Who, if not Tariq of Lascow?” Phaedra persisted.

The princess leaned forward, pressing her lips against Phaedra’s ear. Phaedra smelled the stench of hare’s blood.

“Froi of Lumatere.”

Phaedra stumbled back into the water, stunned. She remembered the story she had heard of the rescue in the Citavita. He had swung through the air to save Quintana. The audacity of his actions had made Phaedra like Froi even more than she had the one or two times they had met on the mountain. She knew what he meant to Lucian and Tesadora, as well as Perri, the guard who shared Tesadora’s bed. Some said the queen and her consort loved the lad as if he were a brother.

And then Phaedra remembered Rafuel’s strange words: Did you mate with the last born?

“Is he the father?” she asked, horrified. “Froi of Lumatere?”

“Don’t let me have to kill you for knowing that, idiot girl,” Quintana threatened. “Don’t let me hear you speak it out loud to those parrots in the cave.”

“Then, why tell me?” Phaedra cried, getting to her feet and following the stepping stones across the stream to get as far away from the girl as possible. She couldn’t bear the idea of what the Lumateran’s death would do to those on the mountain and beyond. Worse still, it would mean true war between the two kingdoms.

When they returned to the cave, Phaedra heard the hushed fighting in an instant. They called it their prison. It was a small shrine house that from the outside looked like any other cave, much like those upstream, half concealed with shrubs and vines. But once inside, there were two chambers. The larger one was dedicated to the goddess Sagrami, a fact that unnerved them all. Sagrami was the goddess of blood and tears and was said to have cursed Lumatere. It was also further proof that despite Phaedra’s people being allowed in the valley, the earth still belonged to their Lumateran neighbors. Through a narrow walkway, the cave opened up to another, smaller chamber. It had a wind hole that gave a view of downstream, but most of the time they kept it covered with vines and shrubs to keep out the cold. No one dared sleep in the shrine room, so here they were, living in too small a space for five women who could hardly endure one another’s company.

“I can’t stand this,” Phaedra heard Ginny cry. “I didn’t ask to save Charyn. When Rafuel returns, I’m going to ask him to tell Gies that I’m alive. I don’t like being without my man.”

“From the flirting I saw the fool do with those Mont girls, I dare say he’ll cope,” Cora said in a nasty tone.

Cora loved nothing more than riling Ginny, whose only sense of worth came from having a man. Phaedra had known girls like Ginny in Alonso. The type who rarely took the side of women in an argument. They feared it would make them unpopular in the eyes of men. She remembered Ginny in the camp and realized that most of the acquaintances the girl had struck up were with the camp leaders Gies seemed drawn to.

“You’re a liar,” Ginny shouted at Cora, who was still taunting her about the Mont girls.

“And you’re one of the greatest idiots I’ve come across, and believe me when I say I’ve come across many.”

“Enough!” Phaedra said from the entrance. “Our voices will carry upstream.”

They stared over Phaedra’s shoulder at the princess.

“Tell her to stay put,” Cora said.

“You’ll have to tell her yourself, Cora,” Phaedra said firmly. “She’s not deaf to your voice, you know. Now, enough of this fighting. We have a little king to protect.”

“If you ask me, the only thing keeping her alive is that little king,” Ginny said. “That’s what my Gies would say.”

“Shut it, you idiot girl,” Cora said.

“You shut it. You’re an ugly hag. There were women in my village just like you. Hags with nothing left to offer a man.”

“Well, it’s a good thing the men in the village had you,” Cora said.

“Shut up, both of you,” Jorja hissed. “I’d crawl through those sewers one hundred times over not to have to listen to any of you.”

This was Phaedra’s life now, and she wondered what she had done to the gods for them to punish her in such a way. And in the corner, Quintana of Charyn sat staring at her, shaking her head. Phaedra recognized the look directed at her. She had seen it on the mountain before she had proven her worth. It was disappointment. You’re useless, Phaedra. Useless.

She closed her eyes and went to sleep with the sound of Florenza’s retching in her ears. And a small part of her begged the gods not to let her wake.
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Froi was summoned to see the elder of the compound, Simeon of Nebia. The priest had come to visit him once when he lay injured and in pain, but Froi remembered little of that time except for the constant questions regarding Quintana’s whereabouts.

But this time Froi was well enough to visit the leader’s residence, and it was the first time he was able to study the underground galleries. They were unlike Tariq’s compound under the Citavita. Here the ceilings were high and the rooms were wide. Froi could see that they had not always been a hiding place. The archways seemed about six feet high and large enough for a pushcart to fit through them. The walls were made of limestone, and Arjuro had mentioned that the galleries were once used to quarry chalk.

They entered a long, wide corridor with a dozen or so small alcoves on either side where the collegiati slept. In each cubicle was a bedroll, a stool, and books scattered around. The passageway led to another cavern, referred to as the chamber of reflection, which was much like a small godshouse where they assembled for prayer or to find solitude. Froi watched as Arjuro stood at the wall and traced his finger against the stone, as if writing a secret message that only the gods could decipher.

“What were you doing?” Froi asked quietly as they stepped out of the chamber onto a landing.

“That’s between me and them.”

They finally came to a vertical shaft that led down to a lower level, and it was there that Simeon lived.

“I’ve not been invited,” Arjuro said. “So speak to him as you would the Lumateran priest-king.”

“I yell at the priest-king,” Froi said. “I’ve thrown manuscripts at him when he’s forced me to read the jottings — or droppings, as I preferred to call them — of the ancients on their visit to the off lands. You do not want me speaking to the elder as I would the priest-king.”

Arjuro poked him in the shoulder.

Froi entered Simeon’s residence. It was covered from top to toe with brightly colored shards of clay tile. It was as if someone had smashed a plate to the ground, then gathered the pieces to stick on the wall. On the ceiling were the most magnificent frescoes he had seen, better even than De Lancey’s or those in the locked wing of the Lumateran palace where Isaboe’s family had been slain. Simeon the elder was shelling broad beans beside a pot of boiling water. He acknowledged Froi with a tilt of his head and beckoned him close. He pointed at Froi’s cap.

“Can you remove it?”

Simeon had a cold countenance, unlike the priest-king, and it was difficult to read his thoughts. But Froi had to respect a man who had succeeded in keeping a frightened community thriving not only after the slaughter in the oracle’s godshouse, but during the years since the curse in Charyn as well.

Froi did as he was told, then turned, knowing it was the lettering Simeon was interested in seeing.

“Just as confusing as the mark of the last-born women,” Simeon mused. “But different.”

“Can I see the markings on one of your last-born girls?” Froi asked. Because Quintana’s hadn’t made sense to him, he had never truly studied them. Now he had a chance to compare.

Simeon shook his head.

“Our last borns have hidden in these caves for eighteen years, so they were not marked when they were of age. But we’ve had visitors from outside, and I know the lettering well.”

Simeon stood and shuffled toward a bench of books piled high. He retrieved a piece of parchment and held it out for Froi to study.

“Yours has stems on the round letters. Here and here,” he said, pointing to the copy of the last-born girls’ lettering. “I have a feeling that the idiot king’s riders copied it wrong on the girls. So all these years, we’ve been trying to decipher words that don’t exist.”

“Do you think you can decipher this?” Froi said, pointing to his skull.

“Not all priests are gods’ blessed, Dafar,” Simeon said. “Did you know that?”

Froi felt strange hearing his true name spoken by the priest.

“Arjuro says the gods close their eyes and point, and that he just happened to be in their line of vision that day,” Froi said.

Simeon didn’t respond.

“Are you?” Froi asked. “Gods’ blessed?”

“No,” Simeon said. “I think I fooled myself as a younger man, but when you meet the likes of Arjuro of Abroi, you realize the difference between ordinary men and those the gods chose to lead us.”

“It’s hard to believe just by looking at Arjuro,” Froi said.

Simeon’s expression softened. “My grandson Rothen is gods’ blessed. He’s with Rafuel of Sebastabol in the Lumateran valley. We’ve not heard from them. We’re beginning to fear the worst.”

“The Lumaterans would never harm them,” Froi said.

“You don’t know that.”

Simeon was not the sort of man to fool others with false hope. “It’s not only the Lumaterans we fear, Dafar. Arjuro mentioned Zabat of Nebia’s treachery.”

Froi nodded. “But your lads keep to themselves. If they’re as cunning as Rafuel —”

“But they’re not,” Simeon said, his voice grave. “They don’t have the nature of Rafuel. Rothen is . . . a dreamer.”

“Is he a physician?”

A faint smile appeared on Simeon’s face. “No. He’s an artist.” He pointed to the walls and then the roof above them.

Froi looked at him, dumbfounded. “Those were done in our time? They look as though the ancients drew them.”

“My grandson’s work replicating the ancients’ manuscripts is humbling. I can only take responsibility for providing the seed that created his mother.”

Simeon emptied the broad beans into the water.

“But we’re not here to talk about Rothen and the lads in the valley. We’re here to talk about the two people born last in this kingdom.”

Simeon lowered his voice. “Or more important, the king and the curse breaker they may have created.”

Simeon’s knowledge of events may have had little to do with Arjuro. So Froi waited. Trevanion always said that silence from one party always resulted in information from another.

“Apart from the oracle’s godshouse, the one here in Sebastabol was the largest and the most political of all in Charyn,” Simeon said. “It sits on a cliff overlooking the vast Ocean of Skuldenore and has not been used since we heard of the attack on the godshouse and oracle in the capital. For centuries the godshouses of Charyn have sent their most brilliant scholars to the Citavita. Those men and women chronicled our lives, studied the stars, and designed the structures that have kept us in awe. The gods-house produced physicians and alchemists and nurtured genius. Always guided by an oracle sent by the gods.”

“But the oracle wasn’t sent by the gods,” Froi said bluntly. “She was taken from a goatherd’s family in the Turlan Mountains.”

Simeon looked away. “Regardless of how she was found, lad, she was still sent to us by the gods.”

“But why lie to the people about her origins?”

“Because people aren’t interested in the truth, Dafar. They’re interested in what keeps them safe. They’re interested in being looked after. They’re interested in a tale being spun. Do you know the story they tell now in Charyn about the Lumateran priest-king? That he sang his song, and from across the land, his people heard his voice and followed him home to Lumatere after ten wretched years. A better story than the truth. That he was found wallowing in a death camp with no hope.”

“He is a mighty man,” Froi said, catching his breath at the thought of the priest-king. “Don’t you forget that.”

“But mighty men have moments of great despair that common people do not want to know about.”

Simeon’s eyes were full of regret.

“The provincari, the priests, and the palace are rivals, and in the new Charyn, it is best that we do away with that rivalry. So we’re going to chronicle a different tale. The people of Charyn won’t enjoy the real one. The one Arjuro told me, anyway.”

Froi and Quintana were the real story. So were Gargarin, Lirah, and Arjuro.

“And what story is that?” Froi asked, trying hard to obey Arjuro’s command to behave.

“The story of the last-born lad who was left on our doorstep eighteen and a half years ago. Of the priests of Trist, who decided to keep the babe safe by taking him to Sarnak. Charyn is not going to enjoy the story of their failure. That the priests of Trist lost the last born — lost him for all those years — and that he was brought up on the filthy streets of the Sarnak capital. They’re going to hate the part about the king raping the oracle and that she gave birth to the princess. So we’re going to have to make up a story everyone will love, Dafar. One befitting a king.”

Froi felt the tears stinging at his eyes.

“Tell me that story, then,” he said, unable to keep the bitterness out of his voice.

“Oh, it’s a beautiful one,” Simeon said. “In which the king’s daughter found love with the heir to the throne, Tariq of Lascow, despite having Lirah, the Serker whore, as a mother. Where he planned her rescue from the gallows and married her in their underground home. And he gave up his life to keep the future mother of his child safe. It’s a love story, Dafar. Everyone wants to believe in one. And if we manage to keep Quintana of Charyn alive, do you know why the people will love her? Because the heir, Tariq of Lascow, loved her. The little king will mean even more to us.”

Froi turned away. “I was never one for stories,” he said, staring up at the frescoes.

“Do you want me to tell you another one?”

Froi didn’t respond. His eyes focused on the larger-than-life image of a warrior aiming a longbow on the wall of the cave. He searched the ceiling for whatever it was the marksman was aiming at. Simeon pointed to the image of a tree whose roots stretched across all corners, as if reading his thoughts. Painted on the trunk was a decree pinned with a bronze arrow. It was the same word written three times in faint gold. Hope. Hope. Hope.

“I’ve never heard that story,” Froi said softly. “About a warrior shooting messages of hope.”

Simeon smiled ruefully. “Because it doesn’t exist.” He pointed to his bedroll, which lay directly under the three words. “My grandson’s first work at the age of thirteen. He said I was a pessimist and he wanted me to stare up at it to remind me not to be. In the darkness, the gold letters are illuminated and all I can see are the words.”

Charyn needed more men like Rothen, Froi thought.

“Did you know it was Arjuro who first took you to Sarnak as a babe?” Simeon asked.

Froi was stunned to hear the words. He shook his head because he could hardly speak. There were so many secrets hidden inside Gargarin and Arjuro, and he wondered if they would all ever be revealed.

“Arjuro was a broken man on the night he escaped from the palace eighteen years ago. He said there was a darkness tainting his spirit, and he had to make something right. It was his idea that we smuggle the abandoned babe out of the kingdom. He volunteered to be the one.”

Simeon’s stern face softened. “You spent the first month of your life in the safety of his arms. I’ve seen you both together these past weeks, and it is clear that the ties that bind you are still strong.”

The bond was strong because Arjuro was blood kin. Froi knew that more than anything else.

“Arjuro returned from Sarnak and lived here with us. He was as wild as ever and full of rage at the world. At himself. Over the next few years, we would hear news about you from the priestess of the Sarnak godshouse. You were Our Dafar,” he added. “If any of us ever experienced hardship, we would say, ‘At least Our Dafar is safe.’”

“But four years after we sent you to Sarnak, we received word that the godshouse of the Sarnak capital was destroyed by fire. All we knew at the time were the names of those who had perished. And that there was no child among the dead. So we sent a messenger to bring you home . . . but the messenger never reached Sarnak. Your fate was lost to us until Rafuel of Sebastabol sent word three years past that he believed he had found you in the woods on the Charyn-Osteria border.”

“Rafuel was there?” Froi asked. “In the barracks when I was taken by the Charynites?”

Simeon nodded. “Rafuel ran away from his father and the palace when he was fourteen years old. When he returned to the Citavita years later to find out what he could about the last born, he was rounded up with a group of lads and put to use in the army. And as fate had it, Rafuel was at the right place at the right time. And here you are, Dafar of Abroi.”

There was something about the way Simeon said his name this time that made Froi uneasy.

“What do you want from me?” Froi asked, because he knew he hadn’t been summoned to listen to Simeon’s stories.

“Find us the girl.”

The priest’s eyes were ice-cold.

“And then go back to being Froi of Lumatere. And no one need get hurt.”

That night, Froi sat opposite Arjuro in silence for the most part.

“What did he say?” Arjuro asked finally when the candle between them had burned low.

“I think he threatened me.”

“He sent Rafuel to find you, Froi. Rafuel is an assassin. A well-read assassin, but one all the same. When I first lived here with these people, one of their lovers in Nebia was murdered because she would not divulge their whereabouts. The retribution was bloody.”

“You never said you were the one who smuggled me out of Charyn when I was a babe,” Froi said softly. “Simeon said it was your idea.”

“Yes, well, that proved to be one of my better ones,” Arjuro said dryly. “Because Sarnak seems to have been a wonderful experience for you.”

“You blame yourself?” Froi asked.

“Well, I’m to blame for many things, so I try to make it easier on the gods and take responsibility for all of them.”

“Even for the war in the kingdom of Yutlind?” Froi teased.

“Oh, yes, my fault. Shouldn’t have told the northern king that he was far more handsome than his southern cousin.”

But with all the jesting, they were both quite somber, and Froi knew why.

“I’m ready to go, Arjuro,” he said softly. “You know that.”

“You’re safer with me.”

“You sound like your brother.”

“My brother?” Arjuro asked. “The one who happens to be your father?”

Froi thought of Simeon’s story that day. “I wouldn’t say that too loudly.”

Arjuro’s face was suddenly cold.

“If the priests and provincari will agree on one thing, it’s Gargarin’s fate,” Arjuro said. “Locking him up in the palace as the next king’s First Adviser.”

“But he’ll have Lirah by his side,” Froi said. And Quintana, he thought. And his son.

He saw the uncertainty in Arjuro’s expression.

“Do you think I should have stayed in Paladozza?” Froi asked. “That I put Quintana’s life at risk?”

Arjuro studied him and shook his head.

“There are so many awful possibilities. So many. But none worse than Quintana and the babe being in the hands of the Sorellians. Wasn’t that what you said Feliciano of Avanosh and his uncle planned?

“And if you had taken Gargarin with you, they would have trained their arrows on him first. Intelligence and goodwill are Bestiano’s greatest enemies; he will kill my brother before he kills anyone else in this land. Gar is Bestiano’s greatest competitor for a place in the palace, as reluctant as he is to return there. You did the right thing.”

“But I failed,” Froi said, pained to think of how much he had. “You don’t know how that feels.”

Arjuro’s laugh was humorless. “You are saying those words to the wrong man, Froi. Failure is more of a twin to me than my own brother.”

Two days later, a messenger returned from Paladozza with a letter addressed to Arjuro. Froi watched him open it and noticed that Arjuro’s hands trembled.

“Read it aloud. Hurry,” Froi ordered.

“What if it’s private?” Arjuro argued. “It’s addressed to me. See, Arjuro,” he added, pointing to his name on the note.

“Read!”

Arjuro sighed.

“Just so you know, De Lancey always gets carried away in his letters,” he muttered.

Froi tried to snatch the parchment from him, but Arjuro stepped away.

“Dear Ari,” he read. Arjuro cleared his voice, hesitating a moment. “Quintana is not with us. We, too, have sent out messengers to Jidia and the Turlan Mountains, as well as Lascow, but each returns with no idea of her whereabouts. She has disappeared from existence and we hold grave fears for her life.”

Froi held his head in his hands. When Arjuro didn’t read on, he looked up.

“Read,” he said quietly.

Arjuro continued. “Gargarin and Lirah have left. . . .”

“What?” Froi demanded, reaching for the letter. “Let me read.”

Arjuro held up a hand to silence him.

“Your brother has been corresponding with the Belegonians. After writing a countless number of letters to every contact he had in the palace, the Belegonians have finally responded. A messenger of the king has agreed to meet Gar at an inn on the Charyn-Osteria river border.”

Froi didn’t like the news at all. How could Gargarin imagine that he could protect Lirah and himself from enemies both inside and outside Charyn?

“He shouldn’t have left,” he raged at Arjuro. “He was supposed to stay safe in Paladozza.” Froi paced the cave, fearing the absolute worst. “Doesn’t he know how dangerous it is to be traveling through the kingdom these days?”

Arjuro looked just as unhappy about the news. He went back to the letter.

“You may want to know that two weeks ago, your moronic horse-arse father arrived, demanding to see you and Gar. My guard had his heinous self escorted from the province, cursing you both to oblivion. As much as your leaving angers me still, I was relieved you weren’t here to see him. . . .”

Arjuro stopped reading aloud.

“What?” Froi demanded. “What are you keeping from me?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re hiding something, Arjuro.”

Froi snatched the letter from Arjuro, furiously pointing a finger at his face.

“You keep nothing from me, do you hear?” Froi said, his eyes fixed on the page. An instant later, he handed back the letter sheepishly. There was a hint of a smile on Arjuro’s face.

“The letter was addressed to me, runt. See here,” he said, pointing. “Arjuro.”

Froi’s face felt warm. “Yes, well, I thought you left on bad terms. I didn’t expect him to express himself so . . . explicitly.”

Arjuro folded the letter. Something told Froi that Arjuro and De Lancey expressed themselves explicitly whether they were on speaking terms or not.

“Perhaps it’s best I read it in privacy,” Arjuro said.
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Isaboe watched Jasmina and Vestie play among the children of the Fenton house staff. After weeks of preparation, Beatriss had finally moved into the village. The manor house was large, and the children raced from room to room, giddy with excitement. Beatriss showed Isaboe the home while Lady Abian helped Tarah in the kitchen, listing every item that had arrived to stock the larder.

In the library, there was a portrait of Lord Selric and his family, and Isaboe studied their faces somberly.

“I’ve decided to keep it there,” Beatriss said softly. “They’re as much a part of this village as we are now.”

“I hardly remember them, you know,” Isaboe said. “Pretty girls.” She tried not to think how Lord Selric’s daughters would have been a year or two younger than her own sisters when the entire family died from plague during their exile in Charyn. She reached out to touch the painting. The replicas of Isaboe’s family in the palace had been desecrated during the curse by the impostor king. There was not one likeness left of them, and some days she could hardly recall their faces.

Abian called out from the kitchen, and they joined her there.

“Your husband comes to this union with one box?” she asked, glancing at Trevanion’s chest sitting on the bench.

Beatriss laughed. “Two uniforms. One image of me drawn when we were first betrothed fifteen years ago; one of Finnikin’s mother, Bartolina; a lock of Finnikin’s hair as a child; and a fishing rod. His kingdom, his river, and his family. ‘Who needs anything else?’ he says.”

“Where would you like them?” Abian asked.

“I’d like you to sit, Abian,” Beatriss said. “We’ve not spoken for so long, and I just want to sit and enjoy my time with my friends.”

“Yes,” Isaboe said shrewdly, glancing at Abian. “So would I. At times I think you’re avoiding me. Lord August, too.”

“Trevanion has spoken of the same thing,” Beatriss said with a meaningful look.

Abian continued her counting and recording of the grain sacks.

“Is your silence about Celie?” Isaboe asked.

Abian was not one for restraint, but finished what she was writing before giving them her full attention.

“August is livid,” she said. “And I can’t say I’m too happy about it, either. Our daughter spying on the Belegonians!”

“It’s not spying at all,” Isaboe said in a light tone with a shrug. “It’s stealing mail. Jasmina steals mail all the time. She loves the colorful seals on the notes, and days later, we find the most important of letters in obscure places around the palace.”

Abian seemed in no mood for humor, but Isaboe was in no mood for wasting time. “We would never put Celie’s life in danger. Stealing the mail was her idea. And this anger — your anger — is not about Celie. You and August distanced yourselves from me long before Celie gave us the news from Belegonia.”

Abian collected the records and placed them on a shelf built into the wall.

“This matter with Froi . . .”

Isaboe stiffened. She shook her head, not wanting to hear another word.

“Well, if you must know, it’s affected us all,” Abian said. “Froi’s been part of our family all these years, and then suddenly he was gone, sent away on some mission to Sarnak, which we then find out is Charyn. We’ve waited all autumn, and it’s almost winter’s end and still he’s not home. Now there’s talk about Froi collaborating with the tyrant who was behind the slaughter in this kingdom. Talon and the boys are furious to hear those words from others. Froi is a brother to them, and it’s too much to bear.”

“He doesn’t belong to you, Abian.”

“How can you say that, my queen? Does one have to be blood kin to be considered family? We love him as a son. Celie and the boys miss him terribly. Celie’s reckless actions are a reflection of how she’s feeling. She wants to know where the brother of her heart is and stays in the Belegonian court for any whiff of information about Charyn.”

“Celie has a reckless spirit, Abian. She inherited that from you, despite her pretty politeness and quiet ways. You should celebrate the fact that she’s her mother’s daughter.”

But Isaboe could see Abian didn’t want to hear it.

“Will it always be my children, Your Majesty? Augie’s and mine? First Froi and next Celie, and then the boys. Do you know what they say in the Belegonian and Sarnak and Osterian courts? Probably in Charyn, too? That the children of a Lumateran Flatland lord are a prize in this land. Sired by the gods themselves, and the perfect marriage match. It’s as close to Lumateran royalty as one can find. Are all my children going to be sacrificed for the protection of this kingdom?”

Isaboe heard a sad sigh from Beatriss, but she was too angry to care.

“Yes,” she said coldly. “Your children will be used to impress our neighbors, Lady Abian,” she added, stressing the formality. “And I’ll watch you closely, as will Finnikin. You and Lord August will be our guides. So when the time comes for our daughter to be given to a useless son of a foreign king to keep this kingdom safe, I’ll know how to hold back my tears because I will have learned from you!”

There was stone-cold silence in the room.

Jasmina and Vestie came racing back, giggling and panting with fatigue. But as they did, Jasmina tripped and fell, her head hitting the floor. Abian was closest and picked her up in her arms as they all crowded around, soothing Jasmina’s cries with words and soft kisses. Finally Abian placed her in Isaboe’s arms and pressed a kiss to both their cheeks.

“I spoke out of line.” Abian shook her head with regret. “But promise me that Trevanion and Perri have not been sent to Charyn to —”

“Abian, enough,” Beatriss said, sorrow in her voice. “Froi means everything to the Guard. To Isaboe and Finnikin and all of us. If he’s done any wrong, he will be dealt with here. Fairly.”

Isaboe rocked her daughter in her arms. “It always ends in tears, my love,” she murmured. “All this silliness ends in tears.”

When everything was calm except for Jasmina’s quiet sobs, Tarah served them sweet bread and honey brew and they sat talking awhile about Beatriss and Vestie’s time on the mountain.

Vestie came to stand by them, brushing Jasmina’s cheek with a gentle hand until the little sobs were merely hiccups.

“Is it true I’m her aunt?” Vestie asked.

“Well, you’re Finnikin’s sister now, so I suppose that does make you Jasmina’s aunt,” Isaboe said.

“Can I look after her, then, Isaboe?”

Isaboe nodded. “Always, precious.”

“I’ll take her to the valley to meet my new friend.”

Beatriss grimaced. “I said no more talk of that, Vestie.”

Isaboe could see Beatriss was still shaken by the incident. Isaboe had heard about it from the Guard that morning, and it frightened her to think of how they almost lost Vestie.

“Do you think Millie will cheer Jasmina up?” Vestie asked, referring to her doll.

“She cheers everyone up. Go get her,” Beatriss said, and Vestie skipped away as Jasmina lifted her head to peer toward where her older friend had gone.

“Are we sure she wasn’t taken from her bed?” Isaboe asked quietly.

Beatriss shook her head. “Vestie went down the mountain on her own. She claimed . . . she claimed to have walked the sleep of the girl.”

Isaboe felt both women’s eyes on her.

“Do you think she’s walking the sleep on her own?” Beatriss asked.

Isaboe had no idea how to answer that. Not after the strangeness of her own sleep. “What does Tesadora say?”

Beatriss seemed uncomfortable. “Not much, really. She was very strange. Almost . . . bewitched, if one could ever imagine Tesadora bewitched.”

“Tell us about this mad girl, Beatriss,” Abian said.

“She was so strange,” Beatriss said with a shudder. “Tesadora was wonderful with her. She managed to disarm her. The poor girl is obviously hiding from the Charynites, and Tesadora has taken it upon herself to take care of her.”

“She’s seen her again?” Isaboe asked.

“As I was leaving the mountain, Tesadora was setting out for our side of the valley,” Beatriss said.

Isaboe was disturbed to hear the news. She had sent message after message to Tesadora, asking her to visit. She had excused everyone’s mood after Phaedra of Alonso’s death, but to hear that Tesadora was back in the valley seemed wrong. Isaboe’s bond with Tesadora was strong. It had grown since Isaboe first walked the sleep with Vestie and the Other while in exile. The Other had been Tesadora, their protector and the person partly responsible for breaking the curse her mother had placed on the land. Tesadora and Beatriss had once been strangers to each other, but had worked tirelessly together to protect those trapped inside the kingdom. Through the benevolence of the goddess, they had found a way to lead Isaboe home. It had been Tesadora who had nursed her back to health after Trevanion and the Guard reclaimed Lumatere.

Vestie returned with her rag doll, and Jasmina was happy to see it.

“You’re a kind friend to this stranger, Vestie,” Isaboe said, gathering the little girl toward her. Vestie placed her lips beside Isaboe’s ear and growled in a strange, savage way, then giggled.

“Are you a little wolf, Vestie?” Isaboe asked, bemused.

“That’s what she sounds like,” Vestie explained. “When I walk the sleep.”

Jasmina began to squirm, and Isaboe placed her back on the ground, her attention on Vestie.

“Tell me more about her,” Isaboe said calmly, despite the fact that her heart was pounding. She remembered the feeling night after night of waking from the sleep.

Vestie shook her head.

“Can we guess?” Beatriss said. “Vestie so enjoys guessing games with her father.”

Vestie liked the idea and nodded emphatically. “Father guesses every time. He knows everything.”

“Oh, wonderful,” Isaboe said, winking at Beatriss. “Another besotted child of Trevanion’s.”

“You’ll have to give us a clue,” Abian said.

Vestie hesitated, and then she took Jasmina’s hand and swung it. “She’s just like Jasmina.”

“She’s pretty?” Beatriss said.

“She’s bossy?” Abian said.

“She’s incorrigible?” Isaboe said.

Vestie giggled. “I don’t know what that means.”

Isaboe looked at her daughter, who loved nothing more than hearing her name. “Aren’t you incorrigible, beloved?”

Jasmina thought about it a moment and nodded emphatically, liking the word.

“What else are you, Jasmina?” Vestie asked, excited.

Jasmina thought another moment and everyone laughed to see her pensive face.

“Pwincess.”

The others laughed again at the joy of hearing her speak, and Vestie clapped with glee.

“Yes. Yes.”

Isaboe froze, the hair on her arms standing tall.

“Your friend in the valley is a princess?”

Vestie put a finger to her lips to silence herself, but nodded, giggling again.

“And does this princess have a name?” Isaboe asked.

Beatriss shook her head at the same time as Vestie’s nod. Beatriss stared at her daughter, surprised.

“You’ve not mentioned a name, Vestie,” she said, worry in her voice. “You said she didn’t have one.”

“It’s a secret.”

“Whose secret?” Beatriss asked, alarmed. “Who said it’s a secret?”

“She did. And so did Tesadora when I told her. Tesadora said that the Charynites have the biggest ears in the whole world and even if I told someone my secret in Lumatere, they’d hear it.”

Isaboe, Abian, and Beatriss exchanged looks.

“All these secrets,” Isaboe tried to jest. “Who said there were any secrets from me in Lumatere, Vestie?”

Isaboe bent down to her.

“You can whisper it to me. The Charynites will never hear. I’ll make sure of that.”

Vestie took the time to think and then leaned forward.

“It’s a strange name, Isaboe. I can hardly say it.”

“I’ll help you, my sweet.”

Vestie placed her lips against Isaboe’s ear.

“Her name is . . . Kintana. Kintana of Charyn.”
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Arjuro insisted on escorting Froi for at least part of his journey. Their exit was through the cottage of a draper wed to one of the priests. It lay on the northern outskirts of Sebastabol, and as they crept out of the cellar into the early-morning blustery wind, Froi smelled a difference in the air, one that seemed foreign, yet still strangely familiar.

“The ocean,” Arjuro said. “We’re not even a half day’s walk from it to the east.”

The map Arjuro had drawn for Froi would take him across the center of the kingdom to Charyn’s border with Osteria. Froi knew they would pass Abroi in the morning and Serker later that afternoon. He thought of Finnikin and Lucian and the pride they felt in having come from the Rock and Mountain. Froi felt no such pride in the homes of his ancestors.

“Stop thinking about it,” Arjuro said to Froi, who had looked back over and over again after they passed north of Abroi.

“How do you know what I’m thinking?”

“I just know,” Arjuro said. “Shit to the south and killing fields ahead. You want neither in your life.”

The terrain south of Serker was a slush of melted snow and dirt, and above them was a whirl of filthy clouds that lay low all the day long. A wind whistled an eerie tune, and even the horses responded to the misery, tearing across the country as if they wanted to get as far from this place as possible.

“Do you ever think of traveling through Serker?” he asked Arjuro.

“Nothing we can do,” Arjuro said. “I have no chronicle of their names, so I can’t sing them home. Never have been able to.”

Which meant that Arjuro had tried. Froi pulled up a sleeve and rubbed his arm, shivering at the raised hair on it. Arjuro stared at him.

“The unsettled spirits are dancing on your skin.”

“I thought we only danced for joy,” Froi said.

“Not in Serker, they don’t.”

When it was time to say good-bye, they stood huddled by their mounts, fussing with reins and comforting the horses. Being with Arjuro these weeks had been Froi’s only relief from the torment of Quintana’s absence.

“You died twice in my arms,” Arjuro said quietly.

Froi looked up at him.

“It would have been the last thing I could have endured.” Arjuro said, his eyes filling with tears. “Your death would have been the very last I could have endured.”

Froi thought of those strange moments after the attack outside Paladozza. When he knew he was dying, he had heard the reginita’s voice ordering him away.

“When I was removing those barbs,” Arjuro said, “and your thoughts and words were feverish, you wept and wept from the memories . . . from the horror of your memories in Sarnak.”

Froi saw the rage in Arjuro’s eyes, his clenched fists.

“If I could find the men who did those things to you as a child, I would tear them limb from limb.”

Froi embraced him.

“One day,” Froi said, clearing his voice of emotion, “I’ll introduce you to my queen and my king and my captain; and Lord August and Lady Abian, who have given me a home; and the priest-king and Perri and Tesadora and my friend Lucian; and then you’ll understand that I would never have met them if you hadn’t journeyed to Sarnak all those years ago, Arjuro. And if the gods were to give me a choice between living a better life, having not met them, or a wretched life with the slightest chance of crossing their path, then I’d pick the wretched life over and over again.”

He kissed Arjuro’s brow. Finnikin called it a blessing between two male blood kin. It always had made Froi ache seeing it between Finnikin and Trevanion.

“I’d live it again just to have crossed all of your paths. Keep safe, Arjuro. Keep safe so I can bring your brother home to you.”

Froi felt an acute loneliness the moment Arjuro mounted his horse and rode away. The sleet half blinded him, and the cold brought a new sort of pain to his bones. But he traveled all day and night, not wanting to rest in a place where he couldn’t shelter from the malevolence of nature. This was ancient land, filled with spirits, and apart from his journey to Hamlyn and Arna’s farm, Froi hadn’t been alone since his days in Sarnak. He fought the need to weep, but blamed it on his aches.

On his second day alone, he saw lights from afar and knew he had reached the Charyn River and the road south to the Osterian border. He couldn’t bear another night of sitting in the saddle with only the horse and his fleece for warmth, and the lights promised everything. They delivered little but a rundown inn that was full to the brim. Froi’s heartbeat quickened when he saw the sign to Alonso. How easy it would be to change direction and take the road home to Lumatere. But there was something about De Lancey’s news that made him uneasy. Gargarin was no fool, yet if there was a lesson Froi had come to learn from living with Lord August’s family, it was that the Belegonians could not be trusted.

So he paid a coin for a corner in a crowded stable a mile south of the inn. It was mostly filled with Citavitans who had not found refuge in Jidia and were heading upriver to Alonso. Froi knew how their journey would end. Alonso would turn these people away, forcing them to travel to the Lumateran valley. As he watched these desperate, landless people, he couldn’t fight the crippling fear that Quintana was somewhere out there on her own with no coins to trade, cold to the bone.

“Any news from the Citavita?” Froi asked the couple beside him. He had watched the husband tie their pack around his waist in case someone tried to steal their possessions.

“I was there when the street lords took the palace, and fear for the lives of friends,” Froi continued, eyeing the bundle of food tied up in an apron.

“Street lords are gone,” the woman told him. “Nothing left to take. The gods only know who has control over the palace. Every week, a different story.”

“If Bestiano’s a smart man, he’ll return now,” a bearded man close by said. “Best thing for Charyn.”

“How can you say that?” another called out from his bedroll. “He’s a killer of kings.”

“But strange that the moment the king was killed, there’s news of an heir to be born,” the bearded man continued. “Perhaps the answer all along was to rid ourselves of the king. Bestiano could be the hero of this kingdom.”

Count to ten, Froi. Count to ten.

“They say Bestiano is the father of the future king,” a woman called out.

The bearded man made a sound of approval. “If he’s smart, he’ll take the poor mite out of that mad-bitch Quintana’s hands the moment it’s born.”

Froi flew across the space, landing heavily on the man, pounding his fists wherever he could land them. He felt arms drag him away, their fingers pressing deep into his wounds, and he pulled free.

“You dare talk about the princess in such a way,” he raged. “I challenge you to speak those words when the future king grows to be a man. I dare you to say that about his mother to his face!”

The bearded man cowered away. “Who are you, with your fancy talk?”

“Someone who knew them,” Froi said. “Knew the heir Tariq of Lascow. Knew that he sacrificed his life to keep Quintana of Charyn safe. I defy you to dishonor his memory by claiming Bestiano a better man.”

The words felt like rough parchment in Froi’s mouth, but there was silence all around.

“They breed good men in Lascow,” the husband from the Citavita said. His wife stared at Froi. “Tariq of Lascow would have made a just king if he had lived,” she said.

Later, the wife held out a dry strip of meat to Froi, and he ate it, shamed that whether she had given it to him or not, it would have somehow ended up in his belly. She looked at him closely, confused. “You remind me of someone. I don’t know who,” she said quietly. She reached over and he flinched, but her hand touched his face gently.

When she was asleep, Froi felt her husband’s eyes on him. “She doesn’t usually take to your kind,” the man said.

“My kind?” Froi said coolly. Who wasn’t it safe to be now? A Lumateran assassin? A Serker lad? A defender of the princess?

“A young one,” the man said. “My wife . . . she usually turns away. She bled on the day of weeping. It was close to being born, our child was. She bled it and has spent the last eighteen years turning her eyes away from last borns or the young.”

The man looked down at his wife, but then back at Froi. Then he smiled. “It’s not your face. It’s something else. It’s in your spirit. I feel it as well.”

Froi relaxed for the first time since he left Arjuro, and lay down on the straw. Although he had been taught not to take chances, he had a sense that the couple beside him were not a threat.

“How many inns are on the river border across this stretch heading toward Osteria?” he asked the man softly in the darkness.

“Three. One is closed for the winter, though. You’ll be lucky to get a bed. But I would not head that way, lad.”

“I’ve no intention of returning to the Citavita,” Froi said.

“It’s not the Citavita you need to fear,” the man said. “There’s talk that the Osterians have allowed the Belegonians to camp across the river. If they decide to cross, there’ll be nothing left of us. It’s why we’re heading toward Alonso. Don’t head south, lad. Come north with us.”

Froi sighed. Oh, to head north to Alonso. It would be so easy to follow these people. He was closer to Lumatere than he had been for the past five months, and all night his dreams beckoned him home.

But in the morning the reality hadn’t changed. Quintana was still somewhere out there, and he needed to find Gargarin and Lirah. The three of them had a better chance of finding her if they joined forces.

When Froi walked his horse out of the stable, south to everyone else’s north, he felt the wife stare at him.

“Are you gods’ blessed?” she asked.

He shook his head, not meeting her eyes.

“Do you know what I dreamed last night?”

Froi didn’t want to know. People’s dreams frightened him. But he looked up at her all the same.

“I dreamed of my ma, who died long ago. Her words are still singing in my ears.” The woman’s smile was gentle. “She said, ‘The half spirit of your unborn child lives in that lad.’”
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They arrived at the border of Osteria and Charyn five days after setting out from Lumatere, having stopped to meet with their ambassador in the kingdom of Osteria. Finnikin couldn’t help but think of the last time they were at this exact place. Isaboe . . . Evanjalin had been out there somewhere. With Froi. She had walked away from Finnikin because he hadn’t trusted her. Froi had followed. “She and me. We’re the same,” Froi had said. Finnikin could hardly remember the boy Froi had been, except for his ability to let fly his emotions whenever they rose to the surface. Froi as a lad was easy to control. Froi as a man threatened Finnikin. He had restraint and an ability to play with his opponents. He would make a formidable enemy.

“You’ve been quiet these past days,” Trevanion said. “Are you going to tell me what the . . . exchange of words was about?”

“Who said there was an exchange of words?” Finnikin asked with irritation.

“When a woman says ‘I hope you fall under your horse’ and ‘catch your death, then see if I grieve you,’” Perri said, “then there’s been an exchange of words.”

Finnikin glared at him.

“In my humble opinion.”

“It’s no one’s business but ours.”

“Understandable,” Trevanion said. “Although the entire Guard and palace village heard it.”

“Perhaps the south of the Flatlands, as well,” Perri concluded.

Finnikin dismounted, and they led their horses to the river. There was little teasing here. They stayed quiet, remembering the day three and a half years ago when they faced Sefton and the village exiles held by the Charynites. They knew now that Rafuel of Sebastabol had been one of the soldiers, and if Finnikin closed his eyes, he could imagine just where Rafuel had stood. Perhaps if he had looked at the soldiers and not their leader, he’d have seen fear and shame on their faces.

“Let’s go,” Trevanion said quietly.

Gargarin of Abroi had instructed the Belegonians that he would be waiting in an inn five miles north of the Charynite barracks. It was the only ale house for miles upon miles and was frequented by the Charynite soldiers guarding the border, as well as people from a cluster of isolated villages. Finnikin had been advised by the ambassador that the Belegonian army was camped farther upriver on the Osterian side with Osteria’s blessing, a sign of great intimidation and provocation to Charyn. Would the Belegonians be so ready for attack if they had received Gargarin of Abroi’s letter asking for an alliance? Instead, that letter had been intercepted by Celie and passed on to Finnikin. In trapping the man who had planned the slaughter of Isaboe’s family, had Lumatere inadvertently triggered a Belegonian invasion?

Finnikin stayed focused and thought over the instructions given by Gargarin of Abroi. The man would carry a walking stick as a means of identification. He would greet them with the words, “You’re a far way from home.” He would set out a treaty between Charyn and Belegonia that would acknowledge him as the one who would return the true heir to the palace. Finnikin remembered the words in the note. The Lumaterans need not know of our alliance. We’ll talk later about what to do with them. Leave it to me, for I have a plan for Lumatere that will eliminate them as a threat.

Finnikin’s blood chilled just to think of it again.

As they guided their horses through the trees, he found himself back in the past. He thought he heard a whistle, and imagined the sight of her: Evanjalin of the Monts. Her hair cropped short, her arms hacked from her need to bleed so she could walk the sleep. He cursed himself for his weakness, because what he felt for her then paled in comparison to how he felt now. Despite the fury at her speaking another man’s name that carved at his insides, Finnikin had never desired his wife as much as he did this moment.

Suddenly Trevanion held up a hand and they slowed their horses. Finnikin watched his father dismount. The smell of horse shit was overwhelming. Whoever had stopped at this place had not traveled alone.

“A small army has been here, it seems,” Trevanion said.

“Could the Belegonians have already crossed?” Perri asked.

Trevanion shook his head. “No. The Belegonians are on foot. This group has horses.”

“The barracks are close by,” Finnikin said.

“This was a rest stop for someone traveling a distance.” Trevanion looked up at them. “At least twenty. Pity whoever it is they’re after.”

They tethered the horses and set up camp in a clearing some distance from the inn. Quietly Finnikin changed his clothing. Trevanion and Perri would wait here, concealed, until Finnikin returned with the man, but Finnikin would have to look the part convincingly. The Belegonians wore their clothing more fitted, and bolder in colors.

“Cover up, Finn,” his father said, and Finnikin pulled the cap over his head, covering every strand of his berry-colored hair. If anything would give him away, it would be his coloring. He had to be careful. He had to steady his hand so Gargarin of Abroi would not see it shaking.

“When the time comes, you don’t have —” his father began to say.

“It’s my duty,” Finnikin interrupted. “What these people did to Isaboe’s family will haunt her for the rest of her life.”

He walked the trail to the inn. Charyn afternoons were eaten by an early darkness, lit with a strange moonless hue. Closer, he heard the voices and knew that soon enough he’d reach the isolated inn. This is where he would kill a man tonight. He’d lead Gargarin of Abroi back to this very place and slit his throat. And regardless of everything, he’d do it for her.

There were the usual stares as he walked in. But with the threat of Belegonia invading, the inn was frequented by travelers rather than soldiers. So the stares were not for long. And then Finnikin saw a man with a walking stick enter alongside a woman of great beauty. Every man in the room stared.

“Mercy,” Finnikin muttered. There was never any talk that Gargarin of Abroi would have a companion. The moment they were seated, Finnikin joined them, his eyes meeting the man’s cold stare. Cold, but handsome. Gargarin of Abroi’s hair was coal-black, which contrasted alarmingly with his pale skin and dark-blue eyes. There was silence, and Finnikin felt studied by both of them. For all her beauty, there was little warmth in the woman. But in their fine pelt cloaks, the two looked regal. Apart from Trevanion and Beatriss, a more striking couple he had never seen.

“You’re a far way from home,” the man said in Charyn.

That I am, Finnikin wanted to say. He nodded.

“I don’t trust him,” the woman said to her companion.

The Charynite held up a hand to wave over the servant. When the lad arrived, Gargarin of Abroi turned to his woman.

“I’ll order us food,” he said quietly. Gently. He looked up at the lad. “What have you got?”

“Leftovers.”

“Always a favorite,” Gargarin said dryly. Finnikin watched him reach a hand over to touch the women’s gaunt cheek. “I’m begging you to eat, Lirah.”

“I can’t stomach food. I told you.”

“If he sees you like this, he’ll blame me.”

The woman wrapped her arms around her body miserably. “Shouldn’t have let them go,” she said quietly.

It was as though Finnikin didn’t exist, and although he tried his hardest, he couldn’t keep his eyes off them both. Before him was love and contempt and yearning, and it filled the air.

Then the food came, yet there was still no acknowledgment from the Charynites.

“Did we organize to meet so I could watch you eat?” Finnikin asked finally.

Gargarin lifted his eyes from his plate and stared. “Your army is waiting to cross the border from Osteria,” he said, ice in his tone. “You have our people running scared. A strange turn of events since we exchanged letters.”

“Yes, you’re quite the letter writer,” Finnikin said, cursing the Belegonians for persisting with their plan to invade, despite Isaboe’s objections. “Give me something to offer my king, and I may be able to speak to him about his eager soldiers.”

The woman spat at Finnikin.

“Offer him that,” she said.

Finnikin refused to allow his anger to surface. “That’s very rude,” he said, wiping the spittle from his face. “Especially since, unlike you, leftovers are my least favorite.”

“We promised you peace between our kingdoms, unheard of for at least thirty years,” Gargarin said. “Why would Belegonia not take advantage of such a pledge?”

“But what if Bestiano is offering Belegonia the same?” Finnikin asked.

Through the information collected about Charyn, Finnikin knew that the battle for the palace would take place between two men. Bestiano of Nebia and Gargarin of Abroi.

“Bestiano was the dead king’s adviser,” Gargarin said. “Why would he offer Belegonia peace now when he had years to offer it while the king was alive? He wants something from you, and he’ll promise you nothing but lies.”

“And what do you want from us in return?”

“A powerful ally. The Osterians are weak. They’ll give in to the Sorellians one day, and we will all be left unprotected. What happens when the Sorellians cross the sea to invade your kingdom?”

“We’ll have the Lumaterans. They’re our allies and neighbors.”

Gargarin of Abroi shrugged arrogantly. “Lumatere’s not a kingdom. It’s a road.” He smiled. “Would you not agree?”

“You’re forcing words in my mouth, sir,” Finnikin said, keeping his tone even. “Is this a trap by the Lumaterans to test our allegiance?”

“No, just a jest enjoyed by most Charynites and Belegonians I know.”

“We must have a different sense of humor,” Finnikin said, his hands clenched under the bench.

“Oh, no,” the Charynite said. “Your kingdom and mine? Power and size ensure that we have the same sense of humor. We all agree that Lumatere is insignificant except when it comes to its coal.”

That was all Lumatere ever was to Charyn. A road to Sarnak. A road to Belegonia and a coal mine. Murder Isaboe’s family, and replace them with a puppet king who would give them a path to wherever they wanted to go. Finnikin swallowed, hardly able to speak from the fury.

“So what will we get out of acknowledging you as regent?” he asked Gargarin.

“I never claimed to be regent. I’m here to speak for Charyn until the day that someone sound of mind is placed in charge. And you need an ally. Against Sorel to your east, and those Yut madmen to your south, who are going to bring the whole of Skuldenore down. United, we could be powerful. Divided, this land does not stand a chance.”

The only thing this Charynite and Finnikin had in common was the belief that Skuldenore would work better together than alone.

“Call off the army,” Gargarin said. “For now, that’s all we ask. Give us a chance to stand on our feet.”

Finnikin stood. “I’ll take you to the border. You may get the chance to call them off yourself.”

“Then you accept the offer?”

“I need to speak to the king,” Finnikin said. “He didn’t seem to trust your letters, and he wanted some sort of certainty that this wasn’t a trap.”

Finnikin held out a hand to shake.

“But how do we know this isn’t a trap?” Gargarin asked, not taking the hand outstretched. “That you aren’t playing Bestiano against us?”

“You don’t. But many say that Bestiano of Nebia became First Adviser because the king sent his better men to Lumatere thirteen years ago, only to have them trapped by the curse. We don’t make treaties with last-resort advisers. You, however, were said to be everything a king wanted, and you walked away from it all. The Belegonian king is impressed.”

“Well, there you go,” Gargarin of Abroi said.”Always pleased to impress a foreign enemy. The king of Yutlind Nord remarked quite emphatically that he found me smarter than most men and expressed great pity that he could not come to our assistance, because he hated the Charynites as much as he hated his country men from the south.”

“And how is it that you know the king of Yutlind Nord?”

“Well, you see,” Gargarin said, leaning closer to feign a conspiratorial whisper, “I’m a bit of a letter writer.”

Finnikin was being mocked. The only person who got away with mocking him was Froi and perhaps Perri. This man slightly intrigued him, which was unfortunate when Finnikin knew what was to take place this night. It actually made him feel sick to his stomach.

“So when do I get to meet someone more important than you?” Gargarin asked.

“More important than me?” Finnikin scoffed. “According to my wife, there is no one more important than me.”

A ghost of a smile appeared on the Charynite’s face.

“Keep that wife.”

Finnikin stood.

“Let’s go,” he said.

“Hand him his staff,” the woman ordered.

Finnikin stared at it.

“You need it?” he asked Gargarin.

“Yes, well, it is a walking stick, fool.”

Finnikin had never killed an unarmed man with a limp before. Apart from training with the Guard and an incident with drunk yokels in Sarnak the year before on palace business, he hadn’t used a weapon since the battle to reclaim Lumatere. He was good with a sword. Not as good as Trevanion’s Guard, but better than most men. But he had never assassinated a man. It made him think of all those times Trevanion, Perri, and Froi had done so on palace orders over the years. His and Isaboe’s. Sometimes the men would return from their mission and he’d sense a change in his father. A mood so dark. Perri always disappeared for days after, and Froi . . . Froi would have a vacant look in his eye. As if he had lost a bit of himself.

Outside the inn, Finnikin watched the man and woman before him. They were of the same height. Both reed thin. And they loved each other. That was the fact Finnikin wanted to forget. That he was about to assassinate a man who loved someone. Who was gentle with her and cared whether she ate or not. But Finnikin remembered the stories of past leaders from the books of the ancients. The kindest of fathers were often the greatest butchers of innocent women and children.

When they reached the clearing, Finnikin saw Perri and his father. Unlike Gargarin of Abroi, he knew where to look for them in the shadow of the trees. And before he could change his mind, Finnikin had one arm around the Charynite’s shoulders, the other hand holding a dagger at his throat. Finnikin kicked away the man’s staff, and Gargarin of Abroi’s body slumped against him.

He heard a sound from the woman as Perri’s hand muffled her cry and pulled her away.

“Don’t hurt her!” Gargarin said. Almost ordered. “Just let her go. She’s of no use to Bestiano. She’s suffered enough. If you have any compassion, let her go.”

Finnikin tightened his grip. “I don’t follow your orders, and I don’t follow Bestiano’s,” he said. “I’m just a fool who comes from that road you call Lumatere.”

He silenced the man’s shout with a hand, pressing the dagger closer to his throat. But suddenly he heard the rustle of leaves underfoot behind him and felt the tip of steel pressed into his back.

“Drop the dagger,” he heard a hoarse whisper say. “Drop it now!”

Gargarin of Abroi tried to turn in Finnikin’s arms and Finnikin sensed his desperation. The knife he held to the Charynite’s throat drew blood as Gargarin struggled. Behind Finnikin, the sword dug deeper into his back.

“I said drop it!”

Mercy!

And just when Finnikin thought the moment could get no worse, he heard his father’s voice. Cold. Hard. Anguished.

“Put down the sword, Froi, or I’ll slice your head clear from your body.”
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Lord Tascan and his family’s visit to the mountain was met with great enthusiasm. At first. Yata received them in her home and Lucian spent the afternoon showing them the dairy farms and the silo. Lucian was keen to set up an agreement between the Monts and the Flatland lords. The first of Lumatere’s market days with the Belegonians and Osterians had been a success for the kingdom, but the Monts had been absent, due to Phaedra’s death in the valley. Their hearts had not been in it. But Lucian believed it was time to show the rest of the kingdom that they were more than just sentinels.

And here Lord Tascan was, as keen as Lucian desired. But when the nobleman insisted he accompany Lucian alone on a tour of the stables, Lucian quickly came to understand the truth behind his visit.

“I’m not going to waste time here, Lucian,” he said as they inspected the stalls. Lucian was hoping to show off the size of their boars to Lord Tascan, but he didn’t seem interested.

“Since our return to Lumatere, I’ve watched you carefully and have been impressed with your potential, lad. But then, of course, there was the unfortunate marriage to the Charynite. All behind you now.”

Lucian stiffened. When he had visited the palace village a week past, friends and acquaintances had approached, one after the other, with hearty congratulations.

“It must be a relief,” the weaver had said.

Relief?

The sun appearing after days of rain or darkness was a relief. Orly and Lotte’s news that Gert and Bert had finally found each other and would produce the finest calf known to the mountain was a relief. Phaedra of Alonso’s death was a never-ending pain that gnawed at his insides. It made him a prisoner in his own cottage.

“Lucian, this kingdom would love nothing more than your betrothment to my daughter, Zarah.”

Sweet goddess.

“It will bring opportunity to both our villages, and it will bring light back to this mountain. Isn’t that what you want, Lucian? I’ve seen your yata. This marriage to the Charynite darkened her doorstep.”

No, her death did, Lucian wanted to say. Yata had come to admire Phaedra. Even love her.

“Zarah’s a good daughter, Lucian. The Osterian court held her in high regard when we lived there during the curse.”

“I don’t want to offend your daughter, sir —”

“Then, good.” Lord Tascan thumped Lucian on the back heartily. “It’s settled. No need to rush into anything formal just yet. But we’ll expect you for supper when you visit for market day. You can stay the night in the palace. I’m sure the queen will enjoy seeing a beloved cousin. Perhaps there will be an invitation for my family to join you.”

Lucian forced a smile. Lord Tascan had waited a month. Not to talk hogs and mutton. But to talk unwed daughters. How could Lucian have been so stupid not to notice?

After a long good-bye, the guests departed, demanding promises that he would come visit them, and Lucian returned home. From where he stood outside his cottage, he could see Lord Tascan’s people disappearing down the mountain trail and he felt nothing but great relief. Since Phaedra’s death, his cottage had become his refuge. Sometimes he imagined her there beside him. She had once told Lucian that she liked how high his home sat on the mountain, overlooking the other cottages and farms. She had loved the dips and slopes of the land in the distance, the smoke that came from Orly’s home, and the sight of Miro’s herd of sheep on a neighboring property.

“It’s a pity you can’t see it all from inside,” he heard her say. “Windows would give you the greatest view all around.”

“Why would I want to see more of everyone?” he said. “Then they’d never leave me alone. The walls blocking out the mountain work just fine for me, Phaedra. It means I don’t have to see the sadness of their faces now that you’re gone.”

He spoke aloud to her often. This is what he was reduced to. Speaking to the ghosts of his father and his wife.

He was about to walk inside his cottage when he saw the horses traveling up the trail from the village of Balconio. Was it Lord Tascan returning? Lucian would have to hide, if so. But then he realized it was the Queen’s Guard, and fearing the worst, Lucian walked down the path back to Yata’s compound and waited for their arrival. As they ventured closer, he saw his cousin Isaboe among them. They were usually forewarned that she would be staying so that Yata could organize her quarters. But he also knew that sometimes his cousin craved to be with her mother’s kin, because no one fussed over Isaboe like Yata and the aunts. She was still their little Mont girl despite being queen of them all.

When she arrived with Jasmina and the Guard, he helped her dismount and they embraced. She seemed to want to hold on a moment longer and he let her. He took Jasmina from one of her other guards, Moss, and placed the imp on his shoulders.

“Should you be riding?” he asked Isaboe.

“I’m with child, Lucian,” she said dryly, “not dying. And I’m actually on my way down to the valley.”

“What?” Lucian asked, stunned, looking up at her guard Aldron, who grimaced.

“I’d appreciate your talking the queen out of doing that, Lucian,” Aldron said.

“And I’d appreciate your not talking about me as if I’m invisible,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“Did the queen of this kingdom just roll her eyes?”

“She’s been doing it all the way up the mountain,” Aldron muttered.

“And still you’re talking about me as if I’m not present!” she said.

Lucian exchanged a look with Moss. No one seemed to like the idea of Isaboe traveling to the valley.

“Stop doing that! All of you,” she said firmly.

Lucian held up a hand in surrender.

“If this is about your fight with Finn —”

Aldron was shaking his head at Lucian in warning.

“My conversations with your beloved friend are no one’s business,” she said.

“How come Finnikin’s my beloved friend whenever you fight and he’s your beloved husband all other times?”

Isaboe stared at him, unamused. “Take me to the valley, Lucian, or I’ll have Aldron, here, relay the conversation I just had with Lord Tascan as we passed each other. The one where he suggests an invitation to the palace next time you’re in town. With his daughter in attendance.”

Lucian sighed. Isaboe would do it to spite him.

“Moss, can you take Jasmina to Yata and tell her we’ll be staying the night?” she said, taking Jasmina’s little fingers and kissing each and every one of them. “I’m off to see Tesadora. I’ve not seen her for such a while.”

“Then, I’ll send Jory to fetch her,” Lucian said. Moss and Aldron nodded, liking the idea. “Tesadora can eat with us on the mountain tonight.”

“No,” his cousin insisted. “Tesadora’s not one for fetching, and I want to surprise her.”

Lucian insisted that Isaboe share his mount. Yata spoke often about the babe arriving at the end of spring. When Jasmina was born, the kingdom had been in a state of euphoria for months. Lucian couldn’t bear the idea of the horses getting skittish and something happening to the queen.

They rode down the mountain with Aldron and two of the other guards. He had forgotten how much he enjoyed his cousin’s company and how little time they had spent together lately. After sharing family gossip, they spoke of market day in the palace village and Lord Tascan.

“Be careful,” she said. “Lady Zarah trills. Finnikin used to flirt with her when he’d visit the Osterian court during his exile.”

“Yes, but that was before he met you.”

“I overheard Finnikin once telling Sir Topher that Lady Zarah’s voice was a soothing sound.”

“Hmm, soothing voices are in decline on the mountain . . . and in the palace, the way I hear it,” Lucian said. He peered over his shoulder for her reaction.

Isaboe’s eyes narrowed. “If I had the power to make anyone in this kingdom mute, I’d begin with her trilling voice,” she said. “Nothing soothing about it. She speaks softly so men must step closer to ask her to speak again.”

“You’re mean,” he said with a laugh.

“It’s true,” she protested. “The first time Jasmina heard her voice, she held her hands to her ears and cried.”

He reached back and poked her side with a finger, and they both laughed again. But the closer they came to the valley, the more silent they became. He knew he would never speak the words out loud to her, but he had been disappointed that she hadn’t acknowledged Phaedra as his wife. After her death, Isaboe had sent her condolences, but Lucian wished that she had come to know Phaedra in life.

When they reached the point on the mountain where they could see the first glimpse of the Charynites in their caves, he heard her sigh.

“What are we going to do about this valley, Lucian? If it’s true that Alonso has refused to send grain, I can’t take food from my own people to feed an enemy.”

“Perhaps . . . they could fertilize the land and grow more of their own,” he said. “I’ve only allowed them a small patch, but they could grow much more along the stream and between the caves.”

Hadn’t that been Phaedra’s idea?

“Do you know how we fertilized Kasabian’s vegetable patch?” Phaedra had asked him with delight one time when they were traveling back up to the mountain. “We climbed to the higher caves and carved holes for the pigeons to . . . you know.”

“No,” he had said, pretending ignorance. “I don’t.”

“So they can . . . you know.”

“So they can shit.”

“Well, I would have put it more delicately.”

“Trust me, Phaedra. There’s no delicate way to shit. It evens out the entire land. Humans and other creatures. Queens and peasants.”

“Then we collect the pigeon . . . droppings and mix them with the water and soil, and that’s how we fertilize our garden,” she said proudly.

It’s what he told Isaboe, without mentioning Phaedra.

“People who plant gardens and vegetable patches become part of the land, Lucian,” Isaboe said. “We can’t have them forming an attachment. It means they’ll never go.”

At her campsite on the Lumateran side of the stream, Tesadora was boiling a broth that smelled too repulsive to be considered dinner. She was surprised to see them but held out her arms to Isaboe.

“Stomach upsets in the valley,” she said. She looked suspiciously at Aldron and the Guard as they began searching the area.

“If you’re so worried about the dangers, why bring her down here?” she snapped.

“Don’t talk about her as if she’s not here, Tesadora,” Lucian said.

But no one seemed in a mood to jest.

“You know they won’t risk crossing the stream,” Tesadora said, irritation in her voice and still watching Aldron and the Guard. She returned her attention to Isaboe and brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “You look tired, beloved.”

“I’m not sleeping too well these nights.”

“I can imagine why,” Tesadora said. “Your husband’s an idiot. Have I not told you that many times?”

Isaboe laughed, but Lucian could see worry in her eyes.

“I sent for you, Tesadora, but you mustn’t have received my notes.”

“Circumstances have been strange here since . . .”

Tesadora sighed, looking at Lucian.

Since Phaedra. Since Vestie traveled down a mountain on her own in the early hours of the morning. Since a strange, savage girl took up residence in their valley.

“I wanted to talk to you about the sleep,” Isaboe said.

Tesadora looked perplexed. “You still walk the sleep? But you’ve not bled. And I’ve not walked it with you.”

“It’s odd,” Isaboe admitted. “Vestie walks it, too. Not alongside me. It’s as if we walk our own.”

Tesadora was unnerved by the news, her beautiful face creased with worry.

“I’ll come up the mountain with you tonight, and we’ll make a strong brew to ease those jitters,” she promised.

Tesadora extinguished the fire under her pot, and Lucian helped her pack up.

“I want to meet the girl, Tesadora,” Lucian heard Isaboe say. He watched Tesadora freeze.

“Vestie says she’s a Charynite with no place to go,” Isaboe continued. “That she’s frightened of her own people.”

“She’s no one,” Lucian said. “Just a stray who doesn’t want to be in the presence of Donashe and his cutthroats, if you ask me.”

Tesadora covered the pot. “They’re arriving from all over these days,” she said dismissively. “Ever since the events in their capital. The girl can look after herself. You three,” she said to the guards, pointing to her pots and jars, “make yourselves useful and put these in my tent.”

“And what if she can’t look after herself, Tesadora?” Isaboe continued. “What if there’s something I can do for her? All those people in the valley, waiting for my permission to climb this mountain. Perhaps she’s the one. She is on her own with no kin. Take me to her, Tesadora. We’ll ease her fear.”

Lucian looked at Tesadora. As strange as the girl was, perhaps it was the first step. He liked the idea, but suddenly preferred that the conversation take place on the mountain and not down here in the valley.

“Let’s get this over and done with,” he said finally. “I want us all in Yata’s house by the time the sun disappears. Lead the way, Tesadora.”

Tesadora was reluctant, but finally she agreed.

“I don’t want the girl frightened,” she said, looking at the Guard. “Lucian and Aldron only. The others can stay here.”

They traveled half a mile downstream. It made Lucian wonder how much contact Tesadora had made with the mad girl since they had encountered her the morning Vestie went missing.

“We don’t even know her name, Tesadora,” Aldron muttered. “If I get a blasting from Finn and Trevanion and Perri over this, I’ll blame you.”

“Yes, well, I’m trembling at the thought,” Tesadora said, but Lucian could hear the strangeness in her voice.

They passed the tree where they had first found the girl with Vestie. Farther downstream, shafts of light forced their way between tall pines. It was here that they found the girl on her haunches, close to one of the trees, with a blanket wrapped around her body that Lucian recognized as one of Tesadora’s. She was scrounging for something in the dirt, and he could see that at least she was eating well, looking rounded and fullfigured. When she heard the crunch of the pine needles under their feet, she scrambled to stand, her eyes wide with alarm.

Tesadora stepped forward, holding out a hand to quell her fears, but the girl’s eyes fastened on Isaboe. Lucian saw a snarl curling her lips and then heard the bloodcurdling sound. Aldron stepped forward, a hand to his sword.

“We won’t hurt you,” Tesadora called out meaningfully, for Aldron’s ears as much as the girl’s. “Step back, Aldron. You’re frightening her.”

Aldron refused to move. The girl seemed poised to lunge.

“Step back, Aldron,” said Isaboe, repeating Tesadora’s words. Reluctantly, Aldron did as he was told. Isaboe approached slowly, tentatively, and the girl stumbled back.

“Your Majesty!” Aldron warned. Isaboe held up a hand, stepping closer and closer to the girl. Neither spoke, but there was a tension in the air that unnerved Lucian. He looked at Tesadora, and when she refused to meet his eye, he knew something was wrong. And then it happened quickly, the speed of it stunning them all. Isaboe’s hand snaked out and pushed the girl against the closest trunk, her fingers clenched around the Charynite’s throat.

“Give me your sword, Aldron,” his queen ordered, her voice so cold.

“Isaboe,” Tesadora hissed. “Let her go. You’re hurting her.”

“Aldron,” Isaboe repeated. “Give me your sword.”

“What’s happening here?” Lucian demanded as Aldron unsheathed his weapon and placed it in Isaboe’s hand. In an instant, his cousin had the blade pressed under the girl’s chin.

“Isaboe, let her go!” Tesadora cried, stepping forward, but Aldron held her back.

Lucian couldn’t see Isaboe’s face, but he saw the girl’s expression. With the blade to her neck, she was petrified. He reached out a hand to Isaboe’s shoulder, but she shrugged it away.

“I was one of five children,” she said, speaking Charyn to the girl. “I want you to know that before you die. I want you to know their names. Evestalina. Rosemond. Jasmina. Balthazar. My mother’s name was Tilda. My father’s name was Carles. On the day he died, my brother, Balthazar, got in trouble for lying about breaking a vase in the reading room. My father said he was ashamed of him and so my brother went to his death thinking he had lost the king’s respect.”

Lucian heard her voice break.

“My sister Rosemond . . . We called her Rosie. She carved her name on the cherry-tree trunk in my mother’s garden, declaring her love for one of my father’s guards who later died in the prison mines of Sorel. I want you to think of them when you’re choking on your own blood, Quintana of Charyn.”

Lucian’s pulse pounded to hear the name. Aldron stared at him, having no idea of the queen’s plan.

“Isaboe!” Tesadora said, her voice desolate. “Do not do this. It will break your spirit.”

With her hand still pressed against the girl’s throat and the weapon still in place, Isaboe looked back at Tesadora.

“My spirit was broken long ago, Tesadora. And it was broken again yesterday when Vestie told me about your deceit. While I was begging you to come spend time with me, you were playing nursemaid to the daughter of the man who ordered my family’s slaughter.”

Isaboe turned back to the girl. “Did you think you could find refuge in my valley, filthy Charynite?”

Tesadora struggled in Aldron’s arms. Lucian knew that nothing would stop the queen. Wasn’t this exactly what Finnikin and Trevanion and Perri were doing in Charyn? Wasn’t this something they all had sanctioned?

But it was horror Lucian felt when he saw Isaboe raise the blade to strike. The girl’s scream was hoarse and full of rage and fear. The sound of it would ring in Lucian’s ears for days to come. And just as Isaboe went to use the sword, something came flying out at them from the copse of trees.

“No!”

The voice made his knees almost buckle.

Phaedra?

Lucian watched, stunned, as Phaedra threw herself at Isaboe. And then it all happened so fast, and he did what he was taught to do in battle . . . when his queen was under attack. He acted on instinct. Lucian didn’t hesitate. Not for a single moment. His father’s sword was in his hand, pressed against the throat of his wife. He knew he’d kill anyone who was a threat to his queen. He knew he would kill Phaedra of Alonso. But Phaedra was on her knees, gripping the blade of Isaboe’s sword and pressing it to her own chest. Lucian could see its sharpness cutting into his wife’s hands. Until they dripped with blood.

“Kill me,” she pleaded, her head pressed against Isaboe’s knees. “I’m begging, Your Majesty. Kill me. Please. If you want to avenge anyone, kill me. I’m a last born and daughter of a provincaro. Ride through Charyn and take every last-born girl to exact your revenge. But not her, Your Majesty. Charyn will cease to exist without her. We are nothing without the babe she carries.”

Lucian watched Isaboe shudder. Even Tesadora was speechless at the sight of Phaedra.

“They don’t stay dead, these Charynites, do they?” he heard Isaboe say, her voice so foreign to him. Compared to all the battles or deaths or sieges Lucian had ever witnessed, this was different. He swore later that the air changed, that there were spirits at play. That the Charyn gods and the goddess herself were damning Lucian for the blade he held. Damning them all. And then suddenly Isaboe stepped away, letting go of Quintana of Charyn and pulling free of Phaedra.

“Get out of my valley,” Isaboe said. “Before I change my mind and slice you in half as your father’s assassin did my mother!”

Lucian lowered his sword and stumbled back. Without hesitation, Phaedra gripped the girl’s hand and they ran for their lives, disappearing through the trees.

For moments, all he heard was the sound of their own ragged breaths, but Lucian knew it wasn’t over yet. Phaedra was alive. He had held a sword to her throat while she knelt, begging for another’s mercy, her hands drenched with blood. He thought that the difference between him and Isaboe was that his love for a Charynite had sometimes made him forget. And he despised himself for it. He had forgotten the way Balthazar had died. His cousins. His aunt. His king and his father.

“You’re to return home to the cloister in the forest,” Isaboe ordered Tesadora. “I forbid you to come here again. I’ll deal with you in my own time.”

Tesadora gave a humorless laugh.

“You forbid,” she mocked. “You’ll deal with me? I’m not yours to deal with, little girl. You’re mistaking me for someone else.”

“Tesadora,” Lucian warned as she walked away.

“If you return to this valley, Tesadora, you face the consequences,” Isaboe said.

“I stay where I’m needed,” Tesadora said.

“She’ll stay with the Monts,” Lucian said.

“I stay here!” Tesadora shouted, turning to face them all, eyes blazing.

Isaboe walked to her. She stood before Tesadora, shaking.

“Is it the filthy Charynite inside of you that draws you to these people?” she asked, and Lucian knew there was no turning back from those words.

“Oh, beloved,” Tesadora said, both rage and sadness in her voice. “Don’t force me to choose.”

“Choose?” Isaboe said. “Between her and me? You’d choose her?”

Tesadora leaned forward and cupped the queen’s face in both her hands.

“Blood sings to blood,” Tesadora said. “And yours doesn’t carry a tune.”

Isaboe stumbled back as if she had been struck, and then Tesadora was gone, and Lucian could only stare at his cousin. He wished Finnikin were here, because only he could tear that look from her eyes. Lucian had seen him do it. Walk into a room when the images in her head were too powerful to bear. Finnikin would take her in his arms and whisper the words and she’d choke out a cry, but she’d breathe.

Lucian reached out to comfort her, but she stepped away. Being Evanjalin had trained her for years and years not to cry. It’s how she differed from the rest of the Monts. But he could see that she was still broken inside.

“Let’s go,” he said quietly. “I need to get you home to Yata.”
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“Froi, put down the dagger!”

“Finn first. Then we talk.”

Later, Froi thought it would have looked strange to someone who stumbled across them in that clearing. Finnikin with an arm around Gargarin’s neck and a dagger to his throat. Froi with a blade to Finnikin’s back. Trevanion with his sword against the side of Froi’s neck, ready to strike the moment he moved. Froi was dizzy from the confusion and the rage and the despair of it.

“Froi, put the dagger down!” Perri ordered.

Froi chanced a look and saw Gargarin’s feet struggling to keep his body upright. Whether it was from pain or helplessness, it stirred Froi’s fury even more.

“Let him go,” Lirah cried, struggling in Perri’s grip.

Perri was strong enough to hold Lirah as he stepped forward and pressed the tip of his sword against Froi’s temple.

“Put it down, Froi. You know I’ll do it,” Perri threatened softly. “You know it.”

Because you don’t let emotion get in the way of what you’re doing. Isn’t that what Perri had once said?

“Froi,” Gargarin said. “Put your sword down.” His voice was hoarse from the pressure of Finnikin’s dagger across his throat. “What good are you to us dead?”

“And what good are you to all of us dead?” Froi asked in return. Stupid, filthy tears filled his eyes, and he felt weak and helpless. He had a blade to his king’s back. His king had a dagger to his father’s throat. The men he respected beyond question were threatening to kill him. Here at this place, where Perri had tenderly carried Froi in his arms after they had rescued him from the Charynites more than three years ago.

“Just put the dagger down, Finn,” Froi begged. “He’s an architect. Nothing more.”

“An architect of a path soaked in blood.” Finnikin spat out the words, tightening his hold on Gargarin. “That’s all Lumatere is to these people, Froi. A road.”

Gargarin made a sound of regret. “I said what the Belegonians wanted to hear,” he said with bitterness. “But you interfered, Lumateran. You interfered, and the blood of Charyn is on your hands the moment Belegonia crosses that river.”

“What have you done to us, Finn?” Froi demanded.

Froi heard Finnikin’s hiss of fury. “Us? Froi, we’re not them. You’re not them.”

“He’s not who you think, Finn. If you put down the dagger, we’ll talk and you’ll hear it all.”

Lirah bit Perri’s hand and tried to struggle free.

“Don’t hurt her!” Froi shouted. He didn’t know whom to protect first. Where to look.

“Do you know of this man’s promise to the Belegonians in his correspondence?” Finnikin demanded. “To eliminate Lumatere. To eliminate the people who gave you a home.”

“You’re mistaken —”

“Leave it to me, for I have a plan for Lumatere that will eliminate them as a threat,” Finnikin said. “His words. Not mine. And how were you planning to do that, Charynite?” he demanded, holding Gargarin closer to him. “March an army through my kingdom and rape my wife and child? It’s all Charynite men know how to do.”

Froi watched Gargarin slump, his head bent in defeat.

“There are more ways than killing and maiming to eliminate a threat, Your Highness,” Gargarin said, his voice low. “You misunderstood our use of weapon. Not a blade or an arrow, but Froi. We thought we could use him to eliminate Lumatere as a threat. His ties to you. His words.”

How could Finnikin not have understood that? Froi begged the gods.

“We offer Lumatere peace, my lord, and you trap the man who can make it possible?” Froi asked, gutted.

Finnikin was silent. He loosened his grip on Gargarin slightly, and Froi waited, but there was nothing.

“Finn, I’m begging you. Let him free.”

“We have evidence that this man was behind the plan to annihilate Lumatere all those years ago,” Finnikin said.

“Never,” Froi said fiercely. “I will give my life saying that. They will be the last words I speak, and they will haunt you, Finn. Never.”

“Froi, step away,” Gargarin said. “Put the dagger down. They won’t listen to reason, and it will only get you killed. Put it down.”

“You don’t tell me what to do, Gargarin!”

“Can you not listen for once?” Gargarin shouted. “If you had listened . . .”

But Gargarin didn’t finish his words.

“Say it!” Froi shouted over Finnikin’s head, not knowing whom he hated most. “I wouldn’t have lost her. That’s what you wanted to say.”

“Put the sword down and at least bargain for Lirah’s life,” Gargarin said.

Finnikin uttered a sound of disbelief.

“He thinks we’d kill his woman?” he said. “Is that what he thinks we are? Murderers?”

“You’re holding a dagger to an innocent man’s throat, Finn,” Froi snapped. “He builds cisterns and plans water meadows and waterwheels. You collected all the information, but you got it wrong. Most times we’re right, Perri once told me. This time you’re wrong!”

Froi couldn’t stand the silence. He couldn’t stand to hear the sound of Gargarin’s ragged breath and Lirah’s despair. Just as he was about to lower his weapon, he watched Finnikin release both the dagger and his hold on Gargarin, who crumpled at his feet.

Froi dropped his dagger and Lirah was suddenly beside them, holding the staff, helping Gargarin to his feet. Somehow they managed to separate into two groups with space between them. Despite the lowering of swords and daggers, the atmosphere was tense. Perri’s stare was fixed on Gargarin.

“Where do I know you from?” he demanded.

“You don’t know him,” Froi said tiredly. “Just leave it, Perri. He doesn’t understand what you’re saying.”

Perri’s hand gripped Froi by the throat, pulling him close. “Speak Lumateran, Froi! Or have you forgotten how to?”

And Froi felt a shame beyond reason. It made him despise the Charynite tongue to know it had such control. All this time, he hadn’t spoken a word of Lumateran.

Perri didn’t let go. “Since when do you hold a weapon to your king’s throat?” he raged quietly. “Since when do you disappear for so long and take up with an enemy of Lumatere?”

Froi pulled free, viciously. “Since you sent me into Charyn to create holy hell. Isn’t that what you’d call it, Perri? Because this is hell enough for me!”

He walked away, trying to think. All this meant was that he was even further away from finding Quintana and their child.

“How did you manage to get the Belegonian letters?” he demanded, swinging back to face them.

Finnikin didn’t respond.

“How?”

“We have . . . a spy.”

Finnikin refused to meet his eye.

“A spy? In Belegonia?” Froi was confused, and then it registered.

“Celie? Our Celie? You put her life in danger? Isaboe would never have allowed that!”

Finnikin was suddenly advancing on him. “Oh, really? You know what my wife would allow, do you? An expert on all things Isaboe?”

Finnikin was deadly in one of these moods.

“I know Isaboe well enough,” Froi said. “She would —”

Finnikin flew at Froi and knocked him down. Froi shoved him back, and they wrestled, rolling in the dirt toward where the others stood.

“Are you going to stop them?” he heard Gargarin ask Trevanion and Perri.

“This has little to do with palace business,” Perri responded almost politely in poor Charyn.

“Step back, madam,” Trevanion ordered Lirah. “You’ll get hurt.”

Froi hesitated, thinking how ludicrous it all sounded. Finnikin took the opportunity to straddle him, holding him down to the ground.

“You want to ask about my wife?” Finnikin demanded. “What would you have me tell you, Froi? You probably know more about her than I do. Her little confidant.”

Froi popped him in the nose with his fist, and the next moment, he was on top and Finnikin was struggling to break free.

“It’s the word little I take offense to, my lord,” he said. “I think I’m the taller one now. Perhaps we can have Isaboe decide.”

Finnikin’s elbow caught Froi in the eye, and he fell back before Finnikin dived on top of him.

“What else did she tell you?” Finnikin hissed. “What else has she confided in you that she couldn’t tell me?”

Froi shrugged free. “Are you insane?”

He was on his feet, shaking his head with disbelief. “What have you done, Finn?”

Finnikin leaped up seconds later, and they stood nose to nose.

“What else, apart from her time in Sorel, did she trust you with and not me?”

Finnikin shoved him hard for an answer. Froi shoved him back.

“Do you really want to know?” Froi goaded, fury lacing his voice. “She spoke to me of love and obsession and the way the goddess can weave ties between human hearts that burn with every touch.”

Finnikin roared and charged for him, but Froi leaped up onto one of the branches, shoving a boot into Finnikin’s face.

“She trusted me with the knowledge that loving the way she loved frightened her beyond imagining.”

Finnikin gripped at his boot, and Froi tumbled, landing back on the ground with Finnikin pressing his face into the dirt. Froi crawled free.

“She trusted me with the knowledge that her people think she’s the bravest queen who ever lived, but she fears she doesn’t know who she is without the man she worships,” Froi continued. “She fears that if something happened to him, she’d lie in her bed and never ever get up.”

Froi scrambled to his feet, and they were standing before each other, so unlike the time in training back in the meadow before Froi had traveled to Charyn.

“When she was carrying Jasmina in her belly, she trusted me with the knowledge that she feared she wouldn’t love her child as much as she loved her king,” Froi continued. “She told me about her slavery in Sorel, because she had to speak to someone about her shame. If anyone understood that sort of shame, it was me . . . and her king. But she couldn’t tell her king because their curse was that he had to share her pain twofold and she will never forgive herself for putting him through that.”

Froi threw a punch, and it knocked Finnikin down.

“And do you know what else we spoke about? Not that she doesn’t believe that her consort is a man of worth because he is less titled than his wife, but that her consort doesn’t believe he is worthy. You have no idea what that does to her, you fool. Because you’re too busy being proud. What an indulgent luxury pride is,” he raged. “I would give my life to be the consort to the woman I love. I’d give my life to be her footman! Her servant. Any chance to stand close enough to protect her. Yet your queen asks you to sit on the throne by her side and it’s all too degrading for you. You fool,” Froi said bitterly. “You will drive her away.”

There was no satisfaction in Froi’s victory. After a moment, they both looked over to where Trevanion, Perri, Gargarin, and Lirah were watching dispassionately. Froi suddenly felt like a child. Under the same stares, Finnikin fidgeted uncomfortably beside him.

“Finished?” Trevanion asked.

No one responded.

“We head home,” the Captain said. “You ride with me, Froi. And you better be speaking the truth about this man’s innocence. You’re going to have to face the queen about the decision we made to let him go.”

They were the last words Froi wanted to hear.

“I’m staying,” he said quietly.

Finnikin turned to stare at him but didn’t say a word.

“Get on the horse, Froi,” Perri ordered.

Froi shook his head. “Don’t ask me to do that. For now, I need to stay here.”

Finnikin still hadn’t spoken, and Froi waited, wanting a word, a gesture. From his king. His friend.

“You’re making a choice here, Froi,” Trevanion said. “Charyn or Lumatere?”

Froi couldn’t fight the anguish he was feeling. “Why does there have to be a choice?” he asked.

Finnikin made a sound of disbelief, and Froi felt as if he was with strangers.

“How can you even ask that?” Finnikin said, mounting his horse and riding away.

And on that night, Finnikin traveled with a heavy heart, his thoughts on his childhood friend Balthazar. Because the loyal friendship he had shared with Froi had become just as fierce over the years. Lucian would have agreed. Froi reminded them both of how they had been before Balthazar’s death. They were more carefree in his presence. Content. But all that was gone now.

“They’re not safe here,” Trevanion muttered when they reached the border. “There’s an army camped somewhere close back there. Probably for one of them.”

“Not our problem,” Finnikin said, steering his horse toward the river that would take them across to Osteria and then home.

“Froi made his choice. He’s dead to Lumatere.”

And I’m shaking with Phaedra as we climb to the cave, Froi. Our skin is still fastened by blood that is hers. And the women are stunned and all asking questions, but the fool girl just cries and lets go of my hand. And she weeps and she weeps, so I lay by her side and I whisper the order, “We’ll kill them together.” Phaedra reaches a hand to her cheek, and I see that it’s pressed where the Mont’s blade had pierced her. And I can see in her eyes that she’s almost convinced. The next time we meet them, it’s the bitch queen who weeps.

And sometime the next day, Isaboe returned from the mountain to the palace. She responded to the letter from the Sarnak ambassador that was waiting for her. Then she spoke to the kitchen staff about the dinner banquet for the Osterian archduke and chose the design for the garden they were building in honor of her mother. Sir Topher arrived in the residence soon after, and they put the finishing touches on the invitations for the next market day. Rhiannon came fussing with Jasmina, who wanted no one but her mother, and Isaboe rocked her daughter to a song of unicorns and rabbits and all things fluffy and white. And then the palace was quiet and she was alone for the first time in days, thinking of that hideous night of death, trying to remember with all her might what her last words to every one of her family were. Until Finnikin’s hound came searching for his master and found her instead. It was only then that she felt the weary sob release. And she wept into the hound’s coat until her body ached and she feared she would hurt the babe that was inside of her. Because everything was broken. Everything. And there was no design, nor treaty, nor map that could put it all back together.
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“She’s gone again,” Cora said, shoving Phaedra awake.

Phaedra didn’t want to go out in the cold. She didn’t want to move from the bedroll where she had been huddled all day and night. But Cora shoved her again.

“Get up. I don’t know what took place out there with you two useless girls, and I don’t care. But we didn’t sacrifice our pathetic half lives in the valley only to lose her.”

With all the strength she could muster, Phaedra untangled herself from her meager blanket and wearily got to her feet.

“How long has she been gone?” she asked.

“Since yesterday evening, although she did leave that,” Jorja said, indicating a dead rodent, pierced with a sharp twig through its length, “outside the entrance this morning.”

“Ready for roasting,” Florenza said. “You’re wrong, Cora. She’s not completely useless.”

“She revolts me,” Ginny muttered.

“Yes, but you’ll be the first one to eat anything she hunts,” Jorja said.

That began another round of bickering. Phaedra ignored them and walked to the entrance.

“Take a blanket,” Cora said, and Phaedra heard a touch of kindness in her voice.

She knew exactly where to find her. When Phaedra had gone searching for Quintana two days past, before those terrifying moments with the queen and Lucian, she had come across a small collection of berries and nuts and a large amount of ferns and moss pulled from the ground. Phaedra imagined Quintana was planning to burrow herself into the ground like the little rat that she was.

When Phaedra reached the small clearing, she searched the area for anything that resembled a hiding place. When she saw what looked to be a shelter made of bracken and bramble, she bent to peer in and saw the princess instantly.

“You can’t stay in there,” Phaedra called out. “Do you want a repeat of what happened with the queen of Lumatere?”

“Well, I’m not returning to the coven,” Quintana responded briskly.

Phaedra got to her knees and crawled into the space, half impressed with the underground nest Quintana had built for herself. It was a space big enough for two or three, but the princess refused to make room. Phaedra shoved the girl aside and wrapped her blanket around herself, shivering, but soon Quintana clutched at the end of blanket and they were forced to huddle together. And there they sat for a while in hostile silence.

“You need to give me most of that blanket,” Quintana ordered after some time. “I’m with child, and I’m covering up for two. I don’t like the cold. Did I not mention that?”

Phaedra bristled. “More than once.”

The princess watched her closely.

“Are they still bickering? What are they saying back there?”

“That we have a lot in common, you and I. Both useless.”

The princess curled her lip in disgust. “What does one have to do in this kingdom to be considered useful?”

Phaedra had to agree and was glad to hear that the princess recognized Phaedra’s efforts.

“I don’t see any of them staking rodents and catching hares,” Her Royal Awfulness continued. “I think I’m the least useless Charynite in these parts, if you ask me.”

“And me? I saved your life!” Phaedra said. “A thank-you would be appreciated.”

A show of savage teeth this time. “Oh, you’re one of those,” the princess said.

“One of what?”

“One of those who need to be told their worth over and over again by others. Do you know who tells me my worth, Phaedra of Alonso?”

The princess pointed a hard finger to her own chest.

“Me. I determine my own worth. If I had to rely on others, I’d have lain down and died waiting. See this,” she said, pointing to her belly. “This is Charyn. It can ill afford a curse breaker who’s waiting for everyone’s approval.”

She studied Phaedra suspiciously. Phaedra could sense that she was not going to like the next words that came from Quintana’s mouth.

“You’re more useless than I am. That piece-of-nothing girl Ginny told me your Mont husband sent you back, and that ugly hag Cora mentioned it, too.”

Phaedra bristled. Not only did the princess have the habit of repeating everyone’s favorite description of one another, but Phaedra’s marriage to Lucian was now being discussed with vigor among the women. How many of them had ridiculed her behind her back?

“Did your Mont husband not enjoying swiving you? Is that what it was?”

Phaedra was mortified to hear such filth come out of the girl’s mouth. She yanked Cora’s blanket away.

“If my father were here, he would wash your mouth out to hear such a word,” she said.

“Well, he’s not here, Phaedra of Alonso. He’s too busy trying to starve the people of the valley. Do you know what Gargarin of Abroi says?”

“I don’t care!”

“That it is what a man does for strangers that counts more than what he does for his family.”

“Oh, really,” Phaedra asked. “And what have you and your father done for strangers?”

The girl’s hand suddenly gripped Phaedra’s mouth.

“You’ll not enjoy my response to that question,” the princess said. “You don’t seem the type to stomach such filth.”

She shoved Phaedra away. “Leave me in peace. I’ll take care of the little king on my own.”
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There had been silence among the three of them for most of the next day. Gargarin had suggested that they first return to the inn for their horses and then head north to the Lascow Mountains. If there were any chance of raising an army, it would be with the people grieving the heir Tariq and his family.

“What are your thoughts?” Gargarin asked Froi.

“Whatever you think is right,” Froi replied.

When they reached the inn, however, Gargarin and Lirah’s horse was gone. Stolen. The stable boy knew little, except that out of all the horses taking shelter, theirs was the only one gone. Froi was suspicious.

So Lirah rode with Gargarin on Froi’s horse and Froi kept up with them on foot. Once or twice he felt Lirah’s stare, but he couldn’t meet it. He thought of what he had told them in Paladozza that last day, when he escaped with Quintana. About who he had once been on the filthy streets of the Sarnak capital. There were too many ugly memories. Too much shame. He didn’t want to see judgment in Lirah’s eyes. Froi didn’t have to worry about seeing anything in Gargarin’s eyes. Gargarin refused to look at him.

They traveled farther into the woodlands that evening. It was a peculiar place, where branches hung low and bare limbs in a blue-gray mist hovered over them like the long, thin specter of death that sometimes haunted Froi’s dreams. He knew they would soon be back in the stone terrain he had become used to. But, for now, these woodlands were a strangely familiar reminder of winter in the forest of Lumatere. Rather than feeling comforted, Froi was reminded that he no longer belonged in that kingdom.

When they were deep in the heart of the woodland, Lirah stopped the horse.

“I can go on,” Froi said, his voice curt. Did they think him weak? Had he shown in any way that his body didn’t have the strength it once had?

“Well, I’m tired,” Lirah said, dismounting. “I need to rest, so we rest.”

Froi made himself scarce, collecting kindling and ignoring Gargarin, who sat hunched on a log, scribbling.

“We need to write a list of where she would have gone,” Gargarin said, not looking up. “We can’t leave any stone unturned. Tell me of those last moments.”

Those last moments outside the province of Paladozza. When Olivier betrayed them. And Quintana cried. For Froi. And he made a promise to protect her. And failed. And the sound of arrows as they flew past his ears. The way they felt when they tore into his body time and time again. Froi had never been injured before then. He remembered the time in Yutlind Sud when he had seen Finnikin lying facedown in a filthy river with an arrow in his side. Worse still, he remembered Isaboe’s despair. Is that what Quintana thought? That he was dead? Was she afraid?

“I told her to run. . . .” He shook his head. “I lost consciousness. . . .”

Gargarin muttered something and went on scribbling. Froi despised himself for every moment of his life since he made that decision to take her from the provincaro’s home in Paladozza. More than you, he wanted to shout out to Gargarin. I despise myself more than you.

When it was time to sleep, Gargarin and Lirah bunked down in a hollow that seemed large enough to protect them from both the cold and rain. Froi chose to squeeze himself under two fallen logs close by, and he watched the world outside with a misery deepened by the sleet and cold. But soon after, Lirah squeezed in beside him. With a rough hand at his chin, she began to dab at the cuts on his face with some sort of sap from a plant she had picked while they had set up camp. Froi tossed his head, pulling away, but she grabbed his face again.

“Push me away and I’ll hurt you more than that Lumateran ginger cat.”

For an instant he imagined the amusement Finnikin would find in the description until he realized that there was nothing Froi could ever say again that Finnikin would find entertaining. He felt Lirah’s stare on him the whole time as she dabbed and cleaned the wounds, and when Froi could no longer ignore her and pretend Gargarin wasn’t there, his eyes clashed with hers. He was tired and bereft without his friends, and because he ached for Quintana, he spoke the words that had choked him since he awoke in Arjuro’s cave.

“I couldn’t protect her and I’ve let down my queen and her king and . . . he”— Froi pointed in Gargarin’s direction —“he won’t even look at me.”

And this time her fingers were gentle and she pushed his cap up from his eyes.

“I’ve seen Gargarin weep twice in his life,” she said quietly. “Once when they arrested his brother for the slaughter in the godshouse, and some weeks ago when we received word in Paladozza that a lad struck by eight arrows lay dead on the northern hills. De Lancey sent his men to retrieve your body, but it was gone and we waited a week to discover the truth. That you were with the priests of Trist in the caves, saved by Arjuro.”

Froi let her clean the rest of his grazes.

“And you?” he asked. “What did you do?”

“I’ve wept enough in my life. I have no tears left.”

Not one for great sentimentality, she finished her task and shuffled out from under the logs. “I’m not giving up the comfort of a better shelter,” she said, her voice cool. “And you’d be a fool not to join us.”

He watched Lirah hold a hand over her head to protect her from the rain as she made her way back to Gargarin.

It was some time before Froi joined them. Lirah made room and sat between Froi and Gargarin and he saw her lips curve into a smile. After a while, Gargarin reached across her to pass Froi his journal. Froi took it, looking at the map.

“We’ve sent messengers to the Turlan and Lascow Mountains. She won’t go north to Satch of Desantos because of the plague,” Gargarin said. “Any ideas?”

Froi pointed east on the map. “Perhaps to the ocean. On the last night we were together at De Lancey’s in Paladozza, she told me that she had always wanted to see the ocean. She loved the stories of the sea sirens. Perhaps she’ll go searching for the safe places from the tales she loved.”

“Not much to go by,” Gargarin said. Froi watched him swallow hard. “If Quintana was dead . . . we would know of it soon enough. It’s been some time now. She has the sign of a last born on her nape and a babe in her belly. A Charynite would have to be hiding under a rock not to know that a girl fitting that description is the princess.”

“She’s not dead,” Froi said.

“How do you know that?”

Froi felt strange to say the words. “It’s as if I hear her tune . . . not the words, but the beat. I’ve always sensed it. It strums in my blood.”

They were quiet after that, except for the rustle of Gargarin removing his pelt cloak to wrap around them. Lirah tugged Froi closer and covered them all, and that night, despite the rain and cold and the cramped space of their dugout, Froi placed his head against her shoulder and slept.

Early the next morning, he left them sleeping in a bid to find anything edible. At least with the rain there’d be slugs, and that would have to do for now. He was interrupted by the faint sound of neighing, and although it could easily have been a Charynite traveling upriver, wanting to get as far from the Belegonian river crossing as possible, Froi wasn’t convinced. Finding the closest sturdy tree, he climbed quickly and looked out toward the direction of the sound.

“Sagra!”

He twisted around once, twice, three times to search in every direction, his knees almost buckling from under him. The woodlands were swarming with riders, traveling toward the center. A small army was coming from three different directions to trap their prey. Froi didn’t have to guess who they hunted. He scampered down and hit the ground, then ran toward the shelter and watched as they disappeared into the woods. The soldiers must have waited, finding a way to surround the three of them, ensuring they were too deep within the woods to escape.

“We’ve got company,” he said, reaching the shelter. Lirah and Gargarin crawled out, quickly gathering their possessions.

Froi had to think fast. If he attacked from up high, he could slow down Bestiano’s men. He only had one longbow with very few bolts, but it would be enough to get Lirah and Gargarin to safety. Although he sensed movement from south of the woods, those men moved stealthily, and he could barely make out their presence. He was better off attacking those who were visible.

“Get back into the shelter,” he ordered. “They know exactly where we are, and they’ll be pelting us with arrows in no time. When I give you the signal to take the horse and run, you do it.”

“Which direction serves us better?” Gargarin asked.

“North. Those men are sluggish. There’s perhaps nine or ten of them. I’ll have enough barbs to slow them down. Whatever you do, don’t head toward the river or cross the border. Sagra only knows what the Osterians and Belegonians have got in mind.”

Froi turned, searching for the tallest tree, but Gargarin grabbed his arm.

“You know it’s me they want. If I surrender —”

“It won’t be a surrender!” Froi said. “It’ll be a slaying. Don’t even try to fool me into believing you can bargain for your life. That army is after you, Gargarin. For a kill. You’re the only person who stands between Bestiano and the palace.”

An arrow flew into the clearing and landed close by.

“The shelter!” Froi shouted, spinning around. He found what he was looking for and began his climb up a tree close to the fallen logs where he had first taken refuge. Although an easy climb, he tried not to look down. He was high above the ground, and he knew it would be a backbreaking fall if it was to happen.

But you won’t fall, because you can climb anything, Froi. Remember the gravina.

He cursed himself for not exchanging Arjuro’s coins for more weapons. He knew he could not afford to miss, not with only eight arrows in his quiver. He had to hit his marks. He reached the top branch, and a glance on all sides told him that those from the north and east had picked up speed. He couldn’t see the men coming from the south but knew they were there. They were the ones to fear. They were perhaps Bestiano’s best-trained men.

Froi secured himself in the crook of the tree and waited . . . waited . . . needing the riders to be within his range, fighting the urge to fire a bolt, knowing it was an arrow he could not spare. He begged himself patience, and with a steady hand, he held the bow taut. Waited. And then when those from the north were near enough for Froi to almost catch a glimpse of their faces, he took his chance and fired . . . once, twice, three times. Retreated. Waited. He quickly peered out and saw he had hit with precision, and he felt bitter satisfaction in seeing the men fall. But behind him, he heard the air whistle with arrows and prayed that Gargarin and Lirah were protected by their shelter. He retreated again, knowing he needed to clear a path for them both to the north. But when he looked in that direction, the riders were no longer there. Froi felt the hairs on his arm raise. He didn’t want to be playing cat and mouse with them now. Desperate to see where they were concealed, he crawled onto the exposed tree limb, balancing himself until it afforded him a better look. He took aim. One man went down and then another. But just as he aimed for the last, he felt the sharp nip of an arrow at his thigh, causing him to lose balance. He fought to stay straddled upright but failed and toppled off the branch, his hand shooting out to grip the branch, leaving his body hanging from just one arm.

“Froi!” Gargarin’s voice sounded far away.

“Stay in the shelter!” Froi shouted, beads of perspiration on his skin as he tried with all his might to reach the tree with his other hand. That was all he needed. Two firm handholds. He dared not look down, knowing his fall would not be broken, but his body would be. With his arm so weak, Froi couldn’t hold on for much longer. He heard the whistles of arrows as he hung like a well-marked target on a practice range, his body a beacon.

“Take the horse. Head north!” he called out, his voice straining.

He could hear shouting in return, but he was too high up to understand their response. Had Lirah and Gargarin already been taken? He felt his hand slipping and knew he didn’t want to die this way. Not from a fall. He closed his eyes and summoned the strength to hold on, but he was too weak. His body had not yet recovered, and he couldn’t save himself. And he prayed, realizing, while he hung from this tree in the kingdom of his birth, that Sagrami wasn’t just a curse to him; she was his guide as well. Not Trist or any of the gods of Charyn, but Lumatere’s mighty goddess. He prayed to her with all his might. Don’t let me die. Not now, he begged.

Why? she demanded to know.

Because I deserve to live.

A hand suddenly gripped his wrist.

He wondered if the hold came from the realms of the gods. But he didn’t care. All he knew was what the goddess was whispering to him, He’ll never let you go. How could you have ever doubted him?

“I’ve got you, Froi.”

“Finn?”
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Lucian issued the order more than once as he traveled down the mountain. It was firm and spoken in a tone that was not open to discussion.

“Go. Home.”

His cousins Constance and Sandrine followed, all the same. Their brothers and fathers had refused to allow them horses, so the girls had resorted to riding on donkeys. Lucian’s peace and quiet on the mountain was all but over.

“If Tesadora has returned to her work with them, why can’t we?” Constance shouted back.

“Because it’s not your work,” he said. “It’s not our duty or our work to take care of them. It’s Charyn’s.”

“But the valley dwellers are running from Charyn,” Sandrine argued. “So why would we expect that the very kingdom they’re running from will feed them?”

Lucian didn’t have a response for that. He had a response for very little these days, despite the questions that plagued him. And the guilt. He had held a knife to his wife’s throat. His wife who had betrayed him.

What he did know for certain was that there was talk of starvation in the valley and it was his duty, not as a Lumateran but as a man, to see how the valley dwellers were faring. He watched them for a while across the stream. They looked frail, older than the last time he had seen them. Harker was working with Kasabian on the vegetable patch that was yielding very little. Harker’s movements were furious as he hacked at the earth. After all they had done to get to this valley, he had lost a wife and daughter to plague. But had he? If Phaedra was alive, it could mean the others lived as well. Cora, too. And the other girl whose name he could not remember. He crossed the stream, and within moments Constance and Sandrine were hurrying ahead toward Tesadora, who was on the rock face of one of the higher caves. He was about to follow but stopped at the sight of Rafuel sitting outside one of the lower caves with Donashe and his men.

Weeks before the supposed death of Phaedra and the women, Rafuel had been a prisoner of Lumatere. Circumstances had changed Lucian’s mind about the Charynite, and a trust had built between them. Lucian and the Queen’s Guard had agreed to send Rafuel down to the valley as a spy for both Lumatere and the Charynite priests Rafuel answered to. Men who were desperate for peace in their kingdom. Within days, Rafuel, taking the name Matteo, had established a place alongside Donashe, the leader of a group of cutthroats who had slaughtered seven unarmed supposed Charynite traitors. Donashe answered to those who had taken control of Charyn’s army, and Lucian knew that the people of the valley feared for their lives. But they had nowhere else to go, and Lucian had no way of getting rid of Donashe and his men without involving Lumatere in a war.

Since Phaedra’s “death,” Lucian had no idea who Rafuel was aligned with. All he knew was that Rafuel had been the one to remove the five women from the caves and had lied about Phaedra’s death. What else had he lied about?

Lucian wanted answers. He made his way toward the group, his eyes meeting Rafuel’s the moment the Charynite looked up. Rafuel stood, and as soon as he was close, Lucian’s fist connected with Rafuel’s face. He watched the Charynite’s head snap back as he stumbled to the ground. Suddenly the murderer Donashe was up on his feet, furious.

“It’s nothing,” Rafuel said, fighting to regain his breath, wiping blood from his mouth. “Leave it, Donashe. These Monts cannot control their emotions.”

“You are a lying traitor —”

“Lucian!” Tesadora shouted, and Lucian heard the warning in her voice as she scrambled down the rock steps followed by his cousins and Japhra. “This is my fight,” she said, pulling him away. “Japhra is one of my girls.” Tesadora gripped Lucian’s arm, her fingernails deep in his flesh. She was protecting Rafuel, making it seem as if Lucian’s fury was about Rafuel sharing a bed with a Lumateran girl.

“Is this about one of their women?” Donashe asked, laughing. He held a hand out to Rafuel, lifting him to his feet, patting him on the back.

Lucian pointed a finger at Rafuel.

“I want a word in private.”

“Perhaps our Matteo is a man much like yourself, friend,” Donashe said to Lucian. “Perhaps he enjoys pounding into women of foreign blood.”

Lucian flew at Donashe, and it took Rafuel, Tesadora, and Japhra to hold him back. Kasabian rushed toward them and stood between Lucian and the camp leader.

“We don’t pound into our women like you Charynite rapists!” Lucian shouted.

“What are you doing, lad?” Kasabian asked, trying to push him back. “Ignore him, Lucian. Come now.”

Lucian’s blood boiled, and his gaze fixed on Donashe, who had the smarts to look afraid.

“Call me friend again, and I’ll cut out your tongue,” Lucian threatened before he looked at Rafuel. “I said I want a word.”

“Go with him,” Donashe said to Rafuel, relishing the control he believed he had in the valley. Lucian gripped Rafuel and pushed him forward as they walked back toward the stream. Rafuel stumbled.

When they were at a distance, Lucian flew at the Charynite again.

“Lucian!” Tesadora shouted. “What’s gotten into you?”

“What’s gotten into me, Tesadora?” he shot back. “What’s gotten into you? Choosing that mad-bitch daughter of our enemy over our queen?”

Rafuel closed his eyes, shaking his head. “You’ve seen her?”

Lucian’s fist connected again, and when Rafuel was down, he pushed the Charynite’s face into the ground. Tesadora and Japhra pulled him away.

“Colluding with this traitor, Tesadora?” Lucian asked, staring down at Rafuel.

“Traitor to whom?” Rafuel hissed, pushing him. “I’m not working for you, Mont. I’m not working for him,” he added, pointing back to Donashe, who was watching. “I’m here for my people. I’m a traitor to no one.”

“Talk,” Lucian ordered. “We don’t have time, so if you have something to hide from your friends, talk to me now, Rafuel. Or that princess you have hidden may not be hiding too much longer.”

Rafuel’s eyes met Tesadora’s with regret.

“How did you find her?” he asked.

“My queen almost took a dagger to her throat,” Tesadora said. “Who is taking care of things out there, Rafuel? She’s running around like a savage.”

“Gods!” Rafuel cursed. “Who else knows?”

Lucian watched Kasabian approach.

“Not a word,” Rafuel whispered hoarsely. “Not a word, I’m begging you.” His eyes found Japhra’s. “I need to see the woman, and at least Donashe won’t question why I’m not in the camp if I’m with you, Japhra.”

“No,” Lucian said.

“Enough!” Japhra said firmly, and Lucian saw the surprise on everyone’s faces. “I answer for myself,” Japhra said. She looked at Rafuel and nodded, and he walked back toward Donashe and his men. Lucian watched them surround Rafuel, clapping him on the back. It made Lucian’s blood boil again. They were congratulating him on having a Lumateran woman.

“Do you feel no shame?” he said to Tesadora and Japhra.

“Only for you,” Tesadora said, her voice cold.

Harker was there before him.

“You’ve been a stranger to us, Mont.”

“I’ve been a stranger to myself, Harker,” he said. “What goes on here?”

Harker shook his head. “Nothing good. You’ve heard about Alonso and how they’ve stopped the grain wagons? Donashe and his pigs consume any food we do get. These people are starving, Lucian. And just up there,” Harker said, pointing to Lucian’s mountain, “your people are filling their bellies. Just up there.”

Lucian didn’t know what to say. He could have convinced himself that these people were not Lumatere’s responsibility, but how could they not be?

“Come,” Tesadora said to Lucian quietly. Reluctantly, he followed her up into the caves. She wanted him to see firsthand, but he didn’t have to. What was he expected to do? Defy Isaboe?

The valley dwellers were listless, worse than they were in the days Phaedra had kept their spirits high. There was barely any talk among them, and the only emotion they seemed to show was a pitiful flare of hope at the return of Tesadora and the girls. Later, they entered a cave where a handful of the men sat miserably. One man clutched Tesadora’s arm.

“Can you see to my wife?” he asked her. “They won’t let us share the same cave, and I know she’s not herself here,” he said, pointing to his heart.

“Does she suffer from melancholy?” Tesadora asked.

“I’ve not seen her in such a way since . . . since a long time ago. Since the first day of weeping eighteen years past.”

Lucian saw sorrow on Tesadora’s face. “You lost a babe?” she asked huskily.

The man nodded. “It was so close to being birthed,” he said. “And then it was gone. But we learned to live with our pain, and my wife swallowed her grief. Until now. Until all those weeks ago . . . on our journey here to the valley. We came across a girl . . . a mad-looking girl, who begged us for a ride. From the first moment my wife . . . even myself . . . from the first moment we saw her, there was a bond I cannot explain.”

Tesadora looked up at Lucian, who said, “Repeat his words in case there are some I don’t understand.” She looked at the man. “Speak.”

The man smiled at the memory. “It was as though I could look into the girl’s eyes and see a spirit I knew. My wife felt the same.” The man shook his head. “And then she was gone.”

“Gone where?” Lucian asked.

“Dead. From the plague. She was one of the younger women who took ill.”

The man’s face was pained. “And for my wife, it was as though we lost our unborn babe again.”

Lucian heard the intake of Tesadora’s breath. She bent forward and cupped the man’s face in her hands.

“I’ll go see your wife,” she said.

Lucian followed Tesadora out of the cave.

“Is it her?” he asked quietly. “The girl he was speaking of? Is it that . . . princess?”

“Shh. And don’t speak of her again,” Tesadora warned. “Don’t you risk her life, Lucian. Enough has been lost. Do you understand? Enough.”

There was more than a warning in her voice. And Lucian remembered the day they had first interrogated Rafuel in the prison on the mountain. “Have you noticed anything strange in the valley?” the Charynite had asked. Lucian remembered how Tesadora had been the one to guess that day. There were no children in the valley. They had bled from the loins of the women. Tesadora had left the prison shattered. Lucian knew she was half Charynite. She claimed it was her Charyn blood that called her to this valley.

“You lost a babe?” Lucian said. “Eighteen years past?”

Tesadora stared up at him and continued to walk, but Lucian gripped her hand.

“On the day of their weeping, you bled, didn’t you, Tesadora?”

Tesadora pulled away, and Lucian saw the tears that refused to fall.

“Mind your business, Lucian,” she said, her voice cold. “And feed these people, or may the food you put into your own mouth turn to parchment.”

Late that night, Phaedra heard a sound outside their cave.

“Did you hear that?” Cora asked.

“Shh.”

There was silence. Nothing but the sound of the malevolent wind. And then Phaedra heard it again. Three short whistles. Rafuel.

They hadn’t seen Rafuel for weeks, and something inside Phaedra made her feel uneasy. She held a finger to her lips to signal the others to stay silent. Until she saw Tesadora and Japhra and the Mont girls, Constance and Sandrine. The Mont girls gaped when they saw Phaedra.

“How . . . how could you do that to us?” Constance said. “After we gave you a home. How could you do that to Lucian?”

“I warned you not to make a fuss,” Tesadora told Constance. “If you can’t keep silent, go back to the camp.”

Sandrine began to weep, while Constance stared at Phaedra with anger. And hurt.

Meanwhile, Phaedra’s companions were as furious as the Monts, turning on Rafuel.

“Why trust Lumaterans over Gies and our men?” Ginny cried.

“You need to tell Harker,” Jorja said.

“Father will know what to do,” Florenza added.

“If you can trust anyone, it’s Kasabian,” Cora snapped.

Tesadora threw them a scathing look.

“You’d think death would have silenced you all,” she muttered. She knelt beside Quintana, and Phaedra saw the beauty of Tesadora’s face now more than ever. Her eyes, normally so hostile, danced with joy and life, with an almost purple hue to them. Her hair looked silver in the light of the moon. Phaedra had only seen Tesadora this animated once before. When the queen of Lumatere had sat in her tent with Princess Jasmina on her lap, laughing with the women of her kingdom. And now, here, with Quintana. Deep down, Phaedra had wanted Tesadora’s laughter and warmth herself.

The princess responded to Tesadora’s presence with a show of savage teeth, the closest thing she had to a smile.

“Are you going to let Japhra see to you?” Tesadora asked Quintana, her Charyn still weak.

“I’ll translate if you want,” Phaedra said.

Tesadora waved her away. “Oh, we understand each other, don’t we, my little savage?”

Quintana looked almost haughty with such attention, her smile now wolfish. Tesadora laughed and held a gentle hand to her cheek.

“Japhra is the best midwife we have. More than a midwife. Gifted beyond imagining.” Tesadora gently lay Quintana down. “It will seem as if she’s doing strange things, but it’s only to ensure the babe is safe.”

They lifted Quintana’s shift and Phaedra wanted to look away. The belly frightened her, but she didn’t want them to think she was a coward.

Quintana flinched at whatever Japhra was doing.

“I’ll hold your hand,” Tesadora reassured.

“I can hold it,” Phaedra said. “She’s beginning to trust me.”

“She snarls at you all day long,” Florenza said.

Tesadora turned to them, annoyed.

“Go away. Both of you. Go speak to Rafuel. He has news from the camp.”

Phaedra stood and walked outside onto the rock face, where Rafuel was speaking to Cora and Jorja.

“What is the news, Rafuel?” Phaedra said, her voice weary.

“Not good. Your father has stopped the grain, Phaedra. The older valley dwellers aren’t faring well. Donashe and his men are the lowest of dogs, and they are growing in numbers. There is also one who watches me. As if he suspects. You all need to be careful. How could you have allowed the princess out of your sight?” he said, anger in his voice. “Her throat was almost slit by Isaboe of Lumatere. What were you thinking, Phaedra?”

But I begged the Queen Isaboe not to, Phaedra wanted to cry. And she let us go. Didn’t that say something of her worth?

“How are the men?” Jorja asked. “How is my Harker?”

Rafuel shook his head. “Angry. I fear he will do something foolish and get himself killed for it. Donashe’s men don’t have the discipline of an army. They don’t have a bond to anything or anyone, including one another.” Rafuel’s eyes met Ginny’s. “Your husband and some of the other men in the valley have taken to being Donashe’s lackeys. It means their bellies are better taken care of than the rest, but they have sold their honor.”

“Well, that’s your fault,” Ginny said spitefully. “Gies is despairing without me.” She looked at the other women, nodding in satisfaction. “He’s smart to have aligned himself with those in power.”

“Those in power, you stupid girl, slaughtered seven innocent men,” Cora said.

Ginny looked away. “Well, my Gies and me, we weren’t here to have seen that, and according to Gies, those scholar lads were traitors.”

Rafuel’s stare was murderous. The seven scholars had been his men, and Phaedra knew he would never forgive himself for not dying alongside them. By the look on his face, she thought he’d strike out at Ginny. She was relieved when Tesadora and Japhra were finished with the princess and joined them.

“Will you come again soon, Matteo?” Cora said.

Rafuel didn’t correct her.

“Now that Donashe and his men believe that I’ve taken to Japhra, they may not question me slipping away more often,” Rafuel said.

“The princess is fine for now,” Japhra said in Lumateran. “The babe will be born in the spring.”

And then Tesadora, Rafuel, and the girls were gone, and Phaedra stood on the rock face watching until the last flicker of their lamps disappeared. Back inside, she lay beside the princess, turning away from her. But then she felt Quintana lean over her, her lips close to Phaedra’s ear.

“I do believe we’re going to have to kill that piece-of-nothing girl Ginny.”

Phaedra’s heart thumped to hear the words. She turned to face Quintana.

“Are you mad?”

“A knife to her side and a slit ear to ear. It’ll take us less than five seconds.”

“That’s evil.”

Her Royal Awfulness gave a laugh.

“Can you honestly say with the clearest conviction that Ginny will not betray us the first chance she is given?”

No, Phaedra thought. She couldn’t honestly say that. But nor could she sanction anything this mad girl suggested.

“Find a better way of securing Ginny’s trust,” Phaedra said. “It would help if you were nicer to your own people . . . and not just the Lumaterans.”

“Well, only one Lumateran has tried to kill me so far, as opposed to the number of Charynites who have attempted.”

What kind of a girl was this who would speak of taking another’s life so freely?

“I think —”

“Go to sleep,” Quintana said dismissively. “You’re useless to me when you feel sorry for yourself.”
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Froi woke to see five faces staring down at him.

“You fainted,” Lirah said.

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did,” Gargarin argued.

“You climbed down well enough, but the moment we touched the ground, you fainted,” Finnikin said.

“I’ve never fainted a day in my life.”

“Well, you fainted today,” Finnikin said, leaning closer, “and you’re going to really upset Perri and my father if you don’t speak Lumateran,” he added, feigning a whisper.

Froi’s eyes met Perri’s and then Trevanion’s. Neither looked happy.

“Reckon I stumbled. Hit my head on a rock,” he said in Lumateran. It felt so strange on his tongue now.

“You fainted,” Perri said, his voice flat.

If Froi had fainted in front of Gargarin, he wouldn’t have cared, but it was different in front of his captain and Perri and Finnikin. Warriors didn’t faint. Froi was shamed.

“If you like, I can tell you in Sarnak or perhaps a bit of Yut, and then we would have made it clear in quite a few languages that you fainted,” Finnikin said with a grin.

“I fainted,” he concluded miserably.

Lirah made a sound of disgust. “I can’t understand a word anyone’s saying,” she said, walking away.

Froi watched Finnikin stare after Lirah, shaking his head. “Rude, rude woman,” Finnikin muttered. “She spat at me, you know.”

Froi wanted to sink into the earth beneath him. He sighed and sat up, but the movement was too abrupt and he found himself lying back down again, his head spinning.

“Slowly,” Finnikin said, holding out a hand for a second time that day. “We’re going to have to move from here. There are still some riders out in the woods.”

“From which direction did you come?” Froi asked.

“South.”

“We head east,” Perri said.

“There’s no path east through these woods,” Froi said.

“Perri’s found one,” Finnikin said. “Come.”

Gargarin and Lirah were looking at each other as Froi approached them, and they grabbed their packs, ready to follow the others.

“Perri’s found a path east,” Froi explained, leading his horse along.

“Well, thank the gods for Perri,” Gargarin muttered, following.

Perri stopped and turned to face Gargarin, his stare deadly. But Froi stood between them, giving Gargarin a warning look.

Perri’s path was unmarked, and they followed him into a thicket of trees that joined overhead, shielding them from all sides. The horses were there and Perri tended to them. Trevanion collected kindling and tried to nurture a flame, but the twigs were too damp and it took some time for the smallest of fires.

“For warmth, not food. We can’t draw attention,” Trevanion said.

Froi watched them all. Strangely, Lirah and Gargarin looked like nobility, with their cold haughty stares and dressed in the best De Lancey had to offer. They all continued to study one another with suspicion.

“Take him,” Gargarin finally said to Finnikin, pointing at Froi. “No matter what he says, take him with you.”

Froi shook his head with fury.

“We’re traveling together whether you like it or not.”

Gargarin still refused to look at him. “I don’t need him.”

“You’re just as helpless on your own!” Froi said. “You were moments from death yesterday before I turned up.”

“And you weren’t today?” Gargarin shouted. “You’re still injured.”

“Tell them to lower their voices,” Trevanion said to Finnikin.

“I think Froi can understand you just fine,” Finnikin said to his father.

“I’m not leaving you behind,” Froi said to Gargarin and Lirah. For a minute there was only the sound of twigs snapping in the flames. He turned to Finnikin and spoke in Lumateran. “He’s useless on his own. Both of them are. Twice this year he’s trusted the wrong people.”

“Well, it’s sort of been us both times,” Finnikin said. “Rafuel tricked him into believing you were Olivier of Sebastabol, and we tricked him with the Belegonians.”

“I thought he was supposed to be brilliant,” Trevanion said, stoking the fire.

Perri’s stare was still fixed on Gargarin. “You know me,” Perri said.

“What’s he talking about?” Froi asked Finnikin with frustration.

“Why are you asking me? Perri can understand you!”

It was silent again, miserably so.

“It’s best my way,” Gargarin tried again. “You go back with them —”

“You are useless on your own, and you’re going to get Lirah killed!” Froi shouted again.

Trevanion was staring from Gargarin to Froi.

“Well, he is,” Froi said to Trevanion. “I’m not being disrespectful to the old, Captain. Every time I turn around, someone’s trying to shove him off a balcony or beat him black and blue. She even knifed him,” he said, pointing to Lirah.

“What’s he saying?” she asked Gargarin.

“We’re old, I think,” he muttered.

“He’s useless,” Froi repeated to Trevanion.

Trevanion was still looking at them, and this time he included Lirah in his study.

“Try not to remind him of that too often, Froi,” the captain said quietly. “When a son knows more than a father, it makes us feel very useless.”

Froi’s eyes smarted, and he looked away. He felt Perri’s stare burn into them all. They knew.

“His father?” Finnikin asked, stunned.

Except for Finn. Sometimes Froi thought that Finn truly believed that Froi was a Lumateran. His king had always refused to take part in any conversation that suggested otherwise.

“Not much of a father,” Trevanion continued coldly to Gargarin. “Can’t truly understand how our boy found himself in those wretched streets of Sarnak on his own if not for a father who didn’t care.”

“What did he say?” Gargarin demanded to know, his voice deadly.

Froi closed his eyes. He didn’t want to be here doing this.

“Froi?” Gargarin questioned.

It was Finnikin who repeated the words, and Froi saw the hard line of Gargarin’s mouth. Lirah was still. A serpent waiting to strike.

“Circumstances, Captain,” Gargarin said, his tone ice-cold. “You understand circumstances, don’t you? Those strange little occurrences that ensure that you’re separated from your son for more years than you want to think of. Count your blessings that yours ended up with Kristofer of the Flatlands and leave us with the misery of what happened to ours.”

Finnikin translated, still stunned.

“His father?” Finnikin continued, trying to register the information. He took in Gargarin’s slight build. “Froi comes from warrior stock. There’s no doubt of that.”

“Serker,” Perri muttered, staring at Lirah. “The mother’s a Serker.”

Finnikin looked agog, and if it was under different circumstances Froi would have mimicked him and they would have both laughed.

“You have a mother?”

Froi stole a look at Lirah.

“Her name is Lirah,” he said, his tone husky.

Finnikin held a hand to his head, as if trying to clear it.

“Lirah of Serker? The king’s whore?”

Perri nudged Finnikin, his eyes flicking toward Lirah.

“Mercy!”

Froi could see Gargarin bristling. His only relief was that a fire separated Lirah and Finnikin. Any closer and she would have struck him, for sure. Or spat.

“Anything else you’d like to tell us, Froi?” Finnikin demanded.

Lirah and Gargarin and Froi looked away.

“A double mercy! They’ve got something else to tell us.”

“Finn, leave it,” Froi said. “It’s a long story.”

“Then it’s a good thing we’re not leaving until morning.”

Froi and Finnikin sat away from the others, talking half the day and night. The more Froi spoke of the events since he had left Lumatere, the more relentless Finnikin’s questions were, his reactions ranging from shock to horror to disbelief.

“If I didn’t know you better, I’d swear you were lying to me, Froi.”

“Yes, well, you know me better,” Froi said. “What are they doing now?”

Finn peered over Froi’s shoulder to where the others were sitting in two separate pairs.

“Same as what they were doing an hour ago. Staring at each other. She’s going to win, you know. I think she’ll outstare them all.”

“No,” Froi said, shaking his head. “She can’t outstare him. No one can. Not even Perri.”

Then it was silent between them, and Froi thought he wouldn’t be able to bear another moment of this. It was as if three years hadn’t existed and they didn’t know who he was anymore.

“I . . .” Finnikin began.

Froi looked up. Waited.

“What?”

“I almost slit your father’s throat,” Finnikin said.

Froi swallowed. He didn’t want to think of what would have happened yesterday if he had come across them all too late.

Finnikin moved in closer to whisper.

“Do you want to know the truth? He actually intrigued me.”

That was Gargarin’s gift and curse. To unintentionally intrigue people, even those who wanted to slit his throat. Finnikin peered over Froi’s shoulder again.

“They’re obscenely attractive people,” Finnikin said politely. Froi couldn’t help but laugh.

“And I’m not?” he asked.

“Well, no . . . I didn’t say that. But really, Froi. Look at them.”

Froi twisted around. Perri hadn’t stopped staring at Gargarin, and Gargarin chose to deal with it by returning the stare. Froi turned back to Finnikin and for the first time in hours, the truth registered.

“You returned for me, Finn. After everything you said.”

Finnikin’s eyes were fierce with emotion.

“Do you honestly think I would have left you out here, knowing there was a small army in the vicinity?”

“I’m surprised you were able to convince Perri and your father to return.”

Finnikin laughed. “All I had to do was stop the horse and say, ‘I think . . .’ and they were racing back into the woods to you.”

Froi laughed and it felt good. Real.

“Can I tell you something without you beating me up?” he asked.

Finnikin nodded.

“Isaboe . . . she told me about her time as a slave because we were speaking of shame. She had seen awful things. What men did to their slaves and what some of the other girls had done to keep her safe. I told her worse things . . . what I’d done and what I’d allowed others to do to me.”

Froi shook his head, wanting to clear his mind of it all.

“She said that she couldn’t bear sharing more of her misery with you, Finn. She’ll never forget her curse and that you suffer everything she feels when she walks the sleep. She couldn’t add more suffering to someone she adores with every ounce of her being. Her words.”

Froi looked up, feeling wonder. “You’re loved with every ounce of another’s being, Finn. How could you doubt her?”

Finnikin grimaced, shook his head.

“You have a strong bond with Isaboe, Froi,” he said uneasily. “Don’t deny it.”

“I have an equally strong bond with you, my friend,” Froi said. “It’s not that I desire one of you over the other. It’s that I want what you have together. I know that despite everything . . . it must eat at your heart that you’re her consort and not her king. . . .”

Finnikin shook his head again.

“It’s not about having power over her,” Finnikin explained. “If I was the king, I could take care of her. I could keep her free from the troubles of Lumatere, which seem endless. And so trite. Honestly, Froi, ours are such ungrateful people at times. Despite our hard work, all we hear are complaints and woe and who suffered most and whose soil deserves more. Why can’t they just be happy with what we’ve got? We have our kingdom back, but no one seems truly happy, and I’m frightened that it’s now in our blood. That we’ll pass on that dissatisfaction to our children and our children’s children and that we’ll be the ancients one day and our descendants will say, ‘Ah, yes, a melancholy, dour lot.’”

Froi let him speak. He knew Finnikin would never express these feelings to others.

“And if I was the king, she could spend afternoons making friends and having them over for sweet cakes and hot brew. Do you know her greatest sadness? That she may have Beatriss and Lady Abian and Tesadora, but she would love friends her own age. She could have had Celie, but Isaboe made a sacrifice allowing Celie a life in Belegonia, and Isaboe hangs on every word of Celie’s adventures with the young people of the Belegonian court. She’s a queen and a mother, but I think she grieves the young girl she never got to be.”

Froi couldn’t help thinking of Quintana. Of the girl she never got to be. Isaboe and Quintana had more in common than anyone chose to believe.

Finnikin sighed and stood, looking over Froi’s shoulder at the others. “What are we going to do about them? Your Gargarin is going to provoke Perri into beating him to a pulp.”

Froi looked back at Gargarin, who was still exchanging stares with Perri.

“Could you just tell Perri to ignore him?” Froi said. He could protect Gargarin from the enemy, but not these men.

Finnikin gave a short laugh.

“You know what Perri’s like. He’s not going to stop until he works out where he knows him from.”

“He doesn’t know him,” Froi insisted.

Froi couldn’t bear an entire night of this silence.

“Do something, Finn. Talk to them. You’re good at making conversation.”

Finnikin stood, and Froi followed him back to the others. He stoked the fire, although it was fine as it was. An owl hooted, and Froi wished that everyone would just turn in.

“Perhaps we can have a word, sir?” Finnikin said to Gargarin.

Froi shook his head in warning. First mistake.

“I’m not a sir,” Gargarin snapped.

“Can I draw you something?” Finnikin said, retrieving parchment from his pack. “An idea I have for a drainage system I want to introduce to the Flatlands in my kingdom.”

Gargarin didn’t respond. Finnikin glanced at Froi, who nodded. A lack of response from Gargarin was not a bad thing, all things considered. Especially when someone was speaking about drainage.

Finnikin sketched for some time and then handed the parchment to Gargarin. Lirah looked over Gargarin’s shoulder to study what was there.

“Where did you get the idea from?” Gargarin asked. Froi could see he was impressed.

“The ancient Haladyans,” Finnikin replied.

“Those goat swivers,” Lirah said.

Gargarin chuckled. “I’ve never quite believed those tales. Remember, they were written by Aristos, Lirah. Not much of a fan of the Haladyans.”

“Aristos was jealous,” Finnikin said, glaring at Lirah, and Froi could see he was bristling on behalf of the Haladyans.

“I’ve always said that those who underestimate the worth of the Haladyans are fools indeed,” Gargarin said.

Finnikin made a sound of satisfaction and looked at Trevanion. “Have I not always said that?”

“Are they the ones who lost?” Trevanion asked.

“Not quite lost. It was all about the surrender,” Gargarin said.

“A surrender for a surrender,” Finnikin confirmed, and Gargarin nodded.

They seemed to be the only two interested in a Haladyan battle that ended when two sides surrendered to each other.

“Ridiculous,” Perri muttered, walking away.

Finnikin turned back to Gargarin. “My wife claims the Haladyans were a bunch of men in skirts who made too many mistakes,” he said. “And that the surrender-for-surrender battle is a myth made up by men who enjoy crying over campfires and telling battle stories.”

Gargarin made a hissing sound of irritation. “Ah, yes, that wife.”

But the conversation had broken the ice, and the two spoke well into the night while Froi penned a letter to the priest-king and to Lord August, laughing when Lirah said something to irritate Finnikin. Froi had always respected his king’s intelligence but had never appreciated it as much as on this night. He hadn’t seen Gargarin so relaxed in conversation before. There was nothing forced between these two men. In another life, they would have been friends.

“Can you sketch something else, Finn? And take it back to the priest-king with this letter?” Froi asked.

Finnikin nodded, quill poised to begin.

“This,” Froi said, removing his cap and showing them the markings on his skull.

He heard Lirah’s gasp, and suddenly they were all around him, tracing the lettering with inquisitive fingers.

“You’ve been injured,” Perri said, not the least bit interested in the lettering. Froi felt Perri’s fingers on the dent caused by the arrow.

“I ran into a bit of trouble weeks ago. All good now,” Froi said.

He watched Finnikin copy the lettering.

“How did you possibly catch a bolt to the head?” Trevanion asked.

“It was an ambush,” Gargarin said. Regardless of how little Lumateran Gargarin understood, it was clear what was being asked.

Finnikin looked at Gargarin. “What’s he not telling us?” he demanded. “About this ambush?”

“There’s more,” Gargarin said. Froi grimaced, shaking his head.

“It’s finished,” Froi said. “I’m cured. Leave it.”

“I told you,” Perri said to Trevanion. “He never favors his left from right, and there was no reason for him not to have held on to the branch.”

The five waited, and Froi reluctantly removed his tunic and undershirt. They stared in horror.

Gargarin reached over and traced his hand gently across the scar on Froi’s chest.

“He sewed you.”

“He thinks he’s a genius,” Froi said, and laughed reluctantly. There was a pained smile on Gargarin’s face.

“Gargarin has a brother who is a physician,” Froi explained to the others. “They look the same, you know,” he couldn’t help adding. “Twins. I’d never seen twins before.”

“We have a pair on the Rock,” Finnikin said.

“You should never have trusted anyone,” Trevanion said.

Froi covered up quickly, shivering. He noticed that Perri’s stare was back on Gargarin.

“How is Lucian faring?” Froi asked, trying to take Perri’s attention away from whatever it was that seemed to irritate him about Gargarin.

He noticed the uneasy look between Trevanion and Perri.

“Finn?” Froi asked, praying that nothing had happened to Yata or any of Lucian’s lads.

“Lucian lost Phaedra of Alonso,” Finnikin said. “They were close to reconciling, and he lost her.”

“She went home to her father?” Froi asked.

Finn shook his head, and suddenly Froi knew the truth.

“Dead? Dead? How?”

“The plague in the north. It’s been a bleak time in the valley for the Charynites.”

And still Perri stared at Gargarin, and Froi knew that if Perri wanted to strike, there would be no stopping him.

“He’s not a threat, Perri,” Froi said, a plea in his voice. “On my life, he’s not a threat!”

Perri’s stare didn’t waver until he turned to Froi.

“My Charyn is weak. Can you fill in my words?”

Froi was confused by the request but nodded.

“In the first days after we took back Lumatere,” Perri began, “I escorted the impostor king and his men to the dungeons. Inside one of the cells was a Charynite, half-starved and mad, and I thought nothing of it and locked them up together. Later it occurred to me that if the man was in the dungeons, the impostor king must have placed him there. So I returned to the dungeon and moved the Charynite into another cell, intending to come back the next day to find out why he was imprisoned.

“But one morning, as we know, the impostor and his men were poisoned.”

“By whom?” Gargarin asked, listening to the translation.

“Not your concern,” Finnikin responded.

There was an uncomfortable silence.

“I discovered that the Charynite was innocent of any crime against Lumatere,” Perri said. “So thankfully he escaped death.”

Froi couldn’t understand why Perri was telling this story, but he realized how much he missed the blunt way Perri spoke.

“I sent for the priest-king, and he and this man spoke for hours. The Charynite had a strange tale to tell about a child long ago smuggled out of Charyn, and how this man had been traveling through Lumatere to Sarnak to retrieve the boy, who was then five.” Perri looked up. Suddenly, he had the audience he deserved. Gargarin and Lirah exchanged glances, and Froi’s heart was hammering.

“The prisoner had taken that journey thirteen years ago.”

Froi was beginning to understand. The Charynite was the messenger Simeon had spoken about, who had never arrived in Sarnak to retrieve Dafar of Abroi. Froi realized why.

“He became trapped by the curse?” Froi asked.

Perri nodded. “In the early days of the curse, the Charynite prisoner had hidden in the forest between the borders of Sendecane and Sarnak. He even made Tesadora’s acquaintance and was one of two men who hid the novices of Lagrami. Remember, the novices were smuggled out of the palace village one night and Tesadora hid them with the novices of Sagrami. The prisoner was found by the impostor king’s men and arrested, mistaken for a traitor back in Charyn. They placed him in the palace dungeon, and he stayed there for ten years. The second man, a young soldier named John, who helped the prisoner save the novices, was hanged.”

Finnikin was intrigued. “I remember this. The priest-king petitioned Isaboe to have a prisoner released on religious grounds. He was the first Charynite we sent home.”

Froi remembered Tesadora telling him the story.

Perri pointed at Gargarin. “He had your face.”

Froi stared at Gargarin, speechless.

“What did he say, Froi?” Gargarin demanded. “What?”

Froi couldn’t respond. He thought of the fury Gargarin and De Lancey had felt for all those years they were unable to find Arjuro. He thought of the Charyn word for traitor scorched on Arjuro’s back.

“Froi!” Gargarin asked. “What did he say?”

“Arjuro,” Froi whispered. “Arjuro was trapped in Lumatere for ten years in a bid to bring me home, and the impostor king and his men imprisoned him for all of that time . . . because they thought he was you.”

Lirah covered her face with her hands. Gargarin stumbled to his feet, staring at Perri, stunned. Then he turned and walked away. Moments later, they heard the roar of fury and the sound of Gargarin’s staff striking the tree. Froi turned to see the splintered pieces and heard Gargarin’s grunt of rage with every blow. Froi started to stand but felt Lirah’s firm grip on his wrist.

“Leave him.”

Finnikin watched Gargarin. “Well, that makes better sense. Now I see the resemblance.”

The next morning, Perri handed Froi the reins of his horse, Beast.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Perri. He’s yours.”

“I’ll be home in three days. You won’t.” Perri said. “I’ll ride with Finn.”

“No, you’ll —”

“Take it,” Lirah said, and when Froi didn’t, she reached for the reins. “It’s a Serker horse — did you know that? The king ordered the slaughter of the Serker people, and the army took the horses. The king’s army invaded Lumatere on these horses as a show of strength.”

Froi stared at the reins, and before he could speak, Perri walked away and mounted Finn’s horse.

Overwhelmed and unable to speak, Froi handed Finn three letters. They embraced quickly. Finn held out a straight hand to Gargarin, and Froi wanted to laugh at how rigid it seemed.

“Sir Topher of the Flatlands is the smartest man I know,” Finnikin said. “And Froi seems to think you’re a smart one yourself. One would like to think that a collection of smart people can put their heads together and do something right for once in this cursed land. Not just for their own kingdom but for the whole of Skuldenore.”

Gargarin was silent. He had said very little since the news of Arjuro, but Froi could see the strength of the handshake between the two men.

“Walk with us, Froi,” Trevanion said, and Froi obeyed, feeling the captain’s hand on his shoulder. At first he believed the captain wanted to speak, but as always with Trevanion, his silence spoke loudly. At his horse, Trevanion handed him a quiver of arrows.

“You know where your home is,” the captain said, mounting his horse, and then they were gone.

Yet Froi didn’t know where home was anymore. He wanted to return to Lumatere, and he wanted to stay in Charyn. What strangeness was that? To belong in two kingdoms. He felt a sob rise within him that he swallowed hard the moment he felt Lirah and Gargarin at his shoulders.

“They think they own you,” Lirah said.

They do, he wanted to shout. Half of his heart.

“Where to?” he asked instead.

“We go to the priests of Trist,” Gargarin said. “I need to see my brother.”
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They reached Sebastabol two days later, and Froi felt as if he had been gone for an eternity rather than merely a week. Although he had a fair idea where he and Arjuro had exited the underground community of Trist, it was Gargarin who led them to the entrance on the outskirts of the province, knowing the exact words to speak to the Sebastabolian who lived in a cottage above it. The woman signaled for them to follow with their horses to the stable outside. When the horses were settled, she showed them back inside wordlessly and led them down into the basement.

“Something’s wrong,” Froi whispered to Gargarin and Lirah as they climbed down the shaft. Gargarin didn’t respond. Froi glanced at him, wondering what his relationship with the hidden priests was. A fury remained in Gargarin after his reaction to Arjuro’s imprisonment in Lumatere. Froi had no idea when it was going to unleash itself.

Froi knew exactly where to find Arjuro’s cavern, hurrying through the strangely quiet passageways that he had last seen bustling with voices and life. But Arjuro’s chamber lay empty. His books and surgical instruments were still there, but Froi sensed that the room hadn’t been inhabited for days. He wondered if Arjuro had returned from accompanying him, or had the priestling met foul play somewhere on that ghostly road that cut across the kingdom?

Froi watched Gargarin pick up one of Arjuro’s medical chronicles. They heard a sound behind them and Marte was there. She beckoned with a hand but didn’t speak.

“Marte, what’s happened here?” Froi asked as they followed her down the passageway. But she didn’t respond. “Marte, speak to me!”

Gargarin placed a finger to his own lips to quiet Froi. He pointed to the inside of one of the caverns they passed, and Froi saw a couple huddled together, weeping quietly.

“They’re in mourning,” Gargarin whispered. “It’s forbidden to speak outside a private chamber.”

Although Froi could see no sign of destruction, his memory of Tariq’s compound made him fear the worst. They reached the residence of the collegiati, where the young men and women were huddled in individual cubicles, heads down solemnly. One looked up, curious to see Gargarin. Marte hurried along, and they followed her to the tunnel that Froi knew would lead them to Simeon’s chamber, down in the next level.

The girl left them there, and Froi climbed down before helping Lirah and Gargarin.

Simeon was seated at his desk, head bent over his correspondence. He continued with his work, not indicating whether he even knew they were there.

“Where’s my brother?” Gargarin demanded, his voice abrupt.

Simeon finished what he was writing, and only then did he put down his quill.

“What’s happened here, Simeon?” Froi asked, giving Gargarin a warning look. “Why the silence?”

The Head Priest finally stood up, and Froi saw emptiness in the man’s stare.

“Gargarin says you’re in a state of mourning.”

Simeon glanced at Gargarin, ignoring Lirah completely.

“Who’s dead, Simeon?” Froi asked. “Where’s Arjuro?”

“Arjuro has gone to sing home the spirits of the dead. I don’t know when he’ll be back. Last time he was sent on a mission, he didn’t return for ten years.”

Before Froi could speak another word, Gargarin hobbled to Simeon and pressed the Trist leader to the wall of the cave.

“I came here and begged to know where my brother was,” Gargarin hissed, close to Simeon’s ear. “And all those years, you told me nothing. Nothing.”

Froi stood between them, shoving Gargarin away gently. After months of contained silence, suddenly Gargarin had turned into a madman.

Simeon pushed past them and walked back to his stool.

“You were last seen in the palace throwing the oracle and a child to their deaths, Gargarin,” the priest said calmly. “Witnessed by your brother. Regardless of what I know now, how could I possibly have trusted you when you came searching for Arjuro?”

“Because he was my brother and I had the right to know he was trapped in Lumatere.”

Simeon rubbed at his jaw and poured water from the pitcher.

“Ten years ago when you came searching for him, we had no idea where Arjuro was. We suspected he had reached Sarnak and that he had been forced to travel the long way home back to Charyn because of the Lumateran curse.”

He took a sip of his water, and Froi noticed his trembling hands.

“We never imagined that Arjuro was trapped inside Lumatere, let alone imprisoned. Most of us hoped he had found the boy and kept him safe all that time. We were shocked when he returned as skin and bones with no idea of Dafar’s whereabouts.”

But Gargarin was shaking his head, and Froi knew that if it wasn’t for Lirah’s hand on his shoulder, he would have attacked Simeon again.

“You know what I think frightened you, Priest?” Gargarin spat. “That I would have searched and found him. That I would have convinced him to stay away from this cesspit of a kingdom. You priests were no better than the palace. You wanted to own the most powerful spirits in this kingdom, and you weren’t willing to let Arjuro go.”

Simeon’s stare stayed impassive.

“We see events in different ways, Gargarin,” he said. “You say we wanted to own, and we say we wanted to protect. From the very beginning, the palace wanted what the godshouse nurtured. And what they couldn’t possess, they destroyed. There’s nothing more frightening to those in charge than learned people; it’s why the palace always strikes at brilliant young minds and those who teach them.”

Gargarin made a sound of disgust.

“Your weakness, Gargarin, was your ambition. Did you know the oracle didn’t trust you and would have done everything to keep Arjuro away from his brother in the palace?”

“Oh, she told you that, did she? After your elders snatched her from her people when she was thirteen? Don’t talk to me about ambition, old man.”

Gargarin’s eyes blazed with emotion. “My weakness was my brother,” he continued, “and nothing awed me more than his blessings. My ambition sprung from wanting his respect. And you didn’t trust me with the truth of where he was because you would have done anything to sever the tie between us.”

Simeon waved away Gargarin’s words.

“All the same, we’ve finally found a use for you.”

Froi bristled at Simeon’s tone and words. He had never seen Gargarin as the lesser brother, but until Gargarin’s time in the palace as a young man, it seemed he had always come second to Arjuro. Especially in the eyes of those in the godshouse.

“The provincari are meeting in Sebastabol city as we speak,” Simeon said. “To decide the fate of the kingdom and to determine if there is truth in the mad Quintana’s words. Yet there was no invitation to those of us who represent the godshouse.”

Simeon’s lips thinned with displeasure. “Charyn cannot start anew without the blessing of the godshouse. It’s a good thing you’ve arrived at this time, Gargarin. The provincari will listen to you. If you want a place for those like your brother in the new Charyn, you go and see them. Talk on our behalf.”

Gargarin shook his head. “I’m here to collect Arjuro, not to be sent on a fool’s errand for the godshouse. Haven’t my brother and I given enough for Charyn?”

“We all have,” Simeon said, and Froi saw a flare of pain in the old man’s eyes.

“You priests all hid the moment you could and let this kingdom go to ruin,” Gargarin said.

“Yet you trusted us with the last born all those years ago,” Simeon reminded him. “We must have been worth something once, Gargarin.”

“Necessity. Nothing else.”

Simeon nodded, his eyes suddenly on Froi.

“It’s a good thing, then. Because despite everything, our last born was clever enough to stay alive. And if we are to believe Arjuro, Dafar has done more than stay alive. He’s fathered a curse breaker.”

“So you’ll take credit for that now?” Gargarin asked. “Are you writing your letters to priests across the kingdom, Simeon?” he added, looking at the quill and parchment on Simeon’s desk. “Congratulating yourself?”

“No, not at all,” Simeon said. “I’m writing a letter to my daughter to advise that the corpse of her son is lying in the grasslands beyond Serker with his eyes gouged out by vultures. His spirit perhaps lost for eternity. You see, my grandson Rothen was a dreamer, Gargarin. He dreamed of a Charyn for smart men and women who didn’t live like rats underground. He dreamed of his paintings adorning city walls. He dreamed of a godshouse that would become a school to educate men and women about the glory of Charyn’s past. All under the eye of a benevolent future king.”

Froi’s eyes went to the three words written in gold on the ceiling.

“Don’t talk to me about sacrifice,” Simeon said, his voice pained. “Eight scholars left this cave in search of hope, and the bodies of seven have returned.”

“Rafuel?” Froi asked, heavy with the grief for seven men he never knew.

Simeon looked away. “Arjuro has traveled with one of the priests who knew the lads, in an attempt to work out who is not accounted for. Arjuro hopes to sing them home. Perhaps a spirit has strayed behind, lost. We know for certain they did not die where they lay and that it may have been some weeks back, perhaps months.”

“Is Arjuro powerful enough to bring home their spirits if their deaths are not recent?” Froi asked.

“Who knows what he can do?” Simeon said. “He’s there more for our peace of mind.”

Froi couldn’t help thinking that the scholars had been forced to stay in the Lumateran valley because of him. Finnikin and Isaboe had insisted that Rafuel was not to be released until Froi returned from his mission. Rafuel’s companions had refused to leave without him.

“Rafuel was held captive by my people because of an incident with one of our women,” Froi said quietly. “Perhaps it saved his life.”

But Simeon’s attention was on Gargarin. “What have the provincari sacrificed for Charyn?” Simeon asked him bitterly. “Nothing. If anyone buried their heads in the ground, it was them, and now they join to take control of this kingdom. If you love your brother, Gargarin, give the godshouse a voice in the new Charyn.”

“I came here for my brother. Nothing more.”

Gargarin turned and walked away from the chamber. Froi could see that he was shaken by the news of the seven deaths, despite his anger.

Lirah began to follow Gargarin.

“Talk to him,” Simeon said to Froi.

“I can’t control Gargarin,” Froi said.

“But she can,” Simeon said, acknowledging Lirah for the first time. Lirah turned back with the disdain she showed most people.

“You don’t know Gargarin of Abroi if you think he can be controlled by another,” she said. “Any more than the priests or the oracle could control Arjuro.”

Lirah left, but Froi stayed. He was worried for the old man. Despite his cold nature, Simeon had softened each time he spoke about his grandson Rothen.

“Your loss is felt,” Froi said, “but the brothers have given enough for this kingdom. Leave them to their peace.”

“Do you know how Charyn will have peace, Dafar? With one of the brothers in the palace, and the other in the godshouse. Without that sort of peace, the little king she claims to carry will not survive. That mad girl’s son will not stand a chance.”

“That mad girl has a name,” Froi said. “It’s Quintana, and soon she’ll be the mother of a king or curse breaker. If you want honor in this kingdom, Simeon, preach to the people of Charyn that the mother of their king endured everything to break their curse.”

Simeon shook his head disbelievingly.

“Sometimes you sound like a simpleton,” the priest said, his voice scathing.

“Then, so be it,” Froi said. “The father of your future king is a simpleton, and the mother is mad. But Charyn has a better chance with whatever Quintana and I created together than with any other.”

In Arjuro’s cave, Gargarin was surrounded by the collegiati who had once tended to Froi, their voices hushed.

“Your face is thinner,” one said to Gargarin, reaching out to touch it. Gargarin flinched and moved away.

One young man, Corris, showed Gargarin pages of drawings.

“For the godshouse,” Corris said, excited. “Arjuro promised that if there’s peace in Charyn, he will return to the oracle’s godshouse and bring it back to what it once was. The most powerful place of learning in this entire land.”

“Yes, well, the Belegonians will love to hear that,” Gargarin said. “They believe they’re the smartest.”

“And the Osterians?” Marte said.

There were snorts. “Their godlings know nothing compared to us priestlings,” one pompous lad said.

“Who says you’re a priestling, anyway?” Corris asked.

“Hush. We grieve the lads,” another said.

“Rothen and the lads would be the first to agree,” Corris said. “The Osterians are idiots.”

Marte was the only one to notice Froi. “Did you see the way he sewed up the Lumateran?” she asked Gargarin. There were glances from the other collegiati, but Froi was unimportant to them in the scheme of things.

Corris showed Gargarin another sketch. “For the godshouse walls.”

Gargarin took it and studied the drawing. “You have a gift,” he acknowledged.

“But I am not gods’ touched,” the young man said. “Sir, my talents lie in drawing bridges and ditches. I’ve heard of your work. Take me to the palace with you and I’ll create the greatest —”

“And who says I’m going to the palace?” Gargarin said.

The young men and women exchanged looks.

“Simeon says there’s no one better than Arjuro’s brother to guide the future king,” Marte said. “We look forward to living in a world beyond these cave walls.”

There were sounds of agreement, and for the first time, Froi saw a beauty in their hopeful, pale faces.

“How can one draw without having seen the true shadings of the land?” Corris argued. “See this,” he added, pointing to one of his sketches. “I’m not good with light and color because I’ve not had a chance to truly study it. But I want to see it. They say the colors over Paladozza will take my breath away. That the light illuminating the north inspires awe.”

Corris glanced at Lirah. “Can I draw you?” he asked, his cheeks reddening. “Your face seems to have been sculpted by the gods.”

“Yes, well, I should thank them for that when I see them,” she said coolly. “Because such a gift has afforded me so much joy in my life.”

But somehow the passion of these scholars had softened both Gargarin and Lirah.

“Can you draw him?” Lirah asked, pointing at Froi.

The young man looked taken aback, then studied Froi’s face. Froi didn’t enjoy the attention. If it wasn’t his wounds being examined, it was now his face, as if they hadn’t noticed it before.

“Your eyes have a touch of Serker,” one of the girls said to Froi.

“According to the chronicles of Trist, the seed of Serker has been scattered far and wide in the land,” Marte said.

“Even in Lumatere?” one asked.

“Especially in Lumatere. They were our neighbors — are our neighbors.”

Corris continued to study Froi. “The Lumateran has the sort of face that only a mother could love,” he joked.

“Draw him,” Lirah ordered.

Gargarin was quiet that night after the collegiati left.

“What are your thoughts?” he finally asked Froi.

“What are yours?” Froi asked in return.

Froi heard a sound of irritation come from Gargarin. He wondered if it was weariness but sensed it was something more.

“We’re too close to Sebastabol city to walk away,” Gargarin said. “I say we listen to what the provincari have to suggest. If they combine an army to search for Quintana, then they may have a chance to return her and the babe to the palace.”

“Will you speak for the priests?” Froi asked.

Gargarin hesitated.

“A man’s losing his grandson doesn’t make him a man you can trust,” he said. “But he does have a point. The godshouse needs to exist, and that won’t be the priority of the provincari once things have settled. The priests can’t afford to be left behind in talks of the new Charyn.”

“Then, why your doubt?” Froi asked.

“Because I don’t trust them,” Gargarin said flatly. “There is no denying that the people loved the godshouse before the curse. If Charyn begins again and the priests find themselves an oracle from the gods know where, then the priests may take control.”

“And how is that any worse than the provincari?”

“At least the provincari keep one another honest to a certain degree,” Gargarin said. “Remember, it was the priests who sent out Rafuel in search of a king killer. Who is to say that they don’t have an entire army hiding somewhere? I don’t want Simeon’s people finding Quintana first. I don’t want any of them finding Quintana, except for a combined army. There must be a balance of power, Froi. For Charyn to survive, there must.”
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It rained for days and days, and Phaedra could have endured the damp if it weren’t for the company of the other women. Strange that she had liked them well enough in the Charynite camp, but confinement had turned them into bitter cell mates.

In their boredom, they spoke of every person with ugly words, judgment in each breath. Jorja and her daughter had learned to gossip with the nobility of Nebia. Cora never ever had anything good to say about anyone but her brother, and Ginny had praise for no one but men. By the third day of rain, they had covered every camp dweller’s life and had no choice but to start on the Lumaterans, beginning with Tesadora. Ginny believed she was a witch and the others half agreed.

“I saw her once,” Phaedra said, her cheeks flushed. “With her scarred lover.”

“You saw them?” Cora asked.

“I saw them.”

Cora looked annoyed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Phaedra. I’m sure many people have seen them. It’s no secret she has a lover.”

“No,” Phaedra said, feeling her face become even warmer. “I saw them.” She put her hands together. “Together. Naked. No . . . not naked. I don’t think they even took the time to remove their clothing. It was out in the woods. I heard them first. . . .”

She regretted the words the moment she spoke them.

Enough, Phaedra.

“And then you saw them,” Ginny mocked, looking for the others to join in, but no one in the cave was interested in Ginny. Phaedra didn’t care to elaborate and hoped that very soon one of the women would find the next victim to scrutinize.

“Swiving,” Quintana finally announced. She never joined in, not having known the camp dwellers. She just watched with disdain. “That’s what she means.”

Ginny choked out a laugh, and the others flinched to hear the word. It was the second time Phaedra had heard the princess use it. She had only heard the word spoken by one of her father’s guards once, never out of the mouth of a woman. Matters of the body and the mysteries of what men and women did behind closed doors were not spoken about in such crude terms.

“You saw them mating?” Cora asked.

Phaedra looked away, nodding. She caught Quintana’s stare. It was almost curious. She heard an ugly laugh from Ginny.

“You’re not still intact, are you, Phaedra?” she mocked. When Phaedra didn’t respond, Ginny snorted. “But you are!”

The women were suddenly interested in what Ginny had to say. They waited for Phaedra’s response.

Phaedra’s face was burning now. “Of course I’m not,” she mumbled. “I was married.”

“Well, I heard . . .” Ginny shrugged and Phaedra saw spite in her face. “I heard the Mont sent you back because you didn’t satisfy him.”

Quintana stared at Phaedra with an I-told-you-so look in her eyes. She was the last person Phaedra wanted commiserating with her about spousal life.

“I’ve seen the Mont,” Ginny continued, relishing the attention of an audience. “If he was sharing my bed”— she shrugged — “there would be no sending me back.”

“You’re an idiot of a girl,” Cora said.

“There’s nothing wrong with enjoying it,” Ginny snapped. “There’s nothing wrong with bringing a man pleasure.”

Florenza looked at her mother. “Is that true?”

Jorja looked pensive and then brushed a lock of hair from Florenza’s pretty face.

“Of course, my princess. Don’t let anyone ever convince you otherwise. But we have to find you the right man first.”

“See?” Ginny said spitefully to Cora. “Even Lady Muck of the Sewers agrees.”

There was an exchange among them all, and the words hag and slut bounced off the cave walls. Quintana was strangely quiet, and Phaedra caught her staring at Jorja.

“She’s not a princess,” Quintana said, her voice cold. “Your daughter. Why is it that so many girls in this land presume to be one?”

“It’s just a word of endearment, Princess,” Jorja said disdainfully.

“Funny that when you use it to address me, it’s not endearing at all, Jorja of Nebia. And it’s Your Majesty, if you please. I was married to King Tariq. The title of Queen is mine.”

The mood in the cave changed, and Jorja had the good sense to look fearful. Quintana was a mystery to them still. They had no idea whom she was aligned to, or what lay behind the madness. Was it a façade? Worse still, they had no idea what she was capable of. But people like Jorja knew exactly what Quintana’s father had been capable of. Harker, Jorja, and their daughter had escaped a province aligned with the dead king. They had heard stories from the surviving Serkers. As much as Phaedra didn’t like the air of superiority enjoyed by Jorja and Florenza, she understood that they had a strong sense of right and wrong. They had given up everything for it. A place in the Nebian provincaro’s court. Land. Privilege. Everything Harker and Jorja had worked for all their lives. As hard as life in the valley seemed, Jorja was there because she had two weaknesses. Her husband and her daughter.

“I want to hear about Phaedra and her Mont,” Ginny said, and Phaedra didn’t know what was worse: the idea of what the queen of Charyn would do to Jorja or listening to more talk about her failure with Lucian.

“There’s nothing to say,” Phaedra mumbled.

“Did you at least enjoy it?” Florenza asked, curious.

Phaedra was silent.

“She didn’t enjoy it, poor girl,” Ginny continued. Ginny only came to life when talking about keeping a man happy.

“You don’t have to be embarrassed, Phaedra,” Florenza said, all too eager to hear the woes of Phaedra’s life. “Tell us more. It’s just certain words that we don’t use.”

Florenza sent a quick look at Quintana.

“Such as swiving?” Quintana asked bluntly, and Phaedra knew she was taunting the girl. She was like a cat Phaedra had once seen, playing with a mouse. Jorja nudged her daughter into silence.

“Well, if you must know, such things were never spoken about in my home,” Phaedra said. “My father would not have dreamed of mentioning it, and my mother . . . she died when I was ten. So let us say . . . it was quite a shock.” Phaedra hoped the discussion was now well and truly over.

“What was a shock?” Jorja asked.

Phaedra looked away. “It was. We’re no different from animals when you think of it.”

Cora rolled her eyes.

“Ah . . . it,” Ginny said.

Phaedra felt Quintana’s scrutiny. The princess had grown more savage-looking as the days had passed; her face was thinner, the untamed nature of her eyes more prominent. Sometimes when Quintana was consumed by her demons, she just sat in the corner of the cave and rocked with fury. There was no warning, not even weeping. Just pure unadulterated fury and pain. The fury was there now, accompanied by clenching of her fists. Phaedra thought it best to take Quintana outside, now that the rain was dwindling.

“We’ll go for a walk, Your Majesty,” she suggested. “You seem to be the only one of us who knows how to hunt, and we could do with something to fill our bellies.”

Phaedra held out a hand to Quintana.

And surprisingly, the princess took it, but by the time they were climbing down the rock face, Phaedra felt the nails of Quintana’s fingers digging into her skin.

“Did he ask first?”

Phaedra looked confused. “Who?”

“The Mont. Or was it force he used?”

“No! No, of course not,” Phaedra said, shuddering at the thought of any man taking a woman by force. “It may have been awful and primitive, but there was no force.”

Quintana let go of her hand and raced toward the stream.

“Where are you going?” Phaedra called out, catching her on the other side. She grasped her arm. “Don’t go too close to the Lumateran camp. It can be seen from the Charynite side.”

“Tesadora’s moved downstream,” Quintana said, satisfaction in her voice. “For me.”

They reached a small gully, and Phaedra smelled the cabbage first and then heard Tesadora’s voice. The novices and Tesadora were scrounging for roots and seeds while one of the Mont girls was stirring the pot.

Quintana tossed a stone toward them.

“Don’t!” Phaedra whispered, gripping her hand and pulling her down.

They waited, concealed behind a fallen log. Then they both peered into the place where Tesadora and her girls were glancing in their direction. Tesadora approached, and Phaedra saw a look of satisfaction on Quintana’s face.

“I hope you’re being careful, my little savage,” Tesadora said.

Quintana chuckled. Chuckled? All sharp teeth and wolfish smile. Tesadora didn’t seem afraid and held out a hand, which Quintana took. Phaedra followed them into the clearing and stopped short, stunned. Lucian was there, his back to them, studying the fetlock of his horse.

Tesadora held out a bowl of hot stew, and Quintana sat beside her, eating it up like the piglets Phaedra had seen on Orly of the Mont’s farm.

“Are they not feeding you?” Tesadora asked, looking at Phaedra with disapproval. “She needs to eat more, Phaedra.”

Lucian swung around, his eyes dark and hostile, surprised to hear her name.

“It’s not safe for us to be out here,” Phaedra said quietly, looking at everyone but her husband.

“Then don’t venture out of your cave,” Tesadora said. “For now you’re fine, though. Donashe and his men know Lucian is here checking up on us, and they won’t dare cross the stream. Come and eat, Phaedra. You look like the walking dead.” Tesadora’s tone was one of irritation, and Phaedra grieved for the days when they had befriended each other, short as they were.

It was silent. There was much staring at both Quintana and Phaedra. Scowls from the Mont girls. Phaedra opened her mouth to speak a number of times, but had nothing substantial to say. Then the silence became ridiculous.

“She saw you swive,” Quintana said to Tesadora, pointing at Phaedra. “With a scarred man.”

Phaedra closed her eyes, wanting the earth to shake and swallow her whole.

“Swive?” Constance asked, looking at Lucian. “I’ve not heard that word.”

Lucian bluntly interpreted. The girls gasped, giggling. Tesadora’s eyes met Phaedra’s.

“Did you enjoy yourself?” Tesadora asked coolly. “Watching us . . . swive?”

Phaedra didn’t respond, the dirty strands of hair covering her face.

“She said it was quite primitive,” Quintana continued.

Phaedra could see that Quintana was going to speak again and she shook her head emphatically, with a look of warning. The moment she saw Quintana’s attention turn toward Lucian, Phaedra almost leaped over to gag her.

“You may not use force, but you rut like an animal,” Quintana said to Lucian coldly.

The Mont girls were agog, staring at Phaedra. They’d hate her even more for this. Feigning her death was one thing, but insulting a Mont lad in such a way?

“Have I not said that over and over again?” Constance said to anyone who would listen. “A few more tender words and a slower pace would work a treat, we Mont girls say.”

“All true,” Sandrine reassured Tesadora’s novices, who seemed most interested. “If you want to find a Lumateran man who takes the time for pleasantries, then go to the Rock,” she added, nodding with certainty. “And then perhaps the River.”

Tesadora made a rude sound. “The men from the Rock are useless.”

“A man has to pleasure you here, here, and here,” Constance said knowingly, pointing to her head, heart, and the place between her thighs. “It’s what my yata told me. Pity she didn’t tell you, cousin,” she teased Lucian.

Phaedra wondered for the umpteenth time what she could have possibly done to the gods to deserve the life she was living.

“Excuse me,” Lucian said calmly and politely. “I have an appointment in the palace village and need to be off.” He walked away, but then turned back, and Phaedra could see his rage. “I’m courting — did I mention that? A true Lumateran rose. A lady of discretion!”

Phaedra was stunned. Courting? Another woman? She must have made a sound, because suddenly everyone was staring at her.

“Well, it’s your fault for pretending you were dead and all, Phaedra,” Constance said. “We were all speaking of how hopeful things seemed to be between you and Lucian until you died of plague.”

Phaedra scrambled to her feet, her whole being trembling. Courting another woman.

“It’s getting dark now,” she managed to say. “It’s best we go. Come, Your Majesty,” she said briskly. She stared down at Quintana, cursing the awfulness this creature was able to cause merely by opening her mouth. Quintana didn’t take her hand. She wasn’t going anywhere by the look of things. Unable to bear being there another moment, Phaedra brushed down her skirt, to avoid giving the impression that she desperately wanted to cry. But then she could stand it no longer and rushed away, running through the undergrowth, wanting to get far away from them all. Behind her, she heard someone following, and suddenly her arm was seized and she knew it wasn’t the princess.

“Is that what you do with your people?” Lucian snapped. “Do you sit around and ridicule me? Call me an animal? Tell them I can’t pleasure my own wife?”

Phaedra looked away, shamed again.

“I said no such thing.”

“Then, what did you say?”

“Not the truth,” she cried. “I didn’t tell them the worst parts. That when we mated, you didn’t look at me. You didn’t say a word. Not once. And then you discarded me and lay with your Mont girls. So I’d have to hear the women in your village speak of how the Charynite girl was useless in all things.”

He pointed a finger at her face. “I don’t break bonds! I lay with no woman until you left. You. All this talk of the wife I sent back when it was your tears that begged me to send you back. Preferring to live in those filthy caves rather than share my home . . . my bed. Because I’m some animal.”

She stared at him through hot tears.

“That’s not what I —”

“And then you came back, and I thought things were different.” Lucian walked away, but then swung back around and she could see the hurt in his eyes.

“I grieved for you,” he blurted out, as if it was the last thing he wanted to admit. And Phaedra stepped back from him, frightened by the emotion of his words. She tripped on a raised tree root, and suddenly Quintana was there, flying at Lucian, a fist to his temple.

Tesadora reached them, trying to pull Quintana away. “Lower your voices,” Tesadora hissed. “We’re still close enough to Charyn for your words to be heard.”

Quintana’s other fist landed on Lucian’s arm.

“Stop!” Phaedra cried, gripping both of Quintana’s hands. “Stop,” she cried again. “All of you.”

She dared to glance up at Lucian, and he pointed at them both.

“Keep out of my sight,” he said, with such hatred in his voice, Phaedra had no idea whether he was speaking about her or Quintana. “Keep her out of my sight, or I don’t know what I’ll do.”
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The ocean was a strange thing to Froi. He wasn’t much of an adventurer; he had discovered that about himself only after he was settled in Lumatere. He would have been happy to stay and never leave the confines of Lord August’s farm if he’d had the choice. Finnikin and Isaboe were different. Despite how ugly the world had been to them, they had both experienced the freedom of an open road for most of their life in exile. If his queen and her king had the chance, he knew they’d escape together to see the land on their terms.

The Ocean of Skuldenore would have made their heads spin.

They arrived late afternoon, and Froi had been surprised at just how close the underground community of Trist was to the port capital. Not even half a day’s ride. He thought of the collegiati and the feast of sights that would meet them once they escaped the confines of their safe prison.

Gargarin found them a room in a sea merchant’s cottage high above the city. The town steps down to the port of Sebastabol lay outside their lodging, and Froi questioned whether it was a good idea for Gargarin to attempt the steep climb.

“We’re better off at an inn down below,” Froi said.

Gargarin shook his head. “I want Lirah to have the view.”

Their room was on the top floor, and it had a balcony that indeed afforded them a spectacular view over the rooftops, the bustling port, and the ocean beyond. It seemed to stretch out forever and Froi heard Lirah’s gasp as she stared out at it. Gargarin stood behind her, his good arm around her body, his head close to hers.

“Did I not promise to show you the ocean one day?” he said softly, tenderly.

“Nineteen years is worth the wait,” she responded, her voice filled with emotion.

It only served to remind Froi that Lirah and Gargarin had been imprisoned a long time and most of their hopes of freedom had come from books. Stories, he thought. All they created was a yearning for faraway places.

He stayed inside, not wanting to intrude. Watching their intimacy made him feel awkward. He was born out of that intimacy, and all Froi’s life he had believed he’d come from something sordid. He had greater difficulty understanding the reality of this strange love than accepting the nightmare he had grown up believing to be truth.

“Don’t you want to see it?” Gargarin said, stepping aside to make room. So Froi joined them, because he wanted to be part of the contentment between the two. He could see that, much like in Paladozza, the townspeople of the port city of Sebastabol lived in dwellings built from quarried stone rather than carved out of caves. But he could also see that they were being spied on by at least one man disguised as a peddler, and another two outside a baker’s house.

“We have company,” he said.

Gargarin sighed. “People can’t seem to keep away from us,” he said. “How many are we talking about?”

“Three. Not in uniform, but definitely soldiers. What’s the provincaro’s security like?”

“Extensive. I’d be surprised if he hadn’t sent out a welcoming party.” Gargarin sounded more bored than annoyed. “The provincaro was always torn between thinking I was a spy for the king and wanting to move me into the residence as his adviser.” Gargarin stepped inside, and Froi followed.

“We’re going to have to pay a visit,” Gargarin said.

“Whatever you say.”

Now Gargarin looked truly irritated.

“No, I mean it,” Froi said. “I’m not trying to challenge you. Whatever you say.”

Lirah joined them inside, and Froi watched Gargarin send her a look that he couldn’t quite work out.

“What?” Froi asked, angry.

Gargarin didn’t respond. He collected his cloak and staff. “Lirah, you stay here,” he said. “Froi will come with me. Don’t let anyone in. If we fail to return, you wait a day and then make your way back to the priests and find Arjuro.”

“Why wouldn’t you return?” she asked sharply.

“Because this is Charyn,” Gargarin said, bitterness lacing his words. “People go and buy a loaf of bread and don’t come back.” He pressed a kiss to her mouth.

“If he returns wounded, I won’t be happy,” Lirah said, and Froi didn’t know whether she was speaking of him or Gargarin.

If not for the annoyance of being followed, Froi would have enjoyed Gargarin’s lessons about tacking and winds and the moon and the sun and the spring tide.

“Can you just hold that thought?” he told Gargarin, pushing him into an alleyway and waiting for the right time before his hand shot out to grab the throat of their pursuer, pressing the man against the stone wall beside Gargarin.

“Is there something we can help you with?” Froi asked politely.

“The provincaro requests your presence,” the man wheezed.

“Well, what a coincidence,” Gargarin said. “We were just going to visit him.”

“Yes,” Froi said. “Tell your friends to come along and join us. The more, the merrier.”

The provincaro’s man hesitated, opened his mouth to deny the presence of the others, but then seemed to change his mind and made a signal. In no time, four other men joined them.

“Five of them?” Gargarin asked Froi. “You said there were only three. You’re slipping in your old age.”

Froi shrugged, and they continued walking.

“Where was I?”

“Neap tides.”

“Ah, yes, the neap tides . . .”

The provincaro’s fort was perched at the end of a long stone pier that jutted out to sea. Froi could see it was a treacherous coastline and could not understand anyone’s desire to leave dry land.

“Sagra! You’d be a fool to sail out there,” he said.

“It’s a life of uncertainty for the sailors,” Gargarin said. “There’s been many a wreck against those rocks.”

A good deterrent for those planning to attack Sebastabol from sea.

By the time Froi and Gargarin reached the entrance, a welcoming party that included De Lancey and his guards was waiting there for them.

“Any news?” De Lancey asked urgently. “Do you know where she is?” he demanded of Froi. Was there accusation in his voice?

Froi looked away. He had been dreading this meeting and hadn’t expected to see the provincaro of Paladozza so soon.

“We’ll find her,” Gargarin said. He eyed De Lancey suspiciously. “You made no mention of this meeting with the provincari when I was in Paladozza.”

De Lancey waved a hand of irritation. “Gargarin, don’t pick a fight. I’m annoyed enough with all of you,” he said. “How did you know I was here, anyway?” he added.

“We’re not in Sebastabol for you, De Lancey. We’re here to pass on a message from the priests of Trist, who aren’t too happy about such a gathering taking place without them.”

De Lancey ushered them in, and they followed him up a set of winding steps.

“This is a provincari’s meeting, last I was told,” De Lancey argued. “Since when do the priests make decisions in this kingdom, Gargarin?”

“Since when do the provincari?” Gargarin responded.

De Lancey reached the top of the steps, staring down at them both. “Since we don’t have a king and our princess has disappeared, carrying the possible heir!”

Froi stiffened, knowing he wasn’t mistaken in hearing an accusation.

“I hope this means you’re combining your armies,” Gargarin said.

De Lancey hesitated and shook his head.

“It just means we’re finding common ground,” he replied. “And you’re here at the right time. They were overjoyed to hear you had been sighted.”

They walked down a long torchlit passageway, from which Froi could see a short walkway leading into another section of the residence.

“Just agree to everything they say, Gargarin,” De Lancey said softly. “We need to be unanimous about matters, and you seem to be the only thing we agree upon.”

“Is Grij here with you?” Froi asked quietly.

De Lancey shook his head. “I’ve sent him and Tippideaux to . . . a safe house. We’re going to ground in Paladozza. Bestiano is desperate to find Quintana, and with the help of Nebia’s army, he may just do so.” De Lancey’s expression was bleak. “Did you know the Belegonians are on our doorstep, Gar? I thought you were traveling to the border to strike up a deal.”

“Things changed,” Gargarin said. “But for now, Lumatere, at least, is not a threat to us. I can’t speak for the future, but their immediate plan is not to invade from the north.”

They stepped inside a large hall that afforded them a view of the ocean from three sides of the room. In its center was a long bench that sat at least eight people. The individual guards of each province stood close to their provincaro, watching suspiciously for any threat from another. At the head of the table was an older man, with skin weathered by the sea, who was presumably the provincaro of Sebastabol. He stood and walked toward them, extending a hand to Gargarin.

“It’s as if we conjured you up, Gargarin,” he said. The man’s eyes rested on Froi.

“Is this the Lumateran impostor?” the man asked. “How could he have ever passed as a Sebastabolian?”

“How could a Sebastabolian last born betray the mother of our curse breaker?” Gargarin asked in return.

The provincaro’s mouth was a thin line of anger.

“Olivier no longer exists for us. He will never have a place here again, and his entire family has been banished. He has a price on his head, and if he shows his face, there’ll be a noose to greet him.”

Froi wasn’t expecting to hear such a definitive punishment. It made his stomach lurch regardless of how he felt about Olivier of Sebastabol.

“Who is he really?” the provincaro asked Gargarin, indicating Froi with a toss of his head.

“Froi of the Lumateran Flatlands,” Gargarin replied without missing a beat. “He’s my personal guard, if you must know. But from a Lumateran perspective, he was sent as a spy, so until we can get him back to his people, we’re going to have to keep him safe.”

Part of it was truth and part a lie. Gargarin’s purpose, however, was unclear. Why was it so important to Gargarin that the provincari knew Froi was a Lumateran?

The provincaro was studying Gargarin suspiciously. “And you trust him?”

“He does me a favor. I do him a favor,” Gargarin said. “It’s a good arrangement.”

The provincaro indicated the room. Froi recognized one or two faces, and then he froze at the same time Gargarin spoke.

“What’s he doing here?” Gargarin demanded. “He’s not a provincaro.”

Vinzenzo of Avanosh was sitting smugly beside Orlanda of Jidia. Froi had met him in Paladozza and hadn’t trusted him from the moment the man arrived with his family and nephew, Feliciano. Avanosh was an island off Charyn and Sorel, considered neutral despite being part of Charyn long ago. When the Avanosh lot had come with talk of Feliciano being Quintana’s consort and rumors the island was aligned with the kingdom of Sorel, Froi had decided to escape with Quintana.

“In these times of turmoil, we all agree that Avanosh has much to offer Charyn,” Vinzenzo of Avanosh said. “I’m afraid we didn’t get to meet in Paladozza, Gargarin. You were ill, I hear.”

Vinzenzo looked around the table. “Yes, I do recall the dead king’s Serker whore mentioned it.”

There was whispering among those sitting around the table, and Froi watched Gargarin’s hand clench his staff.

“Sit, Gargarin,” De Lancey ordered.

Froi wasn’t invited to sit, so he waited for a signal from Gargarin, who merely handed him the staff. Froi took it and went to stand beside one of De Lancey’s guards by the entrance.

“We’re here to make decisions about the new Charyn,” the provincaro of Sebastabol said, once he was seated again. “A new Charyn that will exist, both if a king is born and if she gives birth to a girl child —”

“Her Majesty Quintana of Charyn,” Gargarin interrupted.

They all looked at him questioningly.

“She is the queen,” Gargarin continued. “She was married to Tariq of Lascow, the heir. So it’s best that we refer to her as the queen of Charyn. I stressed that to Orlanda and De Lancey when we were guests in their provinces.”

The provincari looked uncomfortable, and Froi watched them find each other’s eyes across the table.

The provincaro of Sebastabol cleared his throat. “What’s important is that we decide —”

“What’s important,” Gargarin interrupted again, “is that Quintana of Charyn is acknowledged as the queen. She is carrying the curse breaker and possibly our future king.”

“Regardless of her title, she has no power,” Orlanda of Jidia said.

“Move on,” one of the other men ordered gruffly. It could only have been the provincaro of Alonso. Phaedra’s father. Grief-stricken and bitter.

Froi watched Gargarin push back his chair and stand, slightly unbalanced on his feet. Froi reached him and handed him his staff.

“Then my time here is wasted,” Gargarin said.

There was dismay from most occupants of the room.

“What are you doing, Gargarin?”

“Sit, sit.”

Gargarin shook his head. “I’m here to pass on a message from the priests of Trist, who believe that they have a role in the new Charyn. It would be to your best advantage to include them. The people of Charyn will want the oracle’s godshouse reopened and working alongside whoever is in the palace. That is my duty done. But if you would like me to stay to discuss the new Charyn, which will exist after the queen of Charyn gives birth to the curse breaker, then I will stay.”

Everyone nodded, except Vinzenzo of Avanosh.

“But only if Quintana of Charyn is acknowledged as the queen,” Gargarin continued. “Are you writing that down, scribe? We have a queen, and regardless of how powerless she is, that is her title. It will be the title her people will become used to, and a strange thing happens when people become used to good things. They forget who she was in the past and get used to who she will be in the future. The mother of the king. The first mother of Charyn. Trust me, gentlemen, and Orlanda, if Quintana of Charyn survives, she will be the new Charyn. She will have the people of the Citavita eating out of her hands. One hand, anyway. The other will be holding the curse breaker, a reminder that he or she has ended eighteen years of barren misery.”

He swayed, not having taken his staff, and Froi placed Gargarin’s arm around his shoulder to prop him up.

“You want to make a good king?” Gargarin asked. “One of sound mind? One who knows he was loved so he can love his people in return? One who understands justice and the sacrifice of those who came before him? Then treat his mother as a queen.”

Froi watched the others, his heart pounding with a truth he had never acknowledged before.

He loved Gargarin of Abroi. Never more than this moment.

No one spoke.

The provincaro of Sebastabol cleared his throat. “I want us to make a good king.”

“As do I,” De Lancey said.

“As we all do,” Orlanda said.

Gargarin waited for everyone’s agreement.

“Then allow Quintana of Charyn to raise her child. Acknowledge her as the queen until her son takes a bride. Teach the people of Charyn that there is order in that palace — not what we have experienced for the last three generations, where kings either refused to wed the mother of their children or did as they pleased. We need Belegonia and Osteria and Lumatere and every other kingdom to look up to our throne and see dignity and a new order.”

Gargarin held out his hand for his staff, and Froi gave it to him.

“When you have something to offer the future of this kingdom,” Gargarin said, “I may just agree to be who you want me to be.”

“What are you truly hoping to achieve here?” Froi asked quietly as they made their way out of the residence.

“That they give us an army to go search for her,” Gargarin said. “What are your thoughts?”

“You’re right,” Froi said.

Gargarin stopped, his stare hard. “Why am I right all of a sudden, Froi?”

Froi didn’t know how to respond.

“What now?” he mumbled instead.

“Let’s take Lirah out for a treat.”

Sebastabol wasn’t as pretty a city as Paladozza. It was seedier and filthier in parts, but Froi liked the winding cobblestoned paths and the liveliness of it all. Despite the blistering cold, the sea breeze was invigorating, and he could almost taste the salt on his tongue as they walked along the shore. The port was bustling as men lugged merchandise off ships.

“We were obsessed,” Gargarin said, holding Lirah close to him for warmth as they sat on the shore. “Arjuro and I. We were convinced we’d live a life at sea. We’d build ourselves a boat and head off into the beyond.” He grinned at them. “The closest we came was Arjuro drawing it all on the walls of our hovel.”

“I was on a boat on the straits once,” Froi said, looking out to where men were carrying willow pots of strange-looking orange sea creatures from one of the barges.

Lirah and Gargarin seemed surprised.

“Yes, yes. Good times, indeed. I spent most of the trip with my head over the side, vomiting.” Froi nodded. “True. And then we came around the straits and traveled upriver into Yutlind Sud, and the spirit warriors attacked and killed our crew and wounded Finn, who would have died if it wasn’t for Isaboe . . . well, Evanjalin. She begged for his life.” Froi sighed. “I miss those days.”

“What a ridiculous story,” Lirah said.

“It’s true!” He laughed.

They stood among the fishermen, watching them store the writhing eels in barrels of salt. One of the men held out a basket of strange shells to them, and Gargarin took a handful and broke one open, slurping the sluglike substance down his throat. Froi nearly gagged to watch him. Gargarin offered one to Lirah, who seemed just as disgusted.

“It’s an ormer,” he said, laughing. “The look on both your faces is priceless. Go on,” he said, offering one to Froi.

“I’d rather eat dirt.”

Gargarin laughed again, and there was something so normal about them all being together.

They arrived back at their inn early that evening, still laughing about the strength of Gargarin’s stomach after his consumption of some of the vilest food Froi had ever seen.

“Morsels,” Gargarin corrected as they climbed the steps to their room. Froi stopped suddenly, holding up a hand to silence them both. They waited and heard the creak of the floorboards above. Theirs was the only room up these final steps, and Froi silently retrieved a dagger and crept up to the top, where the door of their room was ajar. He turned back to the others, holding up his hand again to still them, and seconds later, he kicked open the door and came face-to-face with De Lancey, the provincaro of Sebastabol, and their guards.

“Bit dramatic, these Lumaterans,” De Lancey murmured, getting to his feet. “Gar!” he called out.

Gargarin and Lirah appeared at the top of the steps, looking hesitant. De Lancey stepped out onto the landing to greet them. “Promise you’ll agree to everything, Gar,” he said quietly.

“I won’t promise anything at all until I hear what you have to offer and you agree to what I want,” Gargarin replied.

Inside the room, the provincaro of Sebastabol looked slightly uncomfortable in so small a space.

“We’ll make this brief, Gargarin,” he said.

“Please do.”

“Quintana of Charyn will be referred to as the queen and will raise her child in the palace.”

Froi felt hopeful, but when his eyes caught De Lancey’s, the provincaro looked away.

“She will hold no power, of course,” the provincaro of Sebastabol said. “And she will be wed to the right consort when she’s settled in the palace with the child. A man of title, but not a Charynite. We must let nothing divide the provinces, and there must not be an imbalance of power in the palace. This consort will provide guidance and stability in the life of the king, if it’s a boy she births. If it’s a girl, let’s hope that if she succeeded the first time, she — the queen — can do it again with the man she is wed to.”

Froi could hardly breathe. He always knew it would come to this, but it shattered him to hear the words that some other man would raise his son and father another child of Quintana’s.

“The little king, if one is to be born, will be instructed by a regent until the age of fifteen. A regent unaffiliated to any province. When he comes of age, the little king will take control of Charyn. Until that time, decisions on how to run this kingdom will be made by the provincari together. They will each have an ambassador living in the palace . . . to keep an eye on things.”

De Lancey still refused to meet any of their eyes, and Froi knew the worst was yet to come.

“We will have no control over the oracle’s godshouse, but hope that the union between the palace and the godshouse will be strong,” the provincaro of Sebastabol continued. “We believe this is possible if Arjuro of Abroi is made head priest of the godshouse and you, Gargarin, are the regent of the little king.”

Gargarin was silent.

“Take time to think it over,” the provincaro of Sebastabol said. “You’ll be staying awhile, I presume.”

Gargarin nodded. “We’ll speak soon, then.”

The provincaro shook Gargarin’s hand and walked to the door.

“One more thing,” the man said.

“There’s always one more thing,” Gargarin muttered, and they waited.

“Most agreed . . . that the Serker whore is prohibited from living in the palace, regardless of her motherly ties to the queen.”

The only relief Froi felt at the provincaro’s words was that no one suspected the strange circumstances of Quintana’s and Froi’s births. As far as the kingdom was concerned, Lirah had birthed Quintana, not the oracle queen.

“It was you who gave us that idea, Gargarin,” the provincaro said. “We will be teaching our people new ways, and it’s best that we teach them that a whore did not beget their queen. We will show our neighboring kingdoms that our palace is not a place of ill repute. So that one day they’ll forget. A whore has no place in a palace.”

Froi flew at the man but was pulled away and held down by the guards. The room was silent except for the sound of Froi’s own breathing, rasping with fury.

“You take back calling Lirah a whore,” Gargarin said, his tone ice-cold.

“They were not my words,” the provincaro said. “I was merely repeating —”

“Then use your own words, coward,” Gargarin said.

The provincaro of Sebastabol shook his head with regret. “Lirah of Serker will not live in the palace. I’ve said my piece.”

He walked out with his guard. De Lancey looked at his men and signaled for them to wait outside. He closed the door behind them and turned to face the others. At least he looked contrite.

“Gargarin, take the deal or they’ll give it to the next man.”

“There is no next —” Gargarin stared at De Lancey, and Froi saw the provincaro of Paladozza look away uncomfortably.

“What?” Froi asked, looking from one to the other. “Who’s the next man?”

De Lancey winced. “We have no choice if Gargarin says no. Avanosh is neutral, and whoever acts as regent cannot have ties to any of the provinces.”

“Vinzenzo of Avanosh?” Gargarin asked.

“What?” Froi shouted, looking at De Lancey for confirmation. But the provincaro’s silence said it all. “No,” Froi shouted. “Never.”

“They are even willing to make an agreement with Bestiano, to keep Charyn stable and safe from Belegonia and any other kingdom ready to cross our borders.”

“You’d agree to any of those pigs raising the boy, De Lancey?” Gargarin asked.

“Careful, Gargarin,” the provincaro of Paladozza warned, his eyes flickering to Froi. “You’re sounding like the future king’s grandfather. His shalamon.”

Gargarin’s stare was deadly.

“That type of talk is dangerous, De Lancey.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Not a threat, but say it out loud again and I may have to turn it into one.”

“Take the deal, Gargarin,” De Lancey said, his voice tired. “I’ll make provisions for Lirah. She’ll have a home in Paladozza. She’ll want for nothing.”

“I’ll want for everything,” Lirah cried out with bitterness, speaking for the first time. “And what will I have to give you in return, De Lancey? Will I be a gift to visiting provincari and their sons?”

De Lancey was taken aback by the words, and Froi saw fury in his expression.

“You’re getting older, Lirah,” he said cruelly. “You may not be what they want anymore.”

Gargarin shoved him, and although Froi wanted to beat De Lancey black and blue, he knew the provincaro had spoken the words out of hurt. Froi didn’t know how he came to that realization. All he knew was that pain placed the wrong words into their mouths. All of them. Forces outside their control had destroyed the lives and friendships and loves of De Lancey and Lirah and Arjuro and Gargarin long ago, and now even the future would keep them apart.

“You never trusted me, Gar,” De Lancey accused. “I was never good enough for the brothers from Abroi.”

“You were the first person I went to upon my release. The first,” Gargarin said.

“And what did you tell me?” De Lancey asked. “Half-truths. About a dead child, but you made no mention of the living. Was that punishment, Gargarin? For betraying Ari all those years ago?”

“You mistake me for another, De Lancey,” Gargarin shouted. “You mistake me for yourself. You’re the one who never forgave yourself. That was your weakness, and that was why I couldn’t trust you with the truth of the last born. Because as long as you live, you will never, ever forgive yourself.”

“I curse the day you and your brother came into my life,” De Lancey said. “I curse it. Go hide in your caves and punish anyone who cares for you. It’s what Arjuro’s done all these years. You care about no one but yourselves.”

“He wasn’t hiding!” Gargarin said.

“Gargarin,” Froi warned, standing between the two men, knowing this was not the time for De Lancey to know the truth.

“Arjuro was trapped inside Lumatere, De Lancey,” Gargarin said, pushing Froi out of the way. “That’s what he hid from us. Nothing else. Arrested by our army, who mistook him for me. A traitor. The word carved on his body as if he was a rump of mutton. Chained in a Lumateran prison for ten years, believing he was forsaken.”

Froi was tired of seeing the broken spirits of men and women. He finally understood the curse of Isaboe and Finn, weighed down by the grief of their people. It wasn’t a curse that belonged just to his queen. It was Froi’s curse to feel the sorrow of these people. Blood sings to blood, he had been told all that time ago by Rafuel. Charyn blood sang to Froi, but it was Charynites’ pain that gnawed at him. He saw it on De Lancey’s face now. It was as though he had aged in seconds, and Froi wished Grij were here to take care of his father. Grij and Tippideaux would know what to do.

He saw regret appear briefly on Gargarin’s face. “Let’s talk in the morning,” he said quietly. “When our words aren’t dipped in poison.”

De Lancey nodded listlessly. “Yes,” he said, opening the door and stumbling out to where his men stood. “We’ll talk in the morning.”

Froi woke to murmuring. He was used to Gargarin and Lirah’s murmuring. These past few nights it had lulled him into a strange, peaceful sort of sleep — the first he had had since he lost Quintana.

“. . . I don’t know, but he’s hiding something,” he heard Gargarin say. “I know De Lancey.”

“You think he can’t be trusted?” Lirah asked.

“I didn’t say that. But what if it’s not in his power to support us, Lirah? Regardless of how strong Paladozza is and how quickly they can go to ground, they’ve not had an army ever. I respected his decision for so long, but not these past months. He should have raised an army the moment those street lords took the Citavita, but he didn’t. That was weakness and a mistake, and we can’t trust ourselves with a man who makes mistakes.”

Lirah sighed. “That may be, but only you can take Quintana and the babe safely back to the palace.”

“Do you honestly think I’m going to let you go?” he whispered, and Froi heard pain in his voice.

“Listen to me,” she said firmly. “We may doubt and question the truth, and entertain the horror that Quintana’s child may belong to Bestiano, but you know the gods have done something right here. That babe belongs to Dafar. And if you allow another man to raise our blood, I will never forgive you.”

And at that moment, Froi was never so sure. Regardless of his constant fury at Gargarin, there was no other man he wanted taking care of Quintana and the little king.

“You’re the smartest man I know,” Lirah said fiercely. “If you can’t find a way of placing my grandson in my arms or sharing my bed without the provincari knowing, then you are as big an idiot as the rest of them.”

Gargarin made a sound of frustration. “I’m not agreeing to anything . . . yet. If I never have to step inside the palace again, I’ll be the happiest man alive. But I’ll meet De Lancey in the morning to see if we can come to an agreement.”

Lirah was silent a moment.

“Ask the boy what he thinks when he wakes.”

“He’ll only say yes to anything I suggest!” Froi heard the irritation in Gargarin’s voice. “I need him to be sure. Not compliant. He’s lost faith in himself, Lirah.”

Froi froze. Despite his attempt to stay quiet, he was desperate to get out of the room because he needed to breathe. He stumbled to his feet, tripping over his bedroll, and climbed onto the balcony. Despite the icy wind from the ocean, he sat down, smarting at the words he had just heard.

A short while later, he heard a sound behind him and Gargarin was there.

“Lirah said to go back inside,” he said. They both had a habit of doing that. Saying Lirah said . . . Gargarin said . . .

Froi didn’t respond.

“We thought you were asleep, Froi —”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Froi snapped.

There was silence, and he wasn’t sure whether Gargarin was still there.

“If you had stayed in Paladozza, the Avanosh lot would have taken her. She would have ended up in Sorel. Or being used as some bargaining tool.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Froi asked, looking back at him angrily. “To make me feel better about my lack of faith in myself?”

Gargarin rubbed a palm over his eyes with frustration.

“I’m telling you because you’re punishing yourself over and over again. You caught eight barbs in your body to keep her safe, Froi. That’s enough.”

“I lost her.” Froi was on his feet. “Do you understand? I lost her. Tariq would never have lost her.”

“Tariq would never have left that cave in the Citavita. You take chances, Froi. When you were five years old, you went out into that filthy Sarnak capital and survived. Let’s pray to the gods that Quintana listened to everything you had to teach her.”

Froi shook his head with frustration.

“We could look at the side of wonder,” Gargarin said.

“What?” Froi asked, as if Gargarin had gone insane.

“Well, let’s say that instead of losing her, you gave her a chance to escape,” Gargarin explained. “That’s the side of wonder.”

Froi heard a sound behind them, and Lirah was there.

“Since when do you look at the side of wonder?” Froi asked.

“I’m trying very hard,” Gargarin said, scowling. “It’s irritating me, but I’m not giving up. I try to think of a wondrous thought every day when I wake, if you’d really like to know.”

“Yes, it’s very annoying, but slightly contagious,” Lirah said.

Froi couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“It’s true,” Gargarin said. “And now even Lirah is saying, ‘Let’s look at the side of wonder as opposed to the disastrous.’”

Froi wondered if they were mocking him.

“Lirah?” he asked, looking up at her. “You are the least wondrous-thinking person I’ve ever met.”

Lirah looked irritated. “Well, if you’d really like to know, I used to skip as a child and collect poppies. Sometimes I think that deep down there’s an idiot inside of me who wants to laugh.”

For some ridiculous reason, Froi wanted to laugh now.

“Do you want to know this morning’s wondrous thought according to Gargarin?” she asked. Gargarin looked uncomfortable.

Lirah stood before Froi and held a hand to his face. “He said, ‘Well, at least the three of us are together.’”

Froi was silent and then gazed at Gargarin, who merely shrugged as if to admit guilt at such a ridiculous thought. Hope. Hope. Hope. Rothen of Nebia had written it on his grandfather’s ceiling. Froi saw the hope in Gargarin’s eyes. He imagined a time when Arjuro would be with them. And Quintana. And the babe. Could they endure anything if they were together?

“You want a decision?” Froi asked.

Gargarin’s mood changed in an instant. He nodded solemnly. “Yes, I do.”

“We’re nothing without an army. The queen of Lumatere’s greatest accomplishment in exile was reuniting Trevanion with Finn and his men to take back Lumatere. I saw it. We walked into death camps and exile camps, and the moment the Lumaterans saw Trevanion and the Guard, they’d follow us in an instant. I say we go to Serker.”

Lirah looked surprised.

“When I was with Tariq, he spoke of an army in the center of the land,” Froi said. “I’ve dreamed of him often these nights. It’s a sign.”

“I’ll speak to De Lancey —”

“De Lancey’s a weakness,” Froi said flatly. “Your news about Arjuro’s imprisonment will slow him down. We go now.”
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Isaboe heard the sound of the horses and knew Finnikin had returned.

“My queen,” Rhiannon said, and there was a reprimand in her lady’s-maid’s voice. “You know it’s best to come out here. They’re approaching . . . and he’s sneezing.”

Finnikin and Isaboe had observed a ritual ever since they moved into the palace. She’d wait in the courtyard to welcome him if he had been away for more than a day or two. He said it was the first thing he looked for. It meant he was truly home.

Isaboe finished the document she was preparing for the Sarnaks and put down her quill, joining Rhiannon on the balcony. And there he was and her heart pounded. All of these years and her heart still pounded out of control at the sight of him. She had felt it that day in Sendecane almost four years past when she first saw him in the cloister. He had an irritated expression on his face when he discovered she was a girl. Even as a child, when her brother and cousin would insist on dragging her around to be part of their mischief, her heart would beat hard at the sight of Finnikin of the Rock.

Today she watched him hunched over his horse, sneezing into his kerchief.

“He looks quite ill,” Rhiannon said. “He’s always so . . . needy when he’s ill.”

“Pitifully so.”

“It’s a trait of the Rock people, I’m afraid,” Rhiannon said. She was from the Rock herself and was the best authority to say so.

“Could you prepare a bath, Rhiannon? I’ll take care of the rest.”

Isaboe watched as he glanced up, not quite as sheepishly as she would have liked, but she did see his shoulders relax at the sight of her. It had been weeks since he left in rage, and she still felt raw from the accusation he had made before they parted. She felt raw from everything. She remembered the time she had carried Jasmina in her belly, when the future had felt promising. But this time was different, and she didn’t know how to put it into words. This fear. This premonition of doom.

She went back inside to where Rhiannon was pouring water into the tub and waited. She knew him well. Now that his father no longer lived in the palace, they would speak for some time at the stables about the outcome of their travels.

A short while later, he shuffled into the chamber, and she could see his relief that the tub was filled. She imagined he was cold to the bone. His clothing seemed to weigh him down. Wordlessly she approached him and unhooked his fleece cloak, pushing it from his shoulders and dropping it to the ground, and then she pulled free his shirt. He held up his arms as she dragged it over his head, his eyes on her the whole time. Her hands went to the fastening of his trousers and his head bent toward hers, but she turned her face away, though not before she caught the flash in his eyes. Then he stepped out of his clothing and climbed into the steaming water with a deep sigh of pleasure. Isaboe crouched beside him, and her hand tugged his hair back.

“If you ever walk out of this palace accusing me of disloyalty to our spousal bed again, I’ll tear you apart, piece by piece.”

A hand as quick as hers gripped her face. “And if you wake with another man’s name on your lips again, I’ll tear him apart, piece by piece.” His mouth was hard on hers but she matched his force and then he let go, lifting a hand to trace her lips with his thumb. She gently pushed him back and tended to him, and she could see his eyes on the opening of her shift that allowed him a glimpse of the curve of her body, ripe with their child. He reached to clench her garment in a fist. “Take it off,” he begged hoarsely. “Please.” And she lifted it over her head and climbed into the tub, straddling his thighs as his hands wandered over her swollen belly. He pressed a kiss against it before taking her face between his hands, his mouth back on hers. She felt a hunger from him like never before, their mouths greedy for anything they could take, and when she moved above him, he thrust into her and she covered his mouth with her hand to stop his cries echoing across the quiet chamber to where their guard stood outside.

Later, they lay in each other’s arms in their bed. She pressed her lips against his pale chest, tracing a finger across a new bruise or two.

“My queen . . .”

“Yes, my king?”

“I’m dying,” he groaned.

She laughed.

“You’ve caught a chill because you weren’t wearing an undershirt, and every year you catch a chill for the same reason and you believe you’re dying. It’s a common cold, my love. The type that men catch. The one they believe is killing them.”

“I’m speaking the truth. I am dying. My nose is red raw and my throat . . .” He made a choking sound. “It hurts,” he said hoarsely. “And you mock me when all I need is your tender care.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t go home with your father and have Beatriss fuss over you.”

His arms bound tightly around her. “If I spent one more night away from my wife, I would have just laid down and died.”

She chuckled. “Ah, you’re a clever man for saying all the right things.”

She covered them both with a blanket, and he tucked her in the crook of his arm.

“Tell me everything,” she said quietly.

“From the sounds of things, you’ve got as much to tell me.”

She tried to find the words, but still hadn’t spoken them aloud.

“Tesadora . . . and I are no longer on speaking terms,” she finally said.

“Because she’s befriended a strange Charynite in the valley? That doesn’t sound enough of a reason for you to break with someone you love as dearly as you do that hostile woman.” He peered down at her. “Why are there so many hostile women in this land?”

“You’re not very good with women, Finnikin. Your father, on the other hand, has them eating out of his hands, but you’re just hopeless.”

“I am not.”

“This is how my Mont womenfolk refer to you,” she said, doing an exaggerated movement with her eyes and mouth. “Finnikin!”

He laughed. “You are ridiculous, and we’re digressing from Tesadora’s strange friend.”

Isaboe turned to face him.

“Are you ready for this?” she asked.

“After the tales I’ve heard in Charyn, I’m ready for anything,” he said.

“Tesadora is hiding the princess of Charyn from the Charynites.”

“Mercy!” Finnikin sat up, stunned.

She nodded.

“You mean Quintana of Charyn has been here all along?” he asked.

Isaboe looked at him, confused and irritated.

“That wasn’t quite the response I was expecting,” she said.

Finnikin sighed. “We found Froi. With Gargarin of Abroi, who isn’t exactly the man we thought he was.”

“And how certain are we of that?” she asked.

“Quite certain. All three of us agree that we could have made a catastrophic error.”

“I wouldn’t exactly call killing a Charynite a catastrophic error,” she said.

“Are you ready for this?” he asked.

“I’m ready for anything,” she said, but she felt the doubt of her own words. When it came to Froi, she wasn’t quite sure.

“Gargarin of Abroi is not just a Charynite, Isaboe. He’s Froi’s father.”

“What?” She sat up instantly.

“I met the mother as well.”

“Froi has a mother?”

“Awful woman. Beautiful beyond comprehension, but awful. Spat at me. Granted, I was about to kill her lover, but still . . . she hated me at first sight. But beautiful. Achingly beautiful.”

“Yes, I do think I’ve got the point about her being beautiful,” Isaboe said. “But tell me of Froi. How would he know such a thing?”

Finnikin slipped out of bed to get to his pack, and she watched him shiver as he riffled through his belongings. Holding up a letter, he sprinted back to her and settled himself under the comfort of the blankets.

“He’s written to you and Augie and the priest-king. It’s all strange. Lettering scorched into his head, hidden all this time. Wording on his back, only visible to the gods’ touched. That’s what they call their gifted. He’s been wounded and sewn up and he’s confused, and I’m sure I saw a tear or two, and Perri hasn’t coped with any of it. Deep down I think Perri thought Froi was his. And the father . . . Gargarin. An intellect? Froi’s father an intellect? His body all mangled from palace beatings. The father’s, not Froi’s. And the father has a twin with the same face, who was trapped in Lumatere for ten years and was almost poisoned by you and Tesadora with the rest of them.”

“Finnikin, be serious.”

“That was serious,” he protested. “And they’re angry at each other, Froi and the father. And the mother is just cold.”

Isaboe studied Finnikin’s face for the truth and saw it there.

“Poor Froi,” she said, heartbroken for their friend. “Why didn’t you bring him home instead of leaving him with those hideous people?”

“Because I think Froi loves those hideous people.”

Isaboe’s head was spinning from everything she was hearing.

“It was strange . . . but he looked so foreign,” Finnikin said.

“Gargarin of Abroi?”

“No. Froi. I’d never noticed before. Perhaps it was hearing him speak Charyn. His manner with the father and the awful . . . but beautiful mother — ouch, that hurt.”

“I’ll pinch you harder the next time.” She reached for the letter.

“Have you read it?” she asked.

“Over and over again. It’s a fantastical tragedy . . . and you’re going to have to prepare yourself.”

“I think I know a thing or two about fantastical tragedies,” she said.

He shook his head. “No. It’s the mad princess you’ll have to prepare yourself for. She’s with child.”

Isaboe sighed. “I know. It was the only thing that stopped me from slitting her throat.”

“Yes, we’ll talk later about your running savage in the valley with a dagger,” he said, and she could hear the anger in his voice. “But read the letter and you’ll understand.”

She felt him watching her as she read and she felt sick from dread as she took in the details before her. She read it twice. Three times. Then she looked at Finnikin with disbelief, and he nodded because he knew it all well.

“What are your thoughts?” he asked quietly.

She didn’t respond. She couldn’t. Then she’d have to feel anger . . . and regret. Guilt, perhaps. But she didn’t want to. She had every right to despise Quintana of Charyn.

“You think it’s his?” she asked quietly.

“Yes, I do.”

“What a mess,” she said. “I hope Froi doesn’t think they’ll let him raise that child alongside her.”

“He’s not thinking that far ahead. He’s desperate to know she’s alive, and here she is in our valley. If you want to know the truth . . . I believe that the Charynites want her dead more than we do.”

“Well, I’m not protecting her, regardless of who the father of her child is.”

She thought about it a little longer, and the more she did, the angrier she grew.

“Don’t tell me he’s in love with her, Finnikin. You’ve got to see her. She’s . . . this vicious cold-looking viper. All small and round, much the same as Lucian’s supposedly dead wife. Little people irritate me. I felt like this monstrous giant alongside them.”

“Well, it’s not as if we’re letting her up the mountain,” Finnikin said. “That’s all we need. More of our people killed to protect a mad princess, regardless of what she means to Froi.”

They stayed in bed, sorting through correspondence.

“Nothing from Jehr?” he asked, and it pained her to hear the sadness in his voice. In exile, they had taken refuge in Yutlind, a kingdom that had been at war with itself for as long as anyone could remember. Finnikin, Isaboe, and Froi had all struck up a profound bond with the heir of the southern throne, Jehr, and they all despaired at not having heard from the southern Yuts for at least two winters now.

“I think those northerners have done something to Jehr. It’s been too long. I think we’re going to have to accept that Yutlind Sud is gone,” Finnikin said.

They heard a sound in the hallway and then Jasmina’s chatter, and Isaboe saw Finnikin’s face soften. Her heart sang to see his smile. Sometimes she was frightened that Finnikin would never understand their daughter, in the way he didn’t understand most women. Jasmina ran into the room, eyes wandering, searching, then lighting up with joy when she saw her father. Finnikin leaped out of bed and held out his arms, and she ran to him. “Fa,” she said with delight, and he pretended to collapse from the weight of her until they were lying beside Isaboe.

“I like the sound of Fa,” he said.

“She’s copying Vestie.”

“Tell me again why she has to call us Isaboe and Finnikin?” he asked.

Jasmina was smothering them both with kisses.

“In case anything happens to us,” Isaboe replied. “I read it in one of the chronicles of the ancients to do with child-rearing. The more a child gets used to comfort terms such as Fa and Mumma, the more they will grieve if something happens to them. It’s the words they miss using.”

Jasmina squeezed them all together, her little arms around both their necks, and she practiced her counting with a kiss to each cheek.

“Yes, I can see it working,” Finnikin said dryly. “Can we rid ourselves of the child-rearing books and let her call us whatever she wants?”

Isaboe laughed at Jasmina’s antics and he kissed them both. Suddenly the three of them were knocked aside by a force beyond reckoning, and she knew by the thunderous look on Finnikin’s face that she’d have to explain the hound’s presence on the bed.

“We were all so sad, and he cried and cried for you,” she explained. “We all did.”

She patted the dog.

“He’s only slept with us when he’s cold and lonely,” she said.

Finnikin stared at her with disbelief.

“Isaboe, he is a hound. He will feign loneliness for the rest of his life just to lie on this bed. My bed. I was the king of this bed.”

He was woeful, but at the sound of the dog snoring, Isaboe could see a ghost of a smile on his face.

She could already hear the world they had to tend to outside calling to them, but for now it was just the three of them . . . and the hound, and Isaboe understood that happiness came in such moments and she savored it.


[image: ]

I see Tesadora in the woods, scraping sap from the trees. She knows I am there and she turns, holds my stare. She knows me, she knows me, she can see deep within.

“Is it true that you love me more than the Lumateran queen?” I ask.

It’s the news that I’ve heard. It makes my blood sing. She walks to me, smiling, takes my face in her hands. But standing so closely, I see the truth in her eyes.

“I love Isaboe of Lumatere with all my heart.”

I pull free from her grip, and I clench both my fists.

“Do you love her more than the scarred one?” I demand.

“His name is Perri and he doesn’t like to be reminded of his scar. So don’t mention it,” she adds with a mocking whisper.

“Would he be handsome to you without it?”

“I was the one who put it there,” she says with a shrug. “And he’s handsome enough with it.”

“Do you love your Perri more than the queen of Lumatere?” I ask again.

“If I love him less, does that make it less than love?”

“But if you had to choose between them?”

“I don’t want to live in a world where I have to choose,” she says, and I hear fury in her voice and I dance on its embers. It’s for the other, that bitch queen who dared threaten my life. I’ll kill her for that; I’ll slice her to pieces. A jab to the side and a blade ear to ear.

“And if your scarred lover doesn’t come down the mountain because she forbids him?” I ask. “What then?”

“Then so be it,” Tesadora says. “They’ll both lose me.”

“And it will just be you and me,” I say. “That’s why you stayed in the valley. For me.”

And she looks at me sadly, and I see tears pool in her eyes.

“I stayed here because Isaboe can live without me. You can’t. You’re a pathetic lost spirit with no one.”

And I hold back my hurt, Froi. The hurt that you’ve seen.

“Put away those savage teeth,” she says with a laugh. “They don’t scare me the slightest.”

And she grips my chin so I cannot break free.

“Do you know what I just did, my broken little savage?” she asks. “I told a truth. Do you understand the power truth has to hurt? Ask me again why I stay, and I’ll find better words.”

If it was you, would you ask, Froi, or would you just walk away? But I’m desperate to know, and I wait for the strength.

“Is it true that you love me more than the queen?” I say, and my voice is small and frightened. I don’t want to hear this truth twice.

“I love the queen with all my heart,” she says. “But, for now, my place is here, because I’ll do anything to protect you. I can’t explain why. You’re on your own, and I can’t bear the idea of someone hurting you.”

I unclench my fists. I like her new words.

“Better?” she asks, and I nod in relief.

“Understand what your truth does to others,” she says. “Others such as Phaedra, my savage cat. Think for a moment. Not every thought in your head has to come out of your mouth.”

I don’t understand.

“Learn to cloak your words, Quintana. Not with lies, but without so much truth. Do you want everyone like Phaedra to walk away from you, bleeding in spirit?”

I stay next to her and I work alongside her, watching the way she tears the bark into strips, and when everything’s silent, she looks deep in my eyes.

“Who else is in there with you? Who else, my noble little savage?”

And I feel the tears in my eyes, but I don’t let them fall.

But she takes my hand and presses it to her cheek, and I speak words I’ve never said aloud.

“Sometimes . . . sometimes . . . it seems I’m bits and pieces and she — my sister, the reginita — she was able to make sense of it all. I’d say, ‘Look after them! I don’t have the time,’ and she’d say, ‘They’re part of us now. Not whole beings, but part of you. They want to go home, but they can’t. Because they’re not complete.’”

Tesadora stares at me, her face pale.

“And I don’t understand her,” I say. “So don’t ask me more.”

“What are you hiding from me?” Tesadora asks.

And I place my head against her heart. “Tesadora,” I say. “I think the half-dead spirit of your child lives within me.”
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Phaedra heard the crunch of leaves coming closer and closer and hid deeper inside the shelter, praying it wasn’t Donashe or one of his men. No matter how hard she tried to convince herself that the camp leaders would not venture so far downstream, she had no trust in Donashe’s vow to the Monts that he would not cross. These men were opportunists of the worst kind, and she feared what would happen if they ever found out the truth of who Phaedra and the women were hiding.

She saw two pairs of feet and caught her breath until Tesadora squatted down to stare inside.

“We’ve been looking for you,” Tesadora said, none too pleased. “She’s refused to return to the cave, and we can’t have her running around without anyone keeping an eye on her.”

She appeared a moment later, to peer into the shelter.

“And this belongs to me,” Quintana said coldly, annoyed. “If you want to use it, Phaedra, ask me in the future.”

“Well, if you must know, it belongs to the Lumaterans,” Phaedra said. “Perhaps we can travel to the palace and ask Isaboe of Lumatere for permission, so we can both use it. What say you? She seemed to have taken a shine to you last time we all met.”

Quintana crawled in beside Phaedra, who shoved her hard out of the way.

The princess hissed. “You could have harmed the little king.”

“I shoved you in the arm, not the belly,” Phaedra said. “And I was here first.”

She heard Tesadora’s sound of annoyance.

“Are you sulking?” Tesadora asked.

“She is,” Quintana said. “About the Mont.”

Phaedra ignored them, not wanting to give Quintana the satisfaction of reacting. She was going to hold her tongue if it was the last thing she’d do.

“You have no idea what it felt like that everyone knew the business of my spousal home!” she cried out, because Phaedra failed at most instructions to herself.

Quintana stared at her with disdain. “No idea? What a thing to say.” She waved Phaedra off, as if an irritant. “One gets used to the whole kingdom knowing when you’re swiving,” she said to Tesadora as if Phaedra weren’t present. “If that’s the worst thing that’s going to happen to her, she’s fortunate indeed.”

“Just go away, Your Majesty. Tesadora is right. You’re safer in the cave with Cora and the others.”

Quintana’s lip curled with distaste. “I can’t bear another day with them. The hag was already at it with the slut this morning.”

“Can she at least try to remember their names?” Phaedra said to Tesadora.

“I remember their names perfectly well.” The princess sent her a look of irritation. “Have I not told you about my memory for detail?”

Phaedra wanted to scream with frustration. The delusion would have been amusing if she wasn’t speaking to the future heir’s mother.

“No? Well, I should have mentioned it.” Quintana spoke as though Phaedra had responded. “I know all their names. I know the name of every woman who slighted Ginny in her village and every lad who has so much as winked at Florenza and every person in the valley who irritates Cora. It’s all they speak of day in and day out.”

“You do not,” Phaedra said.

“Oh, I do.”

Phaedra looked out to where Tesadora was still crouched. “She does not.”

“I think she does,” Tesadora said with a sigh. “She’s quite extraordinary.”

Phaedra bit her tongue, well and truly sick of Tesadora’s awe of the Queen of Uselessness.

“Go on,” Tesadora said to Quintana. “Let’s get this over and done with. Prove her wrong. Florenza’s suitors to begin with.”

“Josslyn, Kent, Freshier, Arns, Mitcheloi, Samule, Talbot, Patroy, Idiotjoy.”

Tesadora gave Phaedra a meaningful look. “Don’t get her started on how many bricks held up her chamber in the palace of the Citavita, or how many steps there are in the second tower, or how many leaves with a red-gold tinge there are in this forest.”

“She made up that last name. Florenza has never mentioned an Idiotjoy.”

Tesadora laughed and finally stood.

“Look after each other, you silly fools. All this running around will end with someone getting caught. Rafuel insists that one of those men is on to him.”

“Which one?” Phaedra asked, her stomach twisting at the thought of being captured.

“The squat one with fair hair,” Quintana responded. “The hangman.”

They both stared at her. Phaedra shivered to see the look of terror on Quintana’s face.

Phaedra knew exactly whom she was referring to. He was the one always whispering in Donashe’s ear.

“He wants to impress Donashe and seems to resent our Matteo,” Tesadora said. “You’ll protect yourselves in numbers. Not on your own.”

With that, she walked away.

Phaedra felt Quintana studying her.

“We’re going to need weapons,” Quintana said.

“And where will we get these weapons?”

“I watched Froi.” Quintana crawled outside. “We’re going to have to be practical. Come.”

Phaedra followed reluctantly and watched the princess collect sturdy tree limbs and scrounge for stone.

“We can’t survive with only a dagger and bare hands to find us food,” the now Princess of Practicality said. “We’re going to have to make spears. That way we can better catch the trout. Farther downstream I saw an elk, too.”

“Spears? An elk? You’ll never catch an elk,” Phaedra said.

“I’m hungry.” There was the cold determination again. “If I’m hungry, so is this child, and if I have to catch an elk to feed it, I’ll do it.”

She ordered Phaedra to collect a certain type of stone, describing its features. Phaedra collected anything she could find, holding them up in her skirt to show her. Quintana chose carefully and made rude sounds of annoyance if Phaedra had collected one not to her liking.

“It’s for a purpose, fool. We need to make a flint fuse. This,” Quintana said, selecting a stone, “will not do. And we need a hammer stone to shape it.”

Then they collected more branches, and Quintana measured two to both their heights. And the more Phaedra watched the certainty in her movements, the more she found herself responding to the princess’s orders.

Once they were ready, they sat in the shelter, working at creating a spearhead out of flint, using the hammer stone. Phaedra enjoyed hearing nothing but the sounds of their labor.

Once or twice she felt Quintana’s eyes on her, but she didn’t want to look up. It was too small a space to endure her stare, so Phaedra kept her head down.

“I only enjoyed it with the Lumateran . . . Froi,” Quintana said quietly.

“What?”

“It.”

Phaedra’s peace was over. She felt an anger rise up inside her at the memory of her humiliation that day with Lucian and the Lumaterans.

“You’re mocking me.”

“I’m not at all.”

Phaedra studied her suspiciously, hoping that any conversation about mating would not take place again. She was happy when they continued their work in silence. But not for long.

“Even if he did live,” Quintana said, her hands clenched fiercely around the hammer stone and flint spearhead, “there’s no life for us together.”

Don’t let me want to like her, Phaedra pleaded with the gods. Don’t let her bewitch me like she’s bewitched Vestie of the Flatlands and Tesadora.

The princess glanced down at her belly. “One of the many blessings of this is that I don’t ever have to lie with a man again. If they don’t kill me, they’ll wed me to some idiot nobleman, and do you know what I’ll say on my wedding night? I’ll say, ‘Charyn already has an heir and curse breaker. Leave me to my peace.’”

Quintana sounded weary of the world, and her focus was back on her task.

“How did you learn to do that?” Phaedra asked quietly, watching her shape the stone.

“I have a good head for detail. I watch. I learn.”

There was arrogance in her voice, as if everyone else was a total fool.

“Then, if you watch and learn, why is it that you can’t do your hair? Something so simple?” Phaedra tried to lighten the mood.

Quintana looked up questioningly.

“I think you’re being mean.”

“No, actually I spoke in jest,” Phaedra said.

“Well, you’re not very good at being funny, Phaedra. Don’t try it again.”

And they left it at that.

They worked for the rest of the afternoon, scraping stone against stone, sharpening the flint on each side. By the time the sky began to darken, Phaedra’s hands were bloody, every line and crevice filled with filth. Quintana stood, handed Phaedra the tree limb of her length, and they both forced the stone into the end of the branch until it was secure. Quintana gripped the branch at its center and made a move to jab at Phaedra, her savage teeth showing a hint of glee. Phaedra stumbled back, her throat constricting. Their very mad princess was now armed. Apart from Donashe and his men finding them, Phaedra couldn’t think of anything more frightening.

“You try,” Quintana said, and Phaedra held the weapon. Quintana adjusted Phaedra’s hand until her grip on the spear was firm.

“If the Mont holds a dagger to your throat again,” the princess promised coldly, “I’ll rip him from crown to heel.”

Phaedra shivered. She saw the vicious teeth appear again in a smile of satisfaction.

“Let’s go slaughter something,” Quintana said. “We’ll see if they call me useless with their bellies filled.”

“You’ve got to stop saying that,” Phaedra said quietly. “About the women thinking you’re useless.”

“You’re the one who’s said it yourself about both of us,” Quintana taunted. “And I’m sure you and the women have called me other names. An abomination? A whore? Have I missed anything? Go on! Speak the truth.”

Phaedra swallowed hard. Oh, all those words and more. Mad. Indulged. Delusional. Cold. Vicious. Broken.

“It doesn’t matter what we’ve said in the past; you need to endear yourself to your people, Your Majesty,” Phaedra said.

Quintana leaned forward conspiratorially, as if someone were close by. “I’m not too fussed about that title, really, Phaedra. It’s what they used to call my father, and I only stress the use of it when I’m dealing with the likes of those fishwives in the cave. You may refer to me as . . .”

She thought for a moment, her brow creased in thought.

“You may refer to me as Your Highness instead.”

Phaedra couldn’t stop a laugh.

“I think I’m going to call you Quintana, actually.”

Quintana’s eyes narrowed.

“Only because the queen of Lumatere is referred to as Isaboe by those close to her.” Phaedra nodded, enjoying herself. “Froi called her Isaboe as well. If the queen of Lumatere discovers that those close to the queen of Charyn use such a formal title . . . well, she’ll think that the queen of Charyn can’t make friends.”

Quintana’s contemplation was thorough.

“She’s not as beautiful as people say, you know,” Quintana said. “But the little person Vistie was.”

“Vestie.”

“The little person has a voice . . . much like someone I once knew . . . my sister, if you’d like to know.”

Phaedra was surprised. “I didn’t realize you had a sister.”

“In here, I did,” Quintana said, pointing to herself.

Phaedra thought a moment. “I understand about Vestie. The little ones on the mountain — they made me feel a joy and sadness beyond reckoning.”

“Is that how you feel about your Mont?”

“I don’t want to talk about him,” Phaedra said quietly.

“He’s very handsome.”

Phaedra had to agree, and glancing at Quintana, she thought that perhaps the princess wasn’t so bad, after all.

“It’s a pity about his swiving, though.”

And Phaedra saw her smile, with a hint of mischief in it, and she couldn’t help smiling herself and then she was laughing. They both were, and the savage teeth were the most joyous sight Phaedra had seen for a long time. It was as if they were dancing. There it was. Suddenly the strangeness of Quintana of Charyn’s face made sense. Because it was a face meant for laughing, but it had never been given a chance. It robbed Phaedra of her breath.

In the palace village, Lucian said his good-byes to Lord Tascan. He had come to the capital for discussion with Finnikin and Sir Topher that had been a great success. Finnikin’s market day would be open to other kingdoms for the first time since the end of the curse. It would bring to Lumatere cloth merchants from Belegonia, drapers from Osteria, weavers from Sarnak. All interested in Mont fleece, which every Mont knew was second to none in the kingdom, even the land. Added to that was Lord Tascan’s suggestion of a possible exchange of goods. His villagers grew sugar beet and barley.

“We’ll talk on market day. I’m to judge the barley,” Lucian said. “A neutral eye is required, according to our consort.”

Suddenly Lady Zarah was there beside her father.

“What a surprise to see you here, Father,” she trilled softly. She said something to Lucian, but he could hardly hear and was forced to move closer. There was too much noise in the palace village today.

“Just saying my good-byes to the lad here,” Lord Tascan said, handing Lucian a flask.

“The best wine this land has to offer,” he promised. “A gift from the king of Osteria for my service to him.”

Lucian thanked him and placed the wine in his pack.

“I’ll walk you to your horse,” Lady Zarah said. She held a hand to his sleeve, and Lucian instantly felt every pair of eyes in the palace village on them.

“Will you always live in your dark little cottage?” she asked as they reached his mount. “It’s sweetly quaint.”

“It suits me,” he said. “And I love my yata, but I wouldn’t want to be living with her and the aunts in the big house.” He chuckled at the thought.

Lady Zarah laughed, too, but it seemed forced. She was a pretty girl, and he could grow to love her. He knew that. She was a Lumateran, and he could grow to love any Lumateran girl. But he was already imagining himself trapped inside his cottage with no room to breathe and having to stand so close just to hear her voice. Sweet as it was.

He saw Finnikin with Perri at the tannery and took Zarah’s hand.

“I see my cousin,” he said, kissing her hand gently because the Mont girls had taught him that a lady liked to have her hand kissed. “I’ll come visit the next time I’m in the village.”

“I’ll look forward to that, Lucian,” she said.

Not Luc-ien.

“Sweet, sweet girl,” Finnikin said politely when Lucian reached him. They watched as Zarah walked away, whispering to her father.

“Oh, yes, the sweetest.”

“Yes, yes. Very sweet. I say it all the time. What a sweet girl.”

“Hmm.”

And then the discussion of Zarah was complete because there wasn’t much else to say and Finnikin mentioned a hunt and Lucian was relieved to speak of something that had his heart racing. Close by, Perri was saddling a horse that wasn’t his own.

“He’s been strangely wounded in spirit since we returned,” Finnikin said quietly about the guard. “First this thing with Froi, and then returning to find out about Tesadora’s estrangement from Isaboe. Why didn’t you put a stop to it, Lucian?”

Lucian couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“There were daggers, Finn. Women with daggers. Not just any women. Your wife. Tesadora.”

They watched Perri walk the horse toward them, stopping to speak to the priestess of the Lagrami novices. Through his ties with Tesadora, Perri had a friendship with the novices and the priestess, and it was known that he visited both cloisters in the village and forest on occasion. It was strange to think of Perri sitting and drinking tea and eating cake with such women, as though he were civilized. But Perri had always been difficult to work out.

“He’s on his way to the valley to see Tesadora, so finish your business and go with him,” Finnikin whispered quickly as Perri approached. “It will be good for him not to be on his own.”

As much as Lucian enjoyed Perri’s company, he had wanted serenity on his journey home. He desired nothing more than silence as a companion and truly hoped Perri wanted the same. Trips home to the mountain were long, and there was nothing worse than someone chewing at his ears with words.

“. . . and then, not only am I dealing with the fact that she feigned her own death,” he said to Perri as they passed the inn of Balconio hours later, “I also find out that she discusses our marriage with her companions. Our spousal bed. And do you want to know the truth, Perri? Without going into infinite detail about what took place between us those nights — two nights — did I mention that it was only two times? Have you seen how small she is? She reaches here,” Lucian said, pointing to his chest. “What was I to do? The first time, she cried, and the second time, I know I hurt her. No woman had ever wept in my bed, so I spent some nights at Yata’s to relieve her of the fear, and now I discover that she believed I was lying with one of the Mont girls. . . .”

When they reached the mountain, all seemed calm among the Monts, so Lucian decided to accompany Perri down to the valley.

“No, you stay. It’s fine,” Perri said, and Lucian heard weariness in his voice.

“No, no. I’ll travel with you. It’s a good thing, because you seem quite drowsy.”

“Pity . . . because I believe you’re needed on this mountain, Lucian,” Perri said. “Here comes Potts.”

“Ignore him.”

They took the path down to the valley.

“Anyway, what I was saying,” Lucian continued, “is that this business with Lord Tascan’s family has now become an issue because when I started seeing his daughter Zarah, I believed that my wife was dead and now she’s not, and although I know that all I need to do is see my cousin Isaboe to speak of the marriage with the Charynite . . . do you notice how I say that now? How I don’t refer to her by her name? Well, I know that Cousin Isaboe can sever this marriage based on the grounds of our separation and the fact that the union brought no peace between our kingdoms.”

“Then why don’t you do that?” Perri finally spoke bluntly.

“Do what?”

“Have the marriage severed?”

Lucian stared at him, stunned. “With . . .”

“With the Charynite,” Perri said. “Have the marriage with the Charynite severed.”

“Phaedra?”

“I’d hate to refer to her by name, Lucian. Isn’t that what you want?”

Lucian bristled. “I think you should keep silent now, Perri. You’ve said too much.”

Lucian didn’t speak for the rest of the journey into the valley until they saw Tesadora’s tent in the hollow and he thought it wise to warn Perri.

“She’s angry and she’s hurt,” he said. “She’ll be very frosty in her response to you because of your duty to the queen, and you might just find yourself back up that mountain, because when Tesadora’s furious, you have to give her space.”

Perri stared at Lucian impassively.

“Yes, we’ve actually become friends . . . almost,” Lucian continued, “and I think she’s beginning to trust me. She’s not going to want to talk about what happened with the queen, and she’s especially not going to like the fact that you’ve come down this mountain with not so much as a note from Isaboe. So let me do the talking, Perri. This may not end well for you if you act too prematurely.”

Lucian watched as Tesadora stepped out of her tent, having heard their horses. Perri leaped off his horse, and a moment later, she was in his arms and they were kissing in a way that had even the horses tossing their manes in surprise.

“Where’s Beast?” she asked, staring at the strange horse.

“A very long story,” Perri said.

They walked into the tent, perhaps to talk about the queen or where Beast was.

Lucian thought it best not to follow.
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Serker was a wasteland. Cracked earth, dead stumps of trees, and not a speck of fertile land as far north as the eye could see. Worse still were the piercing shrieks that sliced at Froi’s ears.

“Can you hear that?” he shouted to Gargarin, who rode with him that day. Lirah was riding ahead on Beast. It was only fitting that she entered her province on a Serkan horse.

“The wind has a bite in these parts,” Gargarin said.

“It’s not the wind I hear.”

Froi dismounted, his knees buckling, fatigued by the sounds of the damned that called to him. He took in his surroundings, unable to fathom the horror of what had taken place in Serker nineteen years past. Low ruins of cottages burned to the ground. Other dwellings so intact — an even crueler reminder that a people once existed here. Skeletal remains lay where people had been slaughtered. The once-thriving town void of breath. Even the air seemed to have stilled to nothing.

“The land is so flat,” Froi said, looking up at Gargarin. “How can an army possibly be hiding here?”

“You know better than to ask that when you’ve spent so much time living as a trog these past months,” Gargarin said.

But there was doubt even in Gargarin’s voice. What were the chances of an army and their horses hiding in this strange place? The only army Froi knew of was the one he had glimpsed in a valley between Sebastabol and Serker earlier that morning. He hadn’t told Gargarin and Lirah. He saw no reason to alarm them.

“How could they not have seen the king’s army coming?” Froi asked.

Gargarin didn’t respond, and Froi could see he was watching Lirah up ahead as she followed the road to the colossal theater they had glimpsed the moment they entered Serker.

“The Serker army was too busy attacking up north,” Gargarin said. “They were lied to and misinformed by a spy that the northern province of Desantos was set to invade. That was Serker’s weakness. They’d fly into any skirmish at a moment’s notice, always to prove their power. Later, when the people saw the horses approaching from the north, they believed them to be their own returning soldiers. They didn’t realize it was the king’s men who had circled the province. And by the time the real Serkan army returned home, they didn’t realize they were walking into a trap and that most of their people were already slaughtered.”

Froi continued to walk alongside Gargarin in silence. He tried to remember Arjuro’s song calling the dead so he could sing it in his heart and perhaps stop the shrieks of the spirits that only he could hear, but it would not come to mind. And then finally they reached the place once called Il Centro, an open-air stage surrounded by tiered steps reaching so high that they disappeared beneath the low, filthy clouds. It was as if Serker had built a way to touch the gods.

“I’ve never seen anything so mighty before,” Froi said.

“As young men, Arjuro, De Lancey, and I traveled here to listen to great lectures about the planets and the philosophy of the ancients,” Gargarin said. “It wasn’t rare to meet a Lumateran here, and if you ask your priest-king and the priestesses of your cloisters, you’ll find they’ll all have visited Serker in their day.”

Froi wondered if Tesadora’s mother, Seranonna, had come to this place and lain with a Serkan.

“It’s where most of the people of this province died,” Gargarin said.

“How did they all come to be there?” Froi asked.

Gargarin put a finger to his lips as they approached Lirah and Beast. She had slowed down and seemed in her own world.

“The census,” Gargarin said quietly. “The provincaro called one, which meant that every Serkan had to travel to Il Centro. The seneschal had recorded the name of every soldier who had gone off to fight, so what better time to complete the task of a province-wide reckoning? The people of Serker were all assembled in this great place of learning, waiting to have their names recorded. But it never happened, and those names are lost. Almost the entire population was annihilated. It’s been said that those who survived later crawled out from under the bodies of their loved ones and have been hiding ever since.”

They listened to Lirah crooning to Beast.

“Nineteen years ago, we had children and babes in Charyn,” Gargarin said.

Froi wanted to smash his head with a fist to keep the images from entering his mind.

“It’s what happened in Sarnak to the River people of Lumatere,” he said quietly.

“We heard the stories of the Sarnak slaughter,” Gargarin said. “Is it true that your queen bore witness and demands that the Sarnak king arrest the men responsible?”

Froi nodded. “Those River folk belonged to Trevanion. He and Lady Abian are the last of their village. Only now have the queen and Finnikin allowed others to live in Tressor. The land is too fertile to waste, but there is a signpost with the name of every man, woman, and child who ever lived there. When Princess Jasmina was born, the queen and Finnikin had her blessed and titled Jasmina of the River in honor of her pardu. Her grandfather.”

But Gargarin’s attention was again drawn ahead to Lirah. “See to her, Froi,” he said, his voice low.

“She’ll not want me there.”

Lirah was weeping. It twisted Froi up inside to see Lirah the strong, Lirah the fierce and cold and unbreakable, weeping.

“Go,” Gargarin said.

Froi hurried to catch up with her, but the moment she saw him, Lirah wiped her tears fiercely, her attention on the bridle of Beast. Froi didn’t know what to say. He glanced around, trying to think of something. Everything was dead. Or so it seemed at first. But what he had come to understand in his travels with the Lumaterans and Charynites was that nature chose to defy man’s will to destroy. Close by, wild pink and purple flowers peppered the landscape on the road beside them.

“Let me up,” he said.

Lirah made room, and Froi climbed onto Beast behind her. He pointed over her shoulder. “Bronshoi.”

She looked up and then nodded. Then she pointed to another. “Sajarai.”

And Froi understood Lirah’s passion for her prison garden. She had planted the Serker that she couldn’t forget.

They continued riding through the province, mostly in silence. Froi couldn’t help but think of Lumatere. It was less than a day’s ride from Isaboe’s palace to Lucian’s mountain. Here, it was more than a day’s ride from one end of Serker to the other.

Lumatere had never seemed so vulnerable.

When they reached another barren settlement of half-standing cottages, a murder of crows swooped close by. Froi dismounted and walked toward whatever had drawn them to the ground.

“What is it?” Gargarin asked, pulling up beside Lirah’s horse.

“Someone’s here,” Froi said. “Those birds would have nothing else to scavenge otherwise.”

Gargarin looked around and then struggled off his horse.

“We’re out here in the open,” Gargarin said. “If they want me dead, they’d have killed me by now. Let’s set up camp and wait for whoever it is to politely come calling.”

“I haven’t exactly been trained to wait for attackers to reveal themselves,” Froi said, irritated.

“Wait, I say.”

The three of them found refuge in a half-standing cottage that at least protected them from the wind. Gargarin built a small fire, and Froi watched him cover Lirah with the robe he had borrowed from De Lancey, and for a short while at least, she slept.

“You asked before about the sound,” Gargarin said later. “If it’s not the wind, what is it?”

Froi shook his head. He didn’t want to say the words.

“You’ve got some of my brother’s gifts. That I’m certain of,” Gargarin said. “Do you hear the Serkan dead?”

Froi felt Lirah’s eyes piercing into him.

“I sense nothing,” he lied. Because the truth was that he sensed agony and despair and unrest.

Something moved outside the shelter, and Froi crept toward the sound. Gargarin gripped his arm, held him back.

“Wait until he chooses to reveal himself.”

“No,” Froi said firmly. “We do this my way.”

He stepped outside and stared into the darkness. He could hear the sound of shallow breathing. It was a human sound, unlike the shrill whistle of the dead that he couldn’t block out. Froi knew they weren’t dealing with an army. It was one person, perhaps two. Good at staying concealed, but not good enough. Or perhaps their intruder wanted to be found.

Froi retrieved his dagger. “Reveal yourself!” he called out. There was no response, and he called out again.

“Are you armed?” came the response.

Froi recognized the voice and sighed with relief, regardless of its hostility.

“Of course I’m armed,” he said, irritated.

Gargarin was suddenly at Froi’s side.

“Get back inside,” Froi ordered.

“Perabo?” Gargarin called out. “Is that you?”

Froi heard the sound of something being lit, and then a flicker of light appeared as a figure with a large bulk and craggy face and oil lamp in hand crawled out of the shadows.

“You know each other?” Froi asked. Perabo ignored him and held out a hand to Gargarin.

“It’s been a long time,” the keeper of the caves said as the two men shook hands.

“And sad days in between,” Gargarin responded. “Our boy always spoke highly of you.”

Froi was confused. He had never mentioned Perabo at all, but then he realized with a wave of gut-deep envy that Gargarin was referring to Tariq. He felt Perabo’s accusing stare on him. Even after everything that had happened in the Citavita with Quintana’s rescue, Perabo would never forgive him for not getting her out sooner.

“What are you doing here in Serker, Perabo?” Gargarin asked. “On your own, at that?”

“Waiting and hoping,” Perabo said. “And here you are.”

Gargarin ushered Perabo into the shelter.

“Tell me there’s an army here,” Gargarin said. “One gathered in Tariq’s name.”

Perabo shook his head. “I’ve found nothing here but old ledgers hidden by a moneylender, and the town gossip’s chronicles.”

“You have them?” Lirah spoke up.

Perabo looked beyond Froi and Gargarin and stared at her, his expression showing appreciation at what he was seeing. He retrieved the chronicles from his pack and reached out to give them to her.

“Lirah of Serker,” he said, not needing to be told who she was. “This must cause you great pain.”

“What in Charyn doesn’t?” she said in a flat tone.

Perabo’s attention was back on Froi. “I heard it was you who lost her,” the keeper of the caves said bluntly.

Froi bristled but didn’t respond.

“You’re being followed,” Perabo finally said. Froi nodded, glancing at Lirah and Gargarin with a shrug.

“I saw something when we rested in the valley of Sebastabol,” he said.

“Can you keep us informed of the ‘somethings’?” Gargarin said sharply.

“I reveal information when it needs to be revealed,” Froi responded.

“There is no army for us here,” Perabo said, and Gargarin gave a sound of frustration. “But I can take you to one.”

“Where?”

“North,” Perabo answered. “Two days’ ride beyond the great lake of Charyn.”
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When five sacks of barley arrived on the mountain, on a horse and cart from Lord Tascan’s river village, it caused more interest than Lucian cared for. At first, one or two of the Monts stopped their midday work to watch the sacks being offloaded outside Yata’s residence, but then Lucian’s kin began arriving in clusters of interest and intrigue, and by midafternoon there was no more work to be done on the mountain, just a whole lot of observations and opinions and rubbish.

“Enough now. Back to work,” Lucian ordered.

“It’s a dowry,” Jory said.

“A what?” Potts asked.

“A dowry.”

Everyone turned to look at Jory, who was nodding with certainty, his stare fixed on Lucian.

“Lord Tascan is offering you five sacks of grain as a dowry for Lady Zarah. That’s what this is.”

“And what do you know about a dowry?” Lucian asked, irritated because suddenly everyone was fascinated by what Jory had to say.

“Phaedra,” Jory said. “She explained them to me. The way I understand it is that if I want to betroth myself to a girl, her family will offer me something to take her off their hands.”

Lotte sniffed. “Oh, sweet Phaedra,” she lamented.

“Which I didn’t understand really, Lucian,” Jory continued, “because wouldn’t Phaedra have been enough of a gift?”

Was there a challenge in his young cousin’s stance? Had Lucian been as obnoxious and bursting with all that thumping boy-blood energy when he was fifteen? He was sure he hadn’t. All that pent-up emotion that pointed down to one area of a lad’s body. Thankfully spring was coming. The Mont boys had been confined too long.

“He’s right,” Cousin Alda said.

“I’m going to have to agree,” Lucian’s uncle said.

Hmm. Yes, yes. Everyone had to agree. Everyone. Nothing better than a good death to create such affection for a Charynite.

“Enough,” Lucian snapped, well and truly sick and tired of it. All this talk of Lady Zarah and the two visits she had paid to the mountain had driven him to madness. Or was it Phaedra in the valley who had driven him to madness?

“Let’s just agree that Phaedra was a gift and maybe I could have treated her better and kept her on this mountain and taken care of her as she deserved to be taken care of, the way men take care of women in all . . . ways, but the past is the past and we move forward!”

The Monts were gaping. Even Yata. Had he revealed too much?

“No, I mean I agree about the fact that the sacks of barley are Tascan’s attempt at a dowry,” Alda said.

Lucian watched Jory hide a smirk.

“You can’t accept the barley, Lucian,” Yata said practically. “Finnikin has chosen you as judge of the crop for market day, and to accept five bushels of barley at this point from one lord over another will cause a feud.”

Wonderful. Now Lucian was going to be responsible for civil war in Lumatere.

“But sending it back will seem an insult,” Potts pointed out. Potts always pointed out facts with no good solutions.

“A humiliation of Lord Tascan,” one of the aunts said. “Imagine the sacks arriving back on his doorstep for the whole kingdom to see. The river lot don’t know how to keep their mouths shut.”

“True, true,” Lucian said, “and the gossip will spread like plague.”

“Sweet Phaedra,” Lotte cried. “Taken from us by a plague.”

“Lucian! Respect.”

Perhaps a wrong choice of word.

“If Lord Tascan is insulted, there goes our exchange of pigs for crops,” Alda said, irritated. “Don’t ruin this, Lucian!”

Everyone agreed that Lucian would ruin this.

“Diplomacy is needed,” Jory said.

“You know what that means, do you?” Lucian demanded. It was Jory who had started all this talk of dowries.

“I didn’t,” his young cousin said, “until Phaedra told me about it. ‘Diplomacy is better than war,’ she would say.”

“Phaedra’s not here!” Lucian shouted.

Lotte cried into her apron, and Lucian was the target of much head shaking and disgust.

The sacks of barley and Lotte’s crying and Jory’s smugness haunted Lucian all the night long.

“So what would you do?” he demanded out loud, as if Phaedra were in the room.

I’d be diplomatic, Luc-ien. And I’d do the right thing.

He fell asleep to those words and woke to them the next morning and found himself at Yata’s, where the sacks of grain were exactly where he had left them in the courtyard. He fought himself not to kick them hard for being the cause of a sleepless night.

From her kitchen, Yata knocked at the window and beckoned him in.

“You are so hard on yourself, lad,” she said when he was seated at her table, drinking warm tea.

He could see outside the window, where the mountain looked sublime with its crawling fog. On the slope close to his cousin Morrie’s home, Lucian saw a goat’s black face among the sheep. Beyond that were Leon and Pena’s vineyards. Sometimes Lucian forgot the beauty of his mountain, but here in Yata’s kitchen he truly understood why his ancestors had built the compound on this slope. So they could see their people.

“Every decision I want to make hurts someone I love,” he said. “Every decision I don’t make hurts someone I love. Fa never had doubt. Never.”

Yata sat before him. “On the day Saro decided to take us down that mountain and outside the kingdom walls during the five days of the unspeakable, he wept at this very same place you’re sitting now. Some of the Monts were furious. They weren’t going to leave their homes, and Saro had to decide whether to stay or leave them behind. I asked him what his heart said, and he didn’t hesitate. ‘Keep the Monts together, regardless of anger and resentment. Keep them together.’”

And his father did just that.

“What does your heart say, Lucian?” Yata asked. “You’re not torn about the barley. It’s more than that.”

Lucian and Isaboe and any of the cousins would agree, they could hide little from Yata. He sighed.

“Half of my heart says it would be so simple to share what we’ve got here with the Charynites in the valley. But the other half of me says I don’t want to share it with the enemy, and then I have to work out who the enemy is. I mean, look at what we have,” he said, pointing outside at the lushness of their mountainside, even in this winter haze. “And look at how little they have down there. And why don’t I care?”

Yata laughed. “Well, from where I’m sitting, it looks as if you do care, Lucian,” she said. “Too much in one place, not enough in another, and wouldn’t it be simple if we shared? It’s that way across this land, and it’s been that way since the beginning of time. Yes, it would be so simple to share. But there’s no place for being simple when blood has been shed and the people we love have been torn from us.” She took his hand across the table. “But forgiveness has to start somewhere, Lucian. It did start somewhere. It started with Phaedra. The Monts learned not to hate all of the Charynites because of her. I learned.” Yata had tears in her eyes. “Because you may not have seen it, my darling boy, but I hated with a fierceness I can’t describe. And do you want to hear something that was breaking my heart, day after day? I forgot the faces of my granddaughters in all that hatred. Hatred smothers all beauty. Beloved Isaboe has little resemblance to her older sisters, but your Phaedra — she made me remember those precious, precious girls, and I wasn’t angry anymore. I just missed them, and it’s the beauty in here,” she said, pointing to her chest, “that made me remember them. Her beauty.”

He could see the truth in her words.

“You know she lives,” he said softly.

Yata nodded. “Constance and Sandrine have sworn me to secrecy.”

He felt the strength of her hands.

“I don’t want you to take those sacks of grain,” she said firmly. “They’ll tie you to someone who will bring you regret and dissatisfaction all your life. It’s not what your father would have wanted for you.”

He swallowed hard. “I’ve made my decision.”

She made a sound of frustration, shaking her head, but he held up a hand to stop her. “I’m going to write a note to Lord Tascan and thank him for the grain, but explain that to accept it will compromise my role as a judge at the fair. I’m going to emphasize just how humiliating it may feel to him if anyone in the kingdom sees that I returned the grain, in case he doesn’t realize it’s humiliation he should be feeling, and then I’m going to suggest that I send the grain down to the valley where the Charynites are in need of it. I’ll promise him that no one in Lumatere will ever be able to say that flatland or river barley was consumed by a Mont judge, nor will they be able to prove that the grain existed in the first place.”

Yata smiled. “Oh, you’re a clever boy.”

“It’s not enough, of course,” he said. “The grain will run out eventually.”

“Then, we have weeks to think up another plan.”

He traveled to the valley with Jory, who insisted on coming along.

“Do you want to know what I think?” his cousin asked as they passed one of the farms midway down the mountain.

“No, I don’t actually, Jory. I want peace and quiet.”

“I don’t think Phaedra’s dead,” Jory replied. “And you know she isn’t.”

“Really.”

“Yes, really,” Jory said, imitating his tone. “’Cause sometimes I come up to your cottage, you know, Lucian. You hide up there, all closed up, and everyone wishes you didn’t. At first, I’d see that small shrine you had to blessed Lagrami and how you’d lay petalbane beside it every day. For Phaedra. Because petalbane is the flower for grieving the dead. But then weeks ago, after Cousin Isaboe left the mountain, you stopped. So the way I see it, something happened in the valley that day and you know she’s alive and you know that it’s bad luck to bring petalbane to the living, and you don’t want to curse Phaedra.”

“It’s been some weeks since her death, Jory,” Lucian said, his voice practical. “We all have to move on. That’s why I stopped laying the petalbane.”

“The mourning season for Phaedra ends midspring. I know that because Cousin Cece was seen drinking ale and Alda, well, she blasted him. ‘How dare you?’ she shouted.”

“Funny that all of a sudden Alda cares for Phaedra,” Lucian said.

Jory looked surprised. “I don’t think Alda cares that much for Phaedra. She hardly knew her. But Alda, she said to Cousin Cece, ‘You show respect for Lucian. He’s our leader.’”

Lucian had never heard one of the Monts acknowledge that before.

“You know what my father says?” Jory said. “He says you weren’t born to lead, Lucian. That you were made to. But regardless, Fa says Monts couldn’t have asked for a better man to get us through this time.”

Lucian stared at him, overwhelmed. “What are you all of a sudden?” he demanded gruffly. “An ancient wiseman?”

Jory pointed to himself.

“Look at me, cousin. Did ancient wisemen have shoulders like mine?”

The valley dwellers wept when they were told about the barley and crowded around Lucian and Jory as if they were gods. Lucian’s attention was on Harker and Kasabian. The men cut a sad picture working on the vegetable patch that Cora had planted. Jory worked alongside them for a while, and Lucian couldn’t stay angry at his young cousin for too long. Then they followed Kasabian to his cave, and Lucian saw Rafuel and Donashe watching carefully from their place by the rock face, Rafuel’s expression tense and questioning. Inside the cave, Lucian removed the bottle of ale Lord Tascan had given him from his pack and handed it to Harker to take a swig.

“To my wife and my daughter,” Harker said, his voice a hoarse whisper. Lucian winced to think of what he kept from him. Harker handed the bottle to Kasabian.

“To my sister Cora.”

The flask was back with Lucian, and the men waited. Lucian realized he was to drink to the memory of his wife. Jory watched him questioningly.

“To Phaedra,” Lucian said.

Jory held out a hand, and Lucian reluctantly gave it to him. The lad took a confident swig, but then choked, not so grown-up after all.

“Arm us,” Harker said quietly.

Lucian sighed.

“I can’t do that, Harker. You know that. Whatever happened to the women was not at the hands of Donashe.”

Harker’s stare was hard. Lucian had come to realize that this man would have been a leader much like his own father. The type of man born for it.

“My actions are not determined just by my sorrow,” Harker said. “Donashe and his murderers are going to bring a bloodbath to this valley. I’ve seen this before.”

As if they knew they were being spoken of, Rafuel and Donashe and a third man entered the cave. There was an arrogance in the way they stood in Harker and Kasabian’s dwelling, but Lucian and the others refused to acknowledge their presence.

“I mentioned to Donashe that I didn’t trust you here, Mont,” Rafuel finally said. “And that I’d question what you were doing.”

“My valley. My cave,” Lucian said with a shrug. He knew Rafuel feared what Lucian knew about the fate of the women.

“I was hoping to convince Harker and Kasabian to go hunting with me,” he added. “As well as this grain, I’m willing to allow one or two of you on my side of the stream to catch an elk.”

“I’d say it’s a better idea if you take Matteo,” Donashe said. Lucian noticed the bitter jealousy in the expression of the third man watching the exchange between Donashe and Rafuel. “These two are useless old men,” Donashe added, dismissing Harker and Kasabian with a sneer.

“Get out of my cave,” Harker said.

“This moping and silence of yours are dampening camp spirits.”

Harker leaped to his feet, and it took Lucian and Jory and Kasabian to hold him back.

“We don’t need lessons on how to move on,” Harker cried. “Those lads you slaughtered and the deaths of our women have crushed this camp’s spirit.”

Rafuel stood between Donashe and Harker, pushing Harker back.

“Let’s accept the offer to hunt for elk, Donashe. Before these fools force the Mont to take back his words. It will feed us for days.”

Donashe kept his stare on Harker, but Harker was not a man to look away.

“When it’s time for the hunt, Mont,” Donashe said, “Matteo here will accompany you across the stream.” Donashe clasped Rafuel’s arm before leaving the cave, his lapdog following.

Lucian felt the full force of Rafuel’s stare.

“You’ve turned into a hard man, Rafuel,” Jory said. “Don’t you trust us anymore?’

“Rafuel?” Harker’s head shot up in surprise.

Lucian sent Jory a warning look.

“Matteo,” Jory muttered.

“Rafuel was the name of the leader of those poor slaughtered lads,” Harker said.

A muscle in Rafuel’s cheek twitched with emotion.

“You have a good memory for names, Harker,” Jory said.

“And you have a tongue that needs to be cut off,” Lucian said to his cousin.

Lucian could see the confusion on Kasabian’s and Harker’s faces. Jory held the bottle out to Rafuel, who hesitated, but then took a swig and passed it on.

“Phaedra’s alive, isn’t she?” Jory asked, barely able to contain his excitement.

Rafuel stepped closer to them all. “Quintana of Charyn is hiding downstream,” he whispered.

Kasabian and Harker stared at him, stunned. Lucian could tell even Jory couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

Harker gripped Rafuel’s coat, his fists clenched and trembling.

“Did my wife and daughter die to keep the spawn of that wretched king alive?” he asked.

“Well, the spawn of our wretched king is going to spawn another hopefully not-so-wretched king in less than three months. . . .”

Lucian heard their intake of breath. He could see that Kasabian and Harker didn’t seem to know what to believe. He took the flask from Rafuel and raised it.

“To the women . . . and whoever it is they’re protecting.”

“Yes!” Jory hissed, lifting Rafuel off his feet.

“My sister Cora is alive?” Kasabian asked, tears in his eyes.

Lucian nodded.

Kasabian clenched a fist and pressed a kiss to it, a thanks to the gods.

Rafuel shoved Jory away with affectionate irritation.

“And this is why they couldn’t know,” he said, pointing to Harker and Kasabian. “Look at them. Do they look like grieving men?”

Harker caught Rafuel in an embrace and Lucian watched as Rafuel held the older man in his arms, tenderly. “I’ve lost them twice,” Harker wept. “I sometimes wake in the night and can barely breathe.”

“We’ll have to tell that idiot Gies,” Kasabian said. “He’ll want to know that his Ginny is alive.”

Rafuel shook his head emphatically.

“Gies has become one of Donashe’s men. We cannot trust him. I need to go now. Trust no one.”

The men embraced again.

“It may be some time before you see the women,” Rafuel said. “I beg your patience, friends. Nothing gets in the way of Quintana of Charyn’s safety. She is the only hope we have left in this kingdom, and she is as helpless as the babe she carries.”

Phaedra watched as Quintana waited and then pounced, saw the satisfaction on their strange princess’s face as she removed the writhing trout from her spear and tossed it onto the ground. Phaedra tried next and almost succeeded, but it was always Quintana who caught them.

“I almost had it,” Phaedra said.

“Almost isn’t enough, Phaedra,” Quintana said.

The women had joined them today, much to Quintana’s annoyance, but all seemed well behaved. Florenza showed a great talent for trout spearing, and by the end of the afternoon, she was looking as savage as Quintana. Ginny, on the other hand, did little to help.

“Is there anything you’re good at except for complaining and pining for men?” Cora asked Ginny as she scaled the fish with one of Quintana’s sharp stones.

“Well, if you really must know, I’m a great seamstress,” Ginny said.

“Oh, good, good. Much needed at the moment,” Jorja said. “When we get invited to that feast at the Nebian ambassador’s home, you’ll be the first person we have in mind, Ginny.”

“Why would you move from your village if you had such a talent?” Phaedra asked, trying to grip a wriggling fish in both hands and failing. It hit the water with a plonk, and she dared not look at Quintana.

“Because I’m not privileged or born last, Phaedra,” Ginny said, spite in her voice, as if speaking to a fool. “I had the misfortune of living in a village where the girls closest to me in age were last borns. Five of them. Five!” she said, as if the disbelief of it all was still raw. “Most villages had one, maybe two. But five?”

“Five, you say?” Quintana murmured, not looking up. Phaedra hid a smile.

“If you weren’t a last-born girl in my village, you were nothing,” Ginny continued, oblivious to Quintana’s mockery. “They were given gifts all the year long. Even the privy cleaner’s daughter was considered better than me. The privy cleaner’s daughter! When they turned ten, the village threw the grandest of celebrations. I played with the last borns every day of my life and was given nothing.”

Quintana seemed genuinely confused.

“I’m not quite sure what your point is, Ginny,” she said. “Were you poisoned? Were you pinned under the heaving body of a man who smelled of pig fat and onions? Was your head held under water so the half dead could clamber for your spirit?”

They stared at Quintana, horrified. Was she speaking of her experiences or those of others?

“It’s very easy for you to be so offhand, Your Majesty,” Ginny said. “When there were those of us in Charyn who truly suffered while you enjoyed a privileged life in the Citavita.”

“But you haven’t actually come to the point where you’ve suffered yet,” Quintana said. “Apart from not getting as many presents when you turned ten. So I’m getting quite bored, Ginny, and I’m going to be tempted to slice off your tongue any moment now.”

Quintana was gutting the fish with savagery, and Phaedra thought she would surely carry out her threat.

“I was good with dyes, if you must know,” Ginny continued. “What I could do with fabric was a gift from the gods. My mother was an alchemist who worked with colors, and one time I made a dress of indigo.”

Florenza, who loved pretty things, seemed the only one interested.

“What color is that?” she asked.

“A much richer shade than the sky. The darkest of blue.”

Florenza liked the idea of it.

“If we ever attend a feast again, Mother, I’ll have Ginny make me a gown.”

“You crawled through shit, Florenza,” Ginny said, her voice nasty. “Do you honestly think the nobility is going to invite you anywhere ever again?”

Florenza began to gag, and they all sent Ginny scathing looks. Apart from what the memory of the sewers did to Florenza, it was a sickening sound to listen to. Jorja placed an arm around her daughter, fussing quietly.

“You have the prettiest face in Charyn,” she reassured Florenza. “The Lumateran nobility won’t be able to resist you when they let us in.” But Florenza began to retch again, and Jorja held her daughter’s hair from her brow. Phaedra wondered how long it would take Jorja to accept that the queen of Lumatere was never going to allow any of them into her kingdom.

“You people of privilege understand nothing,” Ginny said.

“I thought last borns understood nothing,” Quintana said, but her attention was on Florenza, who was still retching.

“All of them. The privileged. The last borns. The hags who could never get a man,” Ginny added, looking at Cora.

“Yes, well, I curse the gods every day for that one,” Cora said, her tone dry.

“The tailor’s sister was a hag,” Ginny continued. “When the day came for the tailor to choose his apprentices, guess whom he chose. A last-born girl. Our precious ones,” she mimicked. “I hardly existed until Gies came traveling through the village last autumn. Some men don’t care whether you’re last borns or not.” Ginny looked smug. “Not when they enjoy the pleasure you can bring to them. If you ever get the Mont back, Phaedra, I’ll teach you a thing or two about how to hold on to him.”

Phaedra’s face smarted, but she watched Quintana get to her feet, one hand on her belly, the other on her back. The princess walked to where Florenza was still retching and weeping. When Jorja noticed Quintana approaching her daughter with the spear, she put a shaking hand on Florenza’s shoulder to quiet her. No one spoke as Quintana bent before Florenza, gripping the girl’s face with one hand, studying it hard.

“Our spirit is mightier than the filth of our memories, Florenza of Nebia. Remember that, or you’ll be vomiting for the rest of your life.”

Florenza stared up at Quintana, and something passed between them as she nodded solemnly and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“And Tippideaux of Paladozza, the provincaro De Lancey’s daughter, has the prettiest face in Charyn,” she continued to inform them all. “Not you. So don’t believe a word your mother says.”

She stood up and looked down at their bounty of fish, satisfied.

“If we can build a fire tonight, we’ll eat well,” she said. “Phaedra and I will collect the kindling.”

“Do you think that’s wise?” Cora asked. “You’re beginning to waddle with that load.”

“Waddling helps me clear my head of your voices,” Quintana responded. “It lessens my need to kill you all.”

“Then, off you go,” Cora muttered. “Keep an eye on her, Phaedra.”

Quintana was up to something. That Phaedra knew. All the same, she followed her into the undergrowth, picking up anything that could pass as kindling. There was plenty to choose from, and Phaedra hummed as she worked, pleased with what she was able to collect.

“I’m getting good at this,” she said to Quintana, holding up her bundle of twigs for emphasis.

They reached a steep slope that afforded them a view of a lower clearing.

“Put it down,” Quintana ordered. “Let’s go.”

Phaedra stared at her stash. “Go where?” she asked.

Quintana was already gripping a vine and half sliding down the incline. Phaedra dropped the kindling and quickly followed.

“You’re going to hurt yourself!”

“He’s down there,” Quintana whispered when Phaedra caught up with her, both of them hiding behind a waterberry tree.

“Who?”

“He’ll arm us. I know he will.”

“Who?”

Quintana pointed down. In a deep, narrow gully, Tesadora was bent over, tugging at the exposed roots of plants growing around its edges. But it was her lover, Perri, that Quintana was pointing at. He sat with his back against a tree, in some sort of contemplation. Quintana started to step out, but Phaedra dragged her back.

“If you dare mention what I saw them do, I will —”

They both heard a sound and looked up to see the Lumateran on his feet, alerted to their presence.

Tesadora noticed them as well and climbed to where her lover stood, whispering to him, her eyes on Quintana with unbridled love.

“You there, Lumateran,” Quintana called out. “You’re to make me a few scabbards.” Phaedra cringed, listening to the demand spoken in Charyn as if the queen’s guard would understand every word.

Quintana walked closer, handing Phaedra her spear to hold.

“Like the ones you made him. Here. Here. And here.” She pointed to both wrists and her shoulders. “So when they come to attack, I’ll . . .”

And then she did a quick show of what she’d do. Phaedra was quite enthralled. Perri studied Quintana, and then a chuckle escaped from his lips. Quintana reached him, and he held out a hand to gently touch her face. “What have we got here?” he said in strange wonder.

Tesadora’s eyes filled with tears. “Tell her,” she urged her lover. “Tell her about Froi. She’ll want to know.”

Quintana heard the name and clenched her fists so tight that Phaedra found herself dropping the spear and gripping both the girl’s hands, loosening her fingers.

“You’re going to draw blood. Stop it.”

And blood she drew, but not her own. Quintana’s nails dug deep into Phaedra’s hands.

“Let Phaedra go,” Tesadora ordered gently. “You’re hurting her, Quintana.”

But she didn’t let go, and Phaedra fought hard not to cry out in pain. And then Quintana was a heap on the ground before them as if she had willed the breath inside her to stop. Tesadora and Phaedra fell beside her. Perri didn’t speak, but when Quintana looked up to him, his smile was bittersweet.

“So you’re the one Froi is running around Charyn searching for?”

“Did he say my name?” she asked, her voice cold. But Phaedra had learned to listen to the words and not the voice. The words craved love. The words were those that Phaedra thought over and over again at night. Did Lucian say her name? Did he think it or murmur it in his sleep like she did his?

Phaedra translated the queen’s words, but Perri understood them well enough.

“Did he have to?” he asked Quintana. “When your name is written all over his heart?”

A smile appeared on Tesadora’s face. “Ah, you’re getting soft in your old age,” she said to him, pressing a kiss to his shoulder. Perri held out a hand to Quintana and helped her to her feet, inspecting her wrists, as if measuring them for the scabbards.

“You too, Phaedra,” Perri said, and her face flushed at the sound of his saying her name. She hadn’t even realized he knew who she was, despite the nights he had come up to the mountain and shared her table with Lucian.

He made a gesture with his hand, asking them to turn around.

“I don’t know how to use a weapon,” Phaedra said over her shoulder.

“You’re a Mont’s wife,” he said gruffly. “So you better learn.”

She heard an intake of breath and turned to watch as he traced a finger along the lettering on Quintana’s nape. He then traced along the marks on Phaedra’s.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“The mark of the last borns,” Quintana said.

“I thought they were supposed to be exactly the same,” he said to Tesadora in Lumateran.

Phaedra felt Tesadora’s coarse fingers on her neck.

“They got it wrong,” Tesadora insisted, surprise in her voice. “Those fools copied the same lettering onto every last born, but it’s different from yours, Quintana. Yours has stems on some of the letters. And a strange mark or two that seems nothing more than a dot.”

Phaedra thought of all those years when the priests and her father’s advisers had tried to work out the meaning of the strange lettering. “It makes no sense,” they’d say. To think that Quintana’s differed from hers and those of the rest of the last borns frightened her. It made the princess seem even less of this world.

“On my thirteenth day of weeping, when they grabbed me and tried to keep me down to copy the lettering, I was a snake,” Quintana said. “I squirmed and I squirmed and I bit any man who dared come close.” There was glee in her voice at the memory, her sharp little teeth showing. “I knew what they’d do to the last-born girls, so I made a decree.”

Her stare was suddenly on Phaedra, blazing fiercely.

“Did I keep old men from your bed of innocence, Phaedra of Alonso?”

Phaedra couldn’t speak. She remembered the women in her father’s residence. How they wept and wept at the thought of what would happen to her after she was marked. She shivered just to think of those awful days.

“I remember it well,” Phaedra said. “And then it was decreed that you and only you would give birth to the first and that any man or last-born girl who tried would be punished by the gods. The women in my father’s residence thanked the gods that you were delusional.”

But there was nothing delusional about her. Phaedra stared at her in wonder. Quintana of Charyn had insisted on the decree to protect the last-born girls. And in return, they mocked her madness.

“You’re not going to start crying, are you, fool?” Quintana asked bluntly. “It irritates me.”

Tesadora made a clucking sound of annoyance.

“What did I tell you?” she said to Quintana in a reprimanding voice.

Tesadora’s lover continued to study Quintana, and in return, she appraised him with arrogant curiosity, except for the flash of pain that crossed her face.

“Did I imagine Froi’s arrows?” she asked quietly. “I dream of them every night. I feel them.”

“Where do you feel them in your dreams?” he asked gently.

Quintana touched her head, her arm, her belly, her side, her shoulder, her thigh, her breast, and her ankle.

Perri exchanged a look with Tesadora.

“You remember exactly where they struck him?” he asked, surprised.

Quintana didn’t respond, and Phaedra caught her shudder.

“She has a very good memory for detail,” Phaedra said.
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The great ice lake of Charyn lay beyond Serker, and once crossed, it would mark the entrance into north country. Froi could have imagined it glistening white under the spell of a blue sky during the winter months. But spring was creeping over the land, and the snow that had covered the lake had melted, leaving the ice below exposed. Froi could see that parts of the lake were darker already from the first signs of the thaw.

“Black ice,” Perabo muttered, pointing. “Not a good sign for crossing.”

Gargarin dismounted. “Off the horses,” he ordered. “We don’t want to be tangled up with these animals if the ground breaks beneath our feet.”

And so their journey across the lake began with caution and not a word spoken among them for most of that day, every step taken with the fear of it being the one that would crack the ice and break the lake’s surface in its entirety. The sound of the wind was their greatest foe. Froi was coming to hate its taunting whistle. If it wasn’t mingled with the cries of the Serkan slaughtered, it was warning them of its power. How insignificant they must have looked in the eyes of the gods. Not even when he had climbed the gravina had Froi felt so vulnerable to the elements.

The dying light of the day faded, and Froi watched until Gargarin and Lirah and Perabo were merely shapes around him.

Darkness brought with it new fears, and its only benefit was that it blinded them to the vastness of the lake. More than anything, they were weary, and Froi knew he would never take the feel of solid ground beneath his feet for granted again.

“Look,” Gargarin said, sometime deep into the night. He pointed, and they looked up to see a spectacular sky, the stars so low that Froi felt he only had to hold up a hand to touch them. He’d never seen a night sky so perfect, so milky and magical.

But what sunrise had to offer was worse than they could have imagined. In the far distance behind them, they saw riders beginning their journey across the lake. Bestiano’s army was closer than they had thought.

“It’s best not to run,” Froi said. They still hadn’t reached land, and he didn’t want to take a chance. “This ice won’t hold us all if they give chase.”

“They’ll attack,” Lirah said.

“They’re out of range, so we just need to make sure that we keep up this pace.”

“Can you attack from here?” Gargarin asked.

Froi shook his head. “Too far and too many. I could wait for them to get closer, but unless Perabo can strike from this distance, I’ll be outnumbered.”

They turned to Perabo, but the keeper of the cave shook his head. “Only if they were closer, and we don’t want that. So we do as the lad says and we keep this distance between us. They could be travelers, for all we know.”

But no one believed that the men on horseback weren’t soldiers. These were Bestiano’s scouts, sent out to assess and report back to their leader and the Nebian army. Froi tried to count their number. Perhaps eighteen or nineteen in total. Too many to fight on his own, even with Perabo’s help. Too many to stand on thin ice.

“Keep walking,” he ordered the others. They had to get off this lake soon. But before they could take another step north, two of Bestiano’s horsemen broke free and came riding toward them. Froi retrieved his bow and took aim.

“Go,” Froi shouted to the others.

“They’re holding flags,” Gargarin said.

“They can’t be trusted,” Perabo argued.

“Go,” Froi shouted again, but he felt Gargarin’s hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t shoot, Froi. Perhaps they come in peace.”

They watched and waited, Froi’s fingers clenched on the bow. At the halfway point between both parties, the two horsemen stopped. The first dismounted, but Froi could see there was another astride his horse.

“There’re three of them, not two,” Froi said.

Froi watched the first rider as he plunged a flag into the ice. They heard the moan of the ground beneath their feet, and before Froi could issue an order to keep on moving, the man on the second horse came riding toward them, leaving his two companions behind.

Froi knelt, his aim on the target.

“Wait, Froi. Wait,” Gargarin said.

Froi’s fingers ached from the hold he had on the longbow. Closer and closer the rider came until his face was recognizable.

Dorcas.

The king’s rider approached, the flag in his hand still raised. His face was drawn, his eyes almost void of emotion. Almost, except for a flash of fear when Froi retrieved his sword and stepped forward to press the point of the blade against Dorcas’s cheek.

“A message, sir,” Dorcas said to Gargarin. “From Lord Bestiano.”

“Oh, a lord now,” Gargarin said.

“A message, sir,” Dorcas repeated. Dorcas never steered far from the script he was given to follow.

“Yes, we heard you the first time, idiot,” Froi snapped. “Do you want to know why they’ve sent you, Dorcas? Because they know I can easily kill you and they don’t care if you live or you die.”

Dorcas kept his attention on Gargarin, despite the pressure of the blade on his face.

“If you would please surrender, Sir Gargarin. Only you. We have no need for the others.”

“Just like that?” Froi scoffed. ”You ride over here and politely ask Gargarin to follow you? And he’s going to obey Bestiano’s wishes. Just like that?”

Dorcas swallowed this time. “No,” he said, clearing his throat. “Our Nebian friends are approaching. Four hundred men. They should arrive soon. If Gargarin of Abroi chooses not to surrender before their arrival, the captain of the Nebian army will be forced into the uncomfortable position of . . . having to do something drastic and —”

Froi removed his sword and shook his head, turning away. “Let’s go,” he called out to the others. “He’s too useless to be a threat, and he’ll be too easy a kill. See, Dorcas, you’re not even worth my time to kill.”

“And your brother dies.”

Froi froze. Gargarin made a sound, stumbling toward the rider. Dorcas pointed to a now-solitary man standing at the place where the flag was pitched into the ice. Although it was too far to see Arjuro’s face, Froi knew it was him. Dorcas raised his flag and waved it, and in the far distance beyond Arjuro, where the group of riders sat astride their horses, an arrow was lobbed into the air and landed within an inch of where Arjuro stood. Gargarin may have been out of attacking distance, but Arjuro wasn’t.

“Regardless of what you do to me, sir,” Dorcas continued, “your brother will die if you choose not to surrender. The moment the army arrives, every soldier has been instructed to fire a bolt. Unless you surrender. No one wants the priestling hurt, sir, but an order is an order. You can avoid the death of your friends here, but if you choose not to surrender, we cannot protect them.”

Dorcas turned his horse and galloped toward his men, leaving Froi and Gargarin in stunned silence. When Dorcas rode past Arjuro, Froi saw a movement from the priestling and he imagined he spat at the guard.

Gargarin began to limp toward his brother, but Froi grabbed him.

“They might not be able to shoot from where they stand, but we don’t take chances.”

Gargarin wasn’t listening. He shrugged free and continued to walk. Froi dragged him back again.

“Gargarin, I must suggest that we continue,” Perabo pleaded. “They want you so that Bestiano has no one stopping him from taking the princess and her child back to the palace. If that happens to Charyn . . . then Tariq of Lascow died in vain.”

Gargarin’s eyes were still fixed on Arjuro as if he could see into his eyes. And for the longest time, no one spoke. All around them, the cracking and rumbling of the thawing ice rang in their ears, and Froi knew that nature would be crueler than an approaching army.

“Gargarin,” Perabo prompted softly.

“No,” Gargarin said. “I won’t walk away from my brother.”

“You’re making a mistake,” Perabo insisted. “You’re placing your emotions before this kingdom.”

“This kingdom has taken my lifeblood!” Gargarin shouted. “I’ve given it everything! What else does it want from me?”

Perabo turned to Lirah.

“Talk to him, Miss Lirah. Is this what you want for him?”

“What I want for him is peace,” she said, her voice low. “And if he walks away from his brother, he will never find it.”

“His brother is a dead man standing,” Perabo said. “You’ll lose them both. This kingdom will lose them both.”

Gargarin’s stare had not strayed from where Arjuro stood, and Froi knew Gargarin would not turn his back on his brother. Not after Arjuro had spent ten years in a Lumateran dungeon for him.

“Give me your robe,” Froi ordered. “And your staff.”

Gargarin turned to him questioningly.

“The moment I give the signal, you get on the horse and you ride and you don’t stop riding,” Froi said, walking behind Beast, who would shield him from the eyes of the riders. He removed his own cloak and cap.

“Perabo, you stay, and when all hell breaks loose, you wait for Arjuro and then you follow them and don’t stop until you’re off the lake.”

“What are you planning, Froi?” Lirah demanded to know.

“Give me your robe, Gargarin,” he said again. “You want me to make decisions, then trust me.”

“Why would I trade one misery for another?” Gargarin demanded, but Froi heard sorrow in his voice.

“Because the misery standing behind this horse has a better chance of surviving than Arjuro.”

“No,” Lirah said. “No!”

“These are the options,” Froi said. “Gargarin walks to his death. Arjuro is torn to pieces by four hundred flying arrows. Or else we all live and later speak about looking on the side of wonder!”

“Take Froi’s offer, Gargarin,” Perabo begged. “Let’s fight them on our terms.”

Still Gargarin refused to move.

“Don’t you trust me?” Froi asked.

Gargarin stared at him over Beast’s head and then wordlessly stepped behind the horse, hidden from the riders. He removed his robe with trembling hands and placed it around Froi, covering his head with the hood.

“Remember,” Froi said, taking the staff, “don’t let them suspect anything. Let them think we’re all watching Gargarin walk away. Don’t get on your horse until I give the signal.”

Froi handed his longbow to Perabo and heard the protests.

“All I need is your ax,” he told the keeper of the cave.

He didn’t dare look at Lirah. He didn’t wait for good-byes or arguing. Instead, he began to limp toward Arjuro. From this distance, Dorcas and the riders would not suspect, but Froi could not be so certain once he reached midway. All he prayed for was that the riders didn’t move within striking distance before he reached Arjuro.

The ax felt heavy on his shoulder, and somehow he was back on Lord August’s farm and they were walking home from felling timber. He remembered that day well because he was happy, because Lord August had put his arm around both Froi and the boys. “My lads did well today,” he had said, and as Froi crossed this icy tomb, it occurred to him that he might never see Lord August and Lady Abian again. That he had never told them the truth. Finn and Isaboe had taught him to love, but the village of Sayles had taught him to belong.

Let this work, he begged silently. Let this work. Because he wanted to see all their faces again.

When he reached Arjuro, his teeth were chattering through blue lips as the wind tore through the priestling’s robe. Arjuro was muttering a prayer to the gods, his eyes watering from the cruel wind.

Before Arjuro could speak a word in surprise, Froi embraced him.

Over Arjuro’s shoulder, he saw Dorcas and the riders already advancing toward them.

“Will you trust me and do as I say?” Froi asked.

“What could you possibly say that would have me leave you here alone?” Arjuro asked, his voice broken.

“Your brother is waiting for you, Arjuro. I can protect myself, but I can’t protect you at the same time.” Froi watched as the riders gained ground on horseback. He was running out of time.

“So will you trust me and do as I say?” he asked again.

Arjuro’s arms tightened a moment and then let go. His eyes met Froi’s. And then Arjuro nodded.

“Go!”

Arjuro ran and within seconds the first of the arrows flew past Froi. He swung around to signal Gargarin and Lirah to mount their horse, and then he began hacking relentlessly at the ice with his ax. When the surface broke beneath him, it sounded like the demons of young Froi’s dreams, devouring the earth and swallowing him whole. He heard the roar of men’s voices, and he stumbled as the world tilted and he plunged through the ice, escaping the sharp tip of an enemy’s weapon, but finding himself falling into a freezing abyss.

Froi tried to make his way to the surface, but solid ice surrounded him and he struggled to break free of the tomb he had created for himself. No matter how hard he tried, he could not find an opening that would let him out. He felt a sob rise in him from pure fear and panic, and he pounded a clenched fist at the ice, his knuckles burning and his chest tightening. He thought he heard words from far away say, “Retreat! Retreat!” and his only comfort was that it meant Bestiano’s men were turning back and Gargarin and Lirah and Arjuro would be safe. He couldn’t think, and he couldn’t breathe; his head, his chest, everything felt as if it would explode, and he tried to count, tried to remember anything. . . . Think of her name. Think . . . nothing . . . someone’s there . . . name . . . name . . . you know his name . . .

Don’t close your eyes, Froi.

Tariq!

How can you find her with your eyes closed, Froi?

Reginita.

But he had nothing left inside him to keep him awake, and he was scared and he wanted to be with them because Tariq and the reginita were safe and they’d take care of him.

Go back, Froi. Go back.

And suddenly he was someplace else . . . on the streets of the Sarnak capital . . . and he could see himself tossing and turning on his bed of lice and hay in that sewer he shared with the rats, awoken by a voice . . . how could he have forgotten that voice . . . the voice . . . it sang . . . Sprie. One word promised him a life he hadn’t dared to imagine, and so he traveled from the Sarnak capital to the town of Sprie, where he stole a ring from Evanjalin of the Monts . . . she and me? We’re the same . . . we live . . . we do anything to make that happen . . . that’s the difference between us and the others. . . .

He opened his eyes and saw a face.

Tariq!

Hurry, Froi. Those from the lake of the dead are coming for your spirit.

Suddenly the ice broke above him and Froi swam up toward the blinding light. Later, he couldn’t say how he climbed out of that hole, but Beast was there, pounding at the ice with his hoof, his teeth pulling at the shirt on Froi’s back until he was lying on the ice, Beast down beside him, the hot air of his breath warming Froi’s face. And with the last strength he had left in his numb body, Froi crawled onto the saddle, and then they were flying across that fractured lake. A Serker lad on his Serker horse.

And as the world behind them caved in, Froi wrote his bond. The one to live by. The one that would keep him on Beast as they raced to a place where the earth beneath their feet was solid. He wrote his bond with a name. And then another and another and another. Of every person he loved and would be condemned to never see again if he let go. He didn’t know how long it took, but the list was long and it kept him warm and clinging to life.

And later, in his half-conscious state, he felt hands grab him and drag him from the horse, but he needed to burrow, he needed to keep warm, and he heard the sobs and his clothes were ripped from him and he was numb again and Tariq was there once more and so was the reginita’s voice, telling him to stay away.

She’s not here, Froi! She needs you there.

He thought he heard Arjuro’s voice. “Keep him warm — his body is letting go,” and then Froi felt the heat as they held on to him tight, until he drifted off to a sleep where he could find her, where he could hold her in his arms and feel the roundness of her belly between them.

“We’ll be his cocoon,” she said, her voice always cold, but her words flaming with the heat of emotion, “and he’ll never doubt that he was loved, regardless of everything.”
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Finnikin spent the day with Isaboe and Jasmina, visiting the Flatlands. There had been much change these past months, with Beatriss’s people moving to Fenton and the priest-king opening a shrine house in her old village of Sennington. Who would have believed contentment could come to the area after so much upheaval?

“August and Abian are meeting us in Sennington for supper with blessed Barakah,” Isaboe said to Beatriss. “Why don’t you join us?”

Beatriss’s smile was bittersweet.

“Trevanion’s home tonight and Vestie does love our nights together, so perhaps another time.”

Finnikin could see his father from the window. “There are a lot of hardworking lads out there, Beatriss,” he said, watching Perri and Trevanion working with the Fenton lot in the fields. The younger lads were full of vigor.

Beatriss peered over his shoulder. “Well, the fact is that the lads do work hard, but not as much as when Trevanion’s home. Then every young man seems to break their back for his attention. As though he’s recruiting for the Guard.”

“And how is life with my father?” he teased.

“What I’ve seen of him?” she said, returning to fuss over Isaboe with currant cake. Everyone in the Flatlands felt a great need to feed his wife today. For the baby, they’d whispered to him.

“Your father instructs the Guard, and they do what he says,” Beatriss said. “He instructs Vestie, and she wants an explanation of the why and the why not. They love each other dearly, but he’s not used to having to explain his instructions.”

Finnikin laughed. “My father was never good at the why and the why not.”

“And how is Vestie faring?” Isaboe asked. Finnikin could see Beatriss’s daughter carrying Jasmina on her back around the fields, always staying close to Trevanion.

Beatriss grimaced. “I can’t lie. She asks at every single opportunity if she can go to Lucian’s mountain and down that valley. I asked her the other day if it was Tesadora she missed and she said . . .”

Beatriss hesitated.

“What?” Isaboe asked.

“She said, ‘I miss them both. I miss her, and I miss my friend Kintana.’”

Soon after, Trevanion entered the kitchen with Vestie and Jasmina, to find some string to mark out the rose garden he had promised to plant with the little girls in remembrance of Lord Selric’s daughters who once lived there.

“I thought you were on leave, Trevanion,” Isaboe said. “You’re supposed to rest.”

“There’s too much work to be done,” he said, reaching over Beatriss’s shoulder for a slice of cake. “Some wives buy trinkets and cloth. Mine buys a village.”

Beatriss laughed. She looked tired from the responsibility, but happy, and Finnikin knew that she would enjoy a reprieve these next few days with Trevanion home. By the entrance, Perri hovered. He was more agitated since they had arrived back from Charyn. No, perhaps not agitated, but withdrawn. Today he was Jasmina’s guard, and he watched her like a hawk. Fenton was a beehive of activity, with villagers coming and going, and the guard was at times overly cautious.

Beatriss’s bailiff came to the door soon after, and she disappeared for a while, to sort out an issue with one of the cottagers, while Trevanion took the two little girls with him to plant the rose garden.

“Come and sit, Perri,” Isaboe said when it was just the three of them left in the room. She had a strange relationship with Trevanion’s second-in-charge. In those months they were all together in exile, Perri had doubted her the most, but once she had proven her worth, he was steadfast in his allegiance to her. She had once told Finnikin that no guard made her feel safer. But perhaps the situation between Tesadora and Isaboe had altered things between them both.

“You want to speak to me,” she said. It was a statement rather than a question.

“What makes you think that, Your Majesty?” Perri asked quietly.

“You hover whenever you want to speak to me, and then you wait until everyone is gone and you speak. Even if it’s about the weather. Or your concern about Jasmina’s safety. Or about an idea you have to include the Forest Dwellers in the Flatland villages’ harvesttime.”

Perri didn’t respond.

“Am I not right?” she asked.

There was a ghost of a smile on Perri’s face. “You’re always right, my queen.”

“See there,” Isaboe said, looking at Finnikin and pointing at Perri. “There is a clever, clever man.”

Perri sat down, but still didn’t speak until finally Finnikin stood, knowing there would be no talk today in his presence.

“I’ll see what my father’s doing,” he said with a sigh.

“No. Stay, Finn,” Perri said.

Finnikin was glad to, and he caught the quick flash of concern in Isaboe’s eyes.

Perri swallowed hard. “I feel as if I’m breaking a confidence here, but she never quite confided in me, so perhaps it’s my truth I speak of today as well.”

Finnikin somehow knew Perri was speaking of Tesadora.

“We were enemies all our young lives . . . Tesadora and I,” Perri said, “and then when we reached fifteen . . . well, you can imagine. We still hated each other and hardly ever exchanged a word, but I’d know where to find her in the forest and she’d know what I was there for.” He shook his head. “It was madness, and regardless of what we got up to out there among that bracken, we were both filled with hate for each other and everyone else in this kingdom. Until the day I came across Trevanion. You were newly born, Finn, and your father had lost your mother, Bartolina. And he put all his trust in me.” Perri looked away. “Me.” He shook his head. “You both do it now with the little princess, and sometimes I want to warn you that there’s something base inside of me. How could you trust me with that precious creature?”

“You never need ask that, Perri,” Isaboe said, reaching out to take his hand. He moved it away. Perri wasn’t much for touching and emotions.

“Were you still with Tesadora when my father made Trevanion captain?” Isaboe asked.

Perri nodded. “We were aged twenty at the time. I lived in the barracks with the rest of the Guard, and when I was on leave, I’d ride out to the forest and share her bed. It was nothing more than that, I’d tell myself. Tesadora would say it as well. ‘Don’t read more into this than what it is.’ Through Trevanion and my place in the Guard, I’d been introduced to respectable women, but I was always drawn back to her. We’d do cruel things to each other, but she reminded me of your father, Finn. She knew exactly what I was, but still saw some good. I began to see my worth through both their eyes.”

He looked at Isaboe. “I’m breaking an unspoken confidence here, Your Majesty.”

“There are many unspokens between you and Tesadora, Perri,” she said firmly. “I’d advise you one day to speak them.”

He sighed, and for a moment, Finnikin believed Perri wouldn’t continue. But they waited.

“Almost nineteen years ago, she was with child.”

Finnikin heard the sharp intake of Isaboe’s breath.

Perri nodded. “So we played a game of pretense that we lived a normal life. I spent every spare day with Tesadora in the forest. We started planting gardens and building a cottage. She told no one about the babe, of course. At that time, she was estranged from her mother and from every Forest Dweller. They did hate Tesadora for her mixed blood.”

“Why estranged from her mother?” Isaboe asked.

He looked up at her, a rueful expression on his face. “Because Tesadora believed Seranonna loved the royal children more than her own half-Charynite bastard. They had a strange relationship, Tesadora and Seranonna, but she still grieves her mother today. That I know.”

“And the babe?” Isaboe asked quietly, her hand absently going to her swollen belly.

“I came home to Tesadora one time nearing her ninth month and she told me there was no babe. She had bled and it was gone.” He shook his head bitterly. “And I . . . I accused her of killing the child. The only thing that stopped me from harming her was a promise I made to the captain that I would never strike a woman. I felt it so strongly. In my heart she hadn’t killed just our babe; she had killed the life I wanted with her. So I made sure I never crossed her path again . . . until six years later.”

The days of the unspeakable.

“After the deaths of your family, my queen.”

Perri seemed to be in another place. Every Lumateran had his or her own horror-filled memory of that time.

“Regardless of what I thought Tesadora had done, I couldn’t bear the idea of watching her burn like her mother, so I traveled out to the forest and found her in a hiding place. One known only to us. She had gone searching for any survivors and found the helpless novices of Sagrami.”

Perri had hidden them across the kingdom and close to the Sendecane border, the first of many to keep them safe.

“We spent another ten years apart during the curse, and for all that time, I still believed she had done something to that babe. That she didn’t want a child with my savage blood. But when we all returned here with Froi, the strangest thought occurred to me. It was during those times I’d take Froi out to the Forest Dwellers. His bond with Tesadora was strong, in a strange way. He had the same shaped eyes. More than anything, I . . . I felt something strong toward him and I knew she felt it as well and I started to believe . . .”

“That he was yours?” Finnikin asked.

Perri nodded. “Strange, but yes. I convinced myself that all those years ago, she had given birth to a child and perhaps passed it on to a traveler. Eighteen years ago in this kingdom, it wasn’t rare for the forest to be a path for foreigners. I didn’t know what to think with Froi, except I honestly believed he was ours.”

“Until we interrogated Rafuel of Sebastabol in the spring?” Finnikin asked.

Perri nodded. “When he told the story of their day of weeping.”

There was bitterness and self-disgust in his expression.

“Tesadora had spoken the truth. And, of course, meeting Gargarin of Abroi and Lirah of Serker confirmed that Froi didn’t belong to us.”

“And when you finally spoke of it, what did she say?” Isaboe asked.

He shook his head with regret. “We never spoke of it. Now all I feel is shame and confusion. She would have been . . . broken after the loss, and I broke her even more. At the time she lost the child, she had no one. I try hard not to speak ill of the Forest Dwellers. Most of them are dead, and I’ll never forget the way they died. It took me a long while to get the stench of burnt flesh out of my head. But they treated her poorly all her life. Even before we were at war with Charyn, they hated the idea of tainted blood. Her mother made no apology about the foreigner she had taken as a lover. The way the Forest Dwellers saw it, Tesadora didn’t belong to them. . . . She still feels it, and it pains me.”

He looked up at Isaboe. ”I want her to be happy . . . yet I’ve never known her to be so confused and sad . . . and euphoric at the same time as she is now. And it’s all about you . . . and the Other.”

Isaboe stiffened. “You met her?” she asked. “Quintana of Charyn?”

He nodded.

“And?”

Perri retrieved an envelope from his pocket.

“It’s for the priest-king . . . from Tesadora. It speaks of strange things.”

Isaboe stared at it and then retrieved an envelope from her pocket.

“It’s the letter Finnikin gave me from Froi to the priest-king. I’m presuming no less strange.”

Perri handed his letter to Isaboe, and she placed the two together.

“Describe it,” she said quietly. “You feel it as well. Whatever Tesadora feels for the girl, you do as well.”

Perri looked away.

“I won’t judge you,” Isaboe said.

He grimaced. “It’s a recognition of — I can’t explain. It’s as if I know her, not in the realness of our world, but in here,” he said, pointing to his chest. “The way I believed I knew Froi.”

Isaboe stared at the letters, her fingers tracing the writing on both envelopes.

She looked up, and Finnikin saw tears in her eyes. He knew she missed both Froi and Tesadora.

“I get a sense that the priest-king knows more than he’s let on,” she said. “It may be quite a supper we have tonight.”

It was late in the night when Isaboe retrieved the two letters and handed them to the priest-king. They had enjoyed a simple meal with Abian and August, and Finnikin was grateful for their presence in his family’s life. With them, he and Isaboe weren’t the consort or queen. They were the children of people once loved by these friends. Tonight there had been talk of the dead king and queen that brought a laugh, instead of tears.

“We should go,” Abian said, understanding that the letters meant palace business.

“No,” Isaboe said. “Stay. This concerns Froi . . . and Froi concerns you.”

The priest-king spent some time reading the letters while Jasmina slept in Abian’s arms and Perri and August found more candles to light the room.

Finnikin took the time to look around the house that once belonged to Beatriss. It was as if it was always meant to be a house of learning. Once or twice he had attended a lecture here with Sir Topher on rhetoric and dialectics. When Celie of the Flatlands was home weeks ago, Finnikin had accompanied her to an Osterian godling’s lecture on philosophy. But they had a long way to go in their plan to create lessons for the young. Their greatest obstacle was convincing Lumaterans of the worth of their children learning when they believed they were better put to use on the farm or in the quarry on the Rock. Neither Finnikin nor Isaboe wanted the school filled only with the children of nobility. It was not what they wanted for Jasmina.

Back in the solar, the priest-king spread out the parchments on the bench. Finnikin could see the markings copied from Quintana of Charyn’s neck and those from Froi’s skull. The words differed, but the lettering style was similar. They belonged together in a way that the lettering on Phaedra and the Charyn princess’s nape didn’t.

“Here are the similarities in Tesadora’s account and Froi’s,” the priest-king finally said. “A woman traveling the same road as Froi tells him that the spirit of her half-dead child lives within him. Her husband makes mention that she bled a child on the day of their weeping.”

He pointed to Tesadora’s letter. “A woman in our valley is suffering melancholy because her connection with a young girl who traveled to the valley has been severed. We assume the girl was Quintana of Charyn. The woman, according to her husband, bled a child on the day of weeping.”

He looked at Perri. “Tesadora is told by Quintana of Charyn that the half-dead spirit of Tesadora’s child lives within her. Tesadora bled a child on the day of their weeping.”

Abian’s reaction was much the same as Isaboe’s. A sorrow for Tesadora beyond words.

“Are they possessed?” Abian asked when she was composed. “Tesadora and the women?”

The priest-king shook his head. “I need to look into this more, but no. I don’t think so. And it’s not just the women. It’s the men as well. Perri?”

Perri hesitated and then nodded.

“But what do these shared experiences have to do with Froi’s lettering and the Charyn princess?” Finnikin asked.

“Well, you gave me the letters just after supper, Finnikin,” the priest-king said, his eyes twinkling with laughter. “Do you expect me to have worked it out that fast?”

Finnikin laughed with him. “Yes, actually I do.”

“Did you know?” Isaboe asked the priest-king quietly.

The old man looked up at her, and Finnikin saw the tremble in his shoulders. Finnikin wasn’t quite sure what Isaboe was asking, but the priest-king seemed to realize exactly what it was.

“Why do you ask?” the priest-king said.

“Because of the markings on Froi’s back that only the gifted such as you can see. Different from the visible ones on his skull.”

The priest-king smiled. “Well, let’s not pretend that you don’t have a gift, Your Majesty. Did you know?” he asked.

Isaboe looked at Finnikin and shook her head. “Froi was naked that time in Sorel when he was to be sold as a slave. I saw nothing written on his back.”

“Nothing at all?” the priest-king asked.

“I knew where to find him,” Isaboe said. “I always seemed to know where to find Froi, but never realized I was looking. So he was a beacon of some sort. But I don’t have the power of this second sight.”

They waited for the priest-king to speak.

“And from the very moment you met him, you began to teach him,” she said, after he remained silent. “Even in exile. As if you were preparing him for something.”

“I never saw the writing,” the priest-king said. “He worked my garden enough times without a shirt on his back, but I saw nothing. I’m not as powerful as the priestling Arjuro. But I knew there was something about Froi.”

The priest-king’s smile was gentle. “Sometimes . . . sometimes, I can see the essence of the gods in another. Rich or poor. Man or woman. Lumateran or Charynite. I’ve seen yours, Isaboe. Its power matched by only a few. That doesn’t make you or me or Froi better or worse than others. It just means the gods have marked us for a journey, regardless of whether we want to take it.”

“Who else?” Finnikin asked. “Who else is marked by the gods?” He prayed it wasn’t his daughter. He didn’t want Jasmina to walk a path without them. He could see Isaboe’s hand pressed against her belly.

“Who?” Isaboe asked, but the priest-king shook his head.

“If I tell you that, my queen, you’ll do all you can to alter their path. The gods don’t like that.”

The priest-king sighed, tapping at the pages before him. “But we’re not here to discuss the essence of the gods. We’re here to talk about spirits.”

“Wonderful,” August muttered. “I was just getting to understand all the essence talk.”

“We’re born with a spirit,” the priest-king said. “It exists before we are shaped by time and place and wealth or poverty or circumstance. The lives we live tame and shape our spirits.”

Finnikin watched the various expressions around the room. He was glad to see that most were as confused as he was.

“I think it’s quite clear that Froi and the Charyn princess have acquired more than one spirit,” the priest-king said.

He was pensive for some time. “I remember long ago when I was a child, my pardu died. We were very close. Around that time, my sister’s child was born, and I could have sworn I sensed the spirit of my grandfather in that babe. Soon after, my pardu’s spirit left the boy. Once the departed rest in peace, most of their spirit settles with them. But they do leave some of it behind and it becomes part of another’s traits.”

“So Froi and the Charyn princess . . .”

“Unfortunately for now are a mystery.” The priest-king smiled. “But what this enemy girl has to offer Froi and Tesadora and Perri is a thing of beauty rather than malice, my queen.”

“Then why do I want to kill her?” she said coldly.

“Because you’re human and she shares the blood of a hateful man who tried to destroy our lives,” Abian said.

The priest-king took Isaboe’s hand.

“This will take me time. I don’t recognize the strange lettering on Froi’s scalp and Quintana’s nape. It’s not of the ancients. Whoever, or whatever, placed it there may have cursed Charyn. It might not be ours to solve, but it threads through the lives of those in Lumatere just as much.”

“Then how do we solve it?” Finnikin asked.

“I’ll see what we can find in our library, but our neighbors, the Belegonians and Osterians, are the greatest pilferers of the sacred mysteries from all over this land.”

“Perhaps Celie can —” Finnikin felt a kick under the table from Isaboe and remembered August and Abian’s presence “— ask a few questions. She’s so very good at that.”

August looked at him suspiciously. “I don’t want my daughter embroiled in this.”

Finnikin nodded. “Yes, yes. Women asking questions never ends well.”

He felt another kick. It was best to keep his mouth shut now.

The priest-king studied Froi’s note, and then he smiled.

“Beautiful penmanship. And who would have thought he could express himself so eloquently? What a waste that all he wants to do is be a soldier and a farmer.”

He looked at Perri and August. “No offense.”

“None taken . . . I think. Is it true that the . . . father is clever?” August stumbled on the words.

“Very,” Finnikin said, nodding, “and the uncle is apparently a gods’ touched genius. And the mother . . .”

“Have you gone on about the mother’s beauty as well?” Isaboe asked Perri.

Perri pulled up the sleeve of his shirt and displayed a bruise. “Twice. Tesadora’s fist.”

“That would be interesting.” Abian smiled at the thought. “Pitting the mother and Tesadora up against each other. Placing them in a room and seeing them fight it out.”

“Mercy,” Finnikin said.

“Yes, I’d pay all the gold in the land to see that,” Perri agreed. All the men agreed with gusto. Isaboe and Abian exchanged a look, and Finnikin saw a gleam of cynical humor in their eyes.

“Too predictable,” Isaboe said. “You men are too predictable.”
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“We’ll be his cocoon, and he’ll never doubt that he was loved, regardless of everything.”

Froi woke lying between Lirah and Gargarin and wondered if he had heard those words out loud or in his dreams.

Arjuro crouched beside them and handed Froi a cup of something hot. He took a sip and tasted the bitter herbs, made a face, but took another sip. Arjuro held the back of his hand to Froi’s brow.

“You’ve got your color back, at least.”

“Why? Where did it go?” Froi joked, because Arjuro looked so serious.

“It went to that place you seem drawn to,” Arjuro said. “The dead are greedy for you!”

Arjuro’s eyes blazed with fury. Gargarin sat up, and Arjuro handed him a brew.

“I’ll say this once, and if you don’t honor my wishes, I’ll find a way of making your lives unpleasant,” Arjuro said to them all. “You never attempt to sacrifice your life for me again. No matter what they threaten me with, you move forward. You don’t look back!”

Gargarin’s response was a slurp. He passed the brew to Lirah, who was staring at Froi.

“I dreamed you died.”

“I’m here, Lirah.”

“Those at the lake of the half dead will never let me be,” she said.

Lirah would always be haunted by her attempt to end her life and Quintana’s, all those years ago.

“They trapped me in my dreams and I saw you there.”

“I’m here, Lirah,” he repeated. “Being threatened by Arjuro, who obviously woke up in a bad mood.”

Arjuro scowled. Froi smiled. Perhaps he was just relieved to be back with them.

“I wasn’t actually sacrificing myself,” Froi explained. “I came up with a plan and the plan went accordingly. Why would I sacrifice myself for any of you?”

“It wasn’t a plan, though,” Gargarin said, suddenly angry at Froi. “You didn’t talk it over with us. You just said, ‘Give me your cloak and your staff,’ and then you started walking away.”

“You would have talked me out of it,” Froi said.

“How do you know that?”

“I would have,” Lirah said. “I would have said, ‘What a stupid idea. You’re sacrificing yourself for Arjuro.’”

She handed the brew back to Arjuro. “Despite the fact that he lost ten years of his life searching for you, trapped in that hellhole Lumatere,” she added.

Froi couldn’t help thinking how much smarter Lirah was than the rest of them. Everyone else would have danced around the truth for too long a time. Lirah was able to slap them in the face with it until it could be avoided no longer.

Arjuro was even more furious.

“Who told you that?” he demanded of Gargarin.

“The Lumaterans.”

“What?”

“Yes, yes. You’ve missed out on some great excitement,” Gargarin said, waving him off as if it was old news.

“The ginger king tried to kill Froi,” Lirah said.

Arjuro seemed to think they were playing with him and started to stalk away in disgust, but Gargarin gripped his robe and pulled Arjuro toward him.

“We’re even, brother,” Gargarin said, their faces so close and alike.

Arjuro grimaced with anguish.

“We’ll never be even,” Arjuro said. “You didn’t plan Lumatere’s curse, so my imprisonment was not your doing. But on the night of the oracle’s death, I planned exactly what I’d do to you and it became your prison for all those years. So we will never be even.”

And Froi heard the self-hatred in Arjuro’s voice, but Gargarin didn’t let go. Instead he held a hand to Arjuro’s face.

“I want my brother back. So I say we are even.”

Arjuro didn’t speak, and it was too strange for them all.

“Tell him about looking at the side of wonder,” Froi said to Gargarin.

Gargarin seemed irritated. “Am I going to have to do that again and again?”

“Already he’s sick of it,” Lirah muttered.

Froi laughed. They were the maddest people he knew, and he laughed until his side hurt.

“What’s the side of wonder?” Arjuro asked, confused. “Why is he laughing like a fool?”

“Because there are two sides of a day, according to Gargarin,” Froi explained. “The side of despair and the side of wonder. On the side of despair, we’re freezing half to death. On the side of wonder, the four of us are together.”

The words lay unspoken among them. One was missing.

And all that time, Perabo wordlessly watched them. Froi didn’t want to know what the keeper of the caves was thinking.

He slept and woke again, heard Gargarin and Arjuro murmuring beside him. They didn’t speak of their time in the dungeons of two rival palaces and they didn’t speak of love, either, but it was all there in their voices. The brothers were talkers, after all. They were different from Trevanion and Perri in that way. In his time since Sarnak, Froi had come to learn as much about the power of silence as the power of words.

He slept on and off, but always woke to the sound of their voices.

“Who knows? But there’s talk that the street lords are in the valley and that they murdered those lads. . . .”

“The Avanosh uncle? That idiot?”

“You shouldn’t have spoken to him that way. You know what De Lancey’s like. . . .”

“It’s the star of the north, and it’s only seen when the land is ready to thaw. . . .”

“I’m telling you. They want me to set up a school in the godshouse, and you have no idea how annoying those collegiati are. . . .”

“Did you see his hideous self?”

Froi was wide awake. He knew they were speaking of their father, the man Froi resembled.

Gargarin was silent.

“In his letter, De Lancey said you refused to speak to him,” Arjuro said.

“But I saw him,” Gargarin said. “I saw that wretched piece of shit. And I wanted to step outside and look him in the eye and say, ‘You don’t scare us anymore. You can’t hurt us anymore. Because you don’t exist to us anymore.’”

Froi sat up and Gargarin’s eyes were on him.

“I wanted to say, ‘Your face has been taken by another, so I’ve forgotten the malice in your eyes and the bitterness of your mouth.’”

“Why can’t you just kill him?” Lirah said, her voice hard. “It’s easy. You wouldn’t think twice about killing an enemy. He was your enemy.”

“I’d do it for you,” Froi said quietly. “I’d do a good job.”

If there was contemplation, it was only brief.

“No,” Arjuro said. “Let Quintana bring our little one into this world without his spirit being stained by blood on our hands.”

“Anyway,” Gargarin said, his voice ragged, “I’ve seen you kill, Froi. You’re too quick and clean, and I saw his hideous self close enough to know the truth. That he’s dying. Of the same disease that took the stonemason in Paladozza, Arjuro. Do you remember?”

“Oh, yes. Slow and painful. Good. Good.”

And all the while, Perabo still watched them.

“Who are you people?” he finally asked. “You’re no stranger to them, Lumateran.”

Froi stayed silent.

“If we tell you the truth, we’ll have to kill you, Perabo,” Gargarin said, getting to his feet.

Sometimes . . . sometimes Froi wondered how far Gargarin would go to hide the truth. Was it jest in his voice, or a warning?

“Then answer me this. Is Quintana of Charyn carrying Tariq’s child?” Perabo demanded. “Or another’s?” His eyes were fixed on Froi.

“Does it matter?” Gargarin asked.

“It does to those of Lascow!” Perabo said.

“Then, we give the people what they want to hear, Perabo,” Gargarin said with a sigh. “And if the people want to hear that the child she’s carrying belongs to Tariq of Lascow, then we tell them that the babe belongs to Tariq.”

Gargarin stood before the man. “What did Tariq always say? Anything for Charyn. Anything for peace.”

Perabo was silent.

“So it’s your choice. Take us to the Lasconian army or we continue this journey without you, as we have since he”— Gargarin pointed down at Froi —“flew through the air and snatched the future mother of our king from death. No one else did that, Perabo. They planned it, they started it, but they did not see it through, and he did.” Gargarin pointed at Froi again, just in case Perabo forgot who “he” was. “So do you travel to the Lasconians and tell them that perhaps Tariq’s queen doesn’t carry his child? And do they turn their back on saving a king because they believe his mother is a whore? Does the cycle of shit in our lives continue, Perabo? Or do we give Charyn a fighting chance?”

Perabo extinguished the fire with the brew from his mug.

“We don’t want to be traveling through the woods in the dark” was all he said.

Froi rode with Lirah that day.

“Tell me again,” she said, asking him to replay every conversation that had taken place between Froi and Quintana on their final night together. Lirah believed the answer to Quintana’s whereabouts lay in those words. “You’re leaving something out.”

“Well . . . there are certain things that are . . . private,” he mumbled, aware that Gargarin and Arjuro were riding beside them.

“You little beasts,” Arjuro said. “I thought it was only the once.”

Froi seethed. “Yes, well . . . it’s none of your business . . . and it was a very long and stressful night in Paladozza and we woke up quite a few times . . . and one thing led to another.”

“What? With the belly in between?” Arjuro continued.

“I’m not going to have this conversation,” Froi muttered, trying to take the reins from Lirah so they could ride ahead. She pushed his hands away.

“Then, what did you speak about that night?” she asked.

“Lists. Of people we trusted. Hers was short. Mine wasn’t. End of conversation.”

The next day, they reached what was known as the little woods of Charyn. There in the middle of the kingdom sat a tiny piece of Lumatere, teasing Froi. It was as if one of the gods had picked up Lumatere’s trees and moss and flown it to the neighboring kingdom. Beyond the woods were the three hills of the north that led to the province of Desantos. But north wasn’t Perabo’s destination for the time being. West of the woods, the Lasconians had taken up residence in a fortress that once belonged to a Serkan lord. They were planning to head south to confront the Nebian army. But from what had taken place at the lake, Froi was certain that the Nebian army would be traveling into these very same woods.

Soon after, Perabo steered his horse off the track and they followed him out of the little woods to a clearing of neglected grazing land. In the distance was a heavily guarded wall that surrounded a castle, round in shape and imposing in height. Whoever had constructed it had been interested in impressing as much as defending, and Gargarin’s admiration of the structure was clear. They followed Perabo to the gates, and he waved up to the guards on the battlements. Soon enough, the portcullis was raised and they rode into the outer bailey, where men were practicing swordplay and hitting targets. Froi noticed that their skills weren’t of the highest standard, and his heart sank at the idea of this being the army that would defend Quintana against Bestiano and Nebia. The lads’ banter stopped when they noticed Froi watching.

Perabo dismounted first and whistled to one of the men, who came to take their horses.

Inside the castle, the keep was bustling with the business of the day. There was a fireplace on both the north and south walls and an impressive water-carrying system. Arjuro nudged Froi and indicated Gargarin with a toss of his head and a roll of his eyes.

“That’s where I went wrong,” Gargarin muttered.

“What?”

“The well shaft. Look. Accessible at all six levels. Imagine all the to-ing and fro-ing I could have saved the servants in the palace.”

“We’re about to be attacked, and he’s thinking of design,” Arjuro said.

But Gargarin wasn’t listening. His eyes studied every detail of the castle hungrily.

“It once belonged to the provincaro of Serker’s cousin as a means of keeping an eye on the north,” Perabo said. “He liked his creature comforts.”

They followed Perabo up a set of winding steps that circled the entire keep, and Froi counted up to seventy archways that afforded a view of what was taking place down below.

“Don’t look down,” Perabo warned them when they almost reached the top and the view from the archways became imposing. Froi sensed that Perabo was instructing himself more than the others.

“You obviously haven’t been imprisoned on the roof of a castle in the Citavita, Perabo,” Lirah said.

“Or hung upside down over a balconette, staring down into the gravina, waiting to die,” Gargarin added.

“Nothing worse than being chained to the balconette with your head facing down over that abyss,” Arjuro joined in, not one to be outdone in the misery stakes.

“Try balancing on a piece of granite between the godshouse and the palace with nothing beneath you but air,” Froi said.

Perabo stopped and took a deep breath and looked as if he was going to be sick.

“Don’t look down, Perabo,” Froi advised.

In a chamber at the top of the keep, they were introduced to Dolyn of Lascow. He was a great-uncle of Tariq on his mother’s side and now led the Lasconians.

“How long have you and your men been here, Dolyn?” Gargarin asked, shaking his hand.

“Too long. We first settled in Serker, believing it could be a larger training ground for the army, but the lads were spooked. We’re getting restless here and are about to head south.”

“Bestiano and the Nebians are on our doorstep,” Gargarin said. “Heading north.”

Dolyn was disturbed by the news. “Do you think they’ll try to take this garrison?”

“I doubt they’ll take the chance just yet,” Perabo said, having recovered from his dizziness. “I’m thinking that they’ll settle an army of that size in one of the valleys among those hills.”

“We could follow them,” Arjuro said. “They may have a better idea of where Quintana of Charyn is.”

Dolyn noticed Arjuro and held out a hand.

“It’s an honor to have you here, Priestling. We need all the blessings we can get.”

The Lasconian leader beckoned one of the soldiers over.

“Find a chamber for the brothers to share,” he said.

Froi watched Gargarin move a fraction so that his shoulder pressed against Lirah. Gargarin’s eyes fixed on Dolyn. And then he waited.

“Perhaps two rooms for the brothers,” the leader of the Lasconians murmured, not acknowledging Lirah. “The lad can bunk with our young men. They’ll be pleased to see a new face.”

“He can stay with me,” Arjuro said, and it was left at that for the time being. But soon, Perabo took them aside.

“It’s best that he bunks down with the lads,” he said, referring to Froi. “They’ll understand your attachment to each other, but not to him.”

Gargarin dismissed him with an irritated hand. “It’s not an issue.”

“No,” Perabo said firmly. “It’s there in every unspoken word between you. The way you walk alongside each other. In your silence. You don’t see, but it speaks loudly that the Lumateran belongs to you all. Make things simple, Gargarin. In the new Charyn, we do not want complications.”

Froi shrugged, but he felt his face redden. He was once able to hide anything from anyone, but his emotions had made him dependent on Gargarin, Lirah, and Arjuro.

“I don’t care where I sleep,” Froi said. “A bed is a bed.”

Judging from the stares when Froi introduced himself to the Lasconian lads, he was going to regret those words.
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The Lasconian lads bunked in the great hall each night after the supper tables were cleared. In those first days with them, Froi came to understand that they respected Gargarin and Arjuro, lusted after Lirah, but despised him.

He knew that because they spoke it with their fists. Because if he rounded a blind corner, he’d feel a blow to his stomach. Or if he waited in line for whatever scraps were available for supper, his plate became the plate of those who surrounded him. The Lasconian lads worked in numbers, never on their own. The leader, named Florik, rarely got his hands dirty. It was what Froi didn’t like about him. In Froi’s first encounter with Grij and the last borns, he had understood that their anger came from the fury and frustration of not having freed Quintana. With these lads, he suspected it came from envy and dissatisfaction. There seemed no group with more to prove than those born a year or two before the last born. They had come second to Tariq all their lives. Worse still, the heir had died in exile before these lads could get to know him and prove their worth. And with Froi, it was personal. He hadn’t just lost Tariq’s supposed unborn child; he had befriended the heir. Perabo had spoken of this to the Lasconians. That despite everything, Tariq’s last message had been to the Lumateran, Froi of the Flatlands. The heir had written part of Froi’s name in his own blood on the cold stone as he lay dying.

Regardless of their treatment, Froi silently pledged his bond to Tariq. He would endure anything from the Lasconians and never raise his fists against Tariq’s people. That wasn’t to say that Froi’s fists weren’t clenched the whole day long in fury, or that he was to do more counting to control his temper than he ever had. Even when he woke with a sack pressed over his face, threats in his ears, and the humiliation of untangling himself from the thick cloth, only to find them gone, Froi kept his bond. He missed Finn and Lucian. He missed Grij and Olivier. No, never Olivier. Not the traitor.

So he spent his days on the wall-walk, searching the trees that lined the little woods. Each day, he recorded the facts with precision, and when he was certain of movement in the woods, he called for Perabo.

“There,” he said. “See that rustle of shrubs? It means the army Dorcas spoke of is now passing through. They’re heading north. There,” he said, pointing to one of the trees, “someone’s watching us from up in the branches. More than one, but they take turns. They know we’re here, but they don’t seem interested in doing anything about it for the time being.”

Perabo nodded. “Good. I’ll let the others know.”

“Perhaps I can share a word with Gargarin, Perabo.”

The keeper of the caves waved Froi off and walked away, and the moment Perabo disappeared down the steps of the wall, Florik and two of his companions gripped Froi by the arms.

“Perabo, perhaps I can share a word with Gargarin,” Florik mimicked. “You’re a lord, aren’t you, with your fancy talk?”

Froi marveled bitterly at how strange life was. After being told all his young life that he was nothing but street filth, here he was, taunted for the way he spoke.

He struggled and pulled free. He didn’t want to lose control. Tariq was the first person ever to show kindness to Quintana. He saved her life, and Froi would never betray the memory of him.

“You think you’re better than us,” Florik sneered. “Just because we live on the mountain and belong to no province or precious flatland.”

“No, Florik, I think I’m better than you because you’re stupid and I’m not. Has nothing to do with provinces and flatlands and mountains, my friend. It’s all about up here,” Froi said, pointing to his head. It was a mistake, of course, but Froi knew he’d make plenty of mistakes in the days to come. He wanted to say more. That the lads followed Florik not because they believed him to be a leader, but because they hadn’t a thought of their own. They followed him because of their weakness, not Florik’s strength. But most days, Froi kept quiet and spent his time alone on watch, despairing at the weakness of this army. These lads had never seen battle. Tariq’s decision to go underground in the Citavita had kept war away from his people. They had experienced loss from afar. But they had never been forced to defend or be the sentinels of their kingdom as Lucian of the Monts had. So it made them lazy and proud of achievements that were small in comparison to those experienced in greater Charyn or Lumatere. Trevanion said often that there were some who shone brightly in a crowd of five, but very few could do so in a group of thousands. Froi imagined that Florik was one of the bright stars in a small crowd and somehow he had chosen Froi as the one he needed to pound into the ground to win. No one else around the Lasconian tried to compete. Florik, he learned, was betrothed to the prettiest girl on the mountain. And Florik, he learned, was the best archer on the mountain. And Florik was the mountain’s messenger because of his speed. Froi found that out every time Florik’s fist caught him in the face, as two of his lackeys held Froi down.

But what he could endure the least was being kept out of the talks held in the great hall between Gargarin and the elders of Lascow during the day. He knew Gargarin was appeasing them and they were working on a treaty that would have a Lascow elder represented among the provincari. Since Froi’s time in Charyn, he had always been part of the decision making, but here among the Lasconians, his opinion was not required. He especially felt the sting of Arjuro and Gargarin spending all their free time together, leaving him to his own devices. From the entrance of the great hall that day, Froi could see the two brothers surrounded by the Lasconians and answering questions thrown at them from all corners of the room.

“Back outside,” a guard ordered when Froi tried to step inside the hall.

“I’m with Gargarin and Arjuro of Abroi.”

“You will be told what you need to be told. Run along.”

He went to find Lirah, who was at a desk in the room she shared with Gargarin. The chronicles Perabo had given her from Serker were spread before her.

“They wouldn’t let me in,” he said, furious, sitting on the corner of her desk. “I couldn’t even step inside to listen.”

“Yes, well, try being me,” she said, not looking up. Pushing the chronicles aside, she reached for her own journal. “I need you to go through that conversation you had with Quintana about whom she trusted.”

Froi was sick and tired of Lirah’s questions. When he didn’t speak, she looked up, her eyes narrowing. “What’s happened to your face?” she asked, reaching out a hand. Froi pushed it away.

“It’s nothing,” he muttered.

“No, it’s not.”

“Enough, Lirah,” he said, irritated. “It’s nothing.”

She stood up. “Well, I’m going down to the bailey to have a word with this ‘nothing.’”

Froi stared at her, horrified. “Lirah, are you insane? You’ll ruin my life.”

“I ruined it long ago,” she said. “Come on. Take me to him. Point him out.”

Froi responded with a stony silence, and she sighed, pointing to a stool beside her desk. “Sit. We can’t spend all our time here idle. Tell me everything you spoke to Quintana about.”

“Lirah, how many times do I have to repeat myself?” he shouted with frustration at her. At everyone.

“As many times as it takes us to work out where she is, Froi! Do you think you’re going to discover the truth in a crowded room with a bunch of men who will spend days quibbling about what your son should be named?”

Froi froze. He saw her regret, and she looked back down.

He gritted his teeth with frustration. “This is what Quintana spoke about. She trusts me, you, Gargarin, and Arjuro. Remember how I said that yesterday and the day before and the day before that? You should find something better to do with your time, Lirah.”

This time when she looked up, her eyes were fierce. “Well, let me see, Froi. I could walk down to the barracks and hear one of the lads point out that ‘she was the king’s whore,’” Lirah said, feigning a whisper. “Or I could walk through the crowd you’re so desperate to be part of and have one of the elders order me to his room because, ‘If Gargarin of Abroi is having her, why can’t anyone else?’ Or perhaps I can sit here and write out a list of all my options of where to live if Quintana is ever returned to the palace with the little king. I’m actually thinking of the soothsayer’s cave. No? How about the Crow’s Inn near the bridge? I think the landlady took a liking to me.”

She didn’t speak after that, and it was shame that made him walk out of her chamber.

As he descended the stairs and reached the landing, Gargarin was there with Perabo and Dolyn and another elder, still arguing.

“You know that if any of the provincaro’s armies are the first to get to her, they will claim it as a victory for years to come,” Dolyn argued. “They will have the greatest favor with the new king. So I say it’s my men who return Quintana of Charyn to the palace. No one else.”

“We’ll speak of this later, Dolyn,” Gargarin said. “The safety of Quintana and her child is more important than who will have the greatest favor with the new king in years to come. For now we pray that she’s kept herself alive.”
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I keep my eyes shut, surrounded by fear, and I know what to do. You taught me that time, and I know what you’d say if you were here by my side: “Five seconds, Quintana, just as I taught you” . . . but it’s the man with the noose and I forget to be brave. . . . He’s here in the cave, Froi, and I’m scared for our lives. . . . Keep shouting your words . . . “Plunge it into the side” . . . Don’t leave me alone . . . “from one ear to the other” . . . I hear you, I hear you, but it’s the man with the noose! . . . I’m frightened to death, Froi, he’s here for our son. If I can open my eyes I’ll tear him to pieces . . . but when I open my eyes, gods! Why so much blood?

The corpse in their cave had lain uncovered for most of the day.

No one had spoken yet. No one could find it within themselves to get close enough to cover the mangled flesh of the intruder. Instead, fussing wordlessly over Florenza gave them all something to do. The intruder had used his fists on her because Florenza had been outside the cave when he snuck up on them. She had fought like a demon trying to stop him from entering, and her pretty face was all bruised, her nose broken.

Jorja rocked her daughter in her arms the whole day, and finally Phaedra heard a sob escape her. It was the first show of emotion since the screaming and crying that had taken place when the man first entered. Ginny began to blubber then, and even Cora’s ragged breathing joined in with the rest. While Jorja cried and clutched her daughter, Quintana raised her head. She had spent the day curled up in a ball, her hands tight around her belly.

“You can call her your princess, Jorja,” Quintana said quietly. “I’ll let you.”

It only made Jorja cry even more. But her tears had awakened their cold, strange princess, who crawled on all fours to be beside Jorja and Florenza.

“You tell Florenza that she’ll be rewarded one day for trying to save the little king.”

Phaedra trembled to see the sorrow in Jorja’s eyes.

“And what of your life, Princess? What is the reward for saving the life of the little king’s mother?”

Quintana was confused by the question, almost scornful.

“You’d barely get a piece of silver for that, Jorja,” she said. “It’s better to ask for more in this life.”

Phaedra watched Quintana struggle to her feet, her belly so round and ripe.

“Where are you going?” Cora asked. “Lie down, you silly girl.” There was a gentleness in her voice that Phaedra hadn’t heard before.

“To find Tesadora,” the princess said. “She’ll know what to do.” Quintana held out a hand to Phaedra. “Come, Phaedra, we can’t stare at a corpse all night. It’s dark now, and no one will see us. We’ll take the weapons.”

The idea of holding a weapon made Phaedra sick to her stomach. She shook her head, refusing to move.

“Don’t go out there, Your Majesty,” Jorja said. “Another could be watching.”

“Why would you think that?” Ginny asked with a cry. She had been the most hysterical of them all.

“You stay,” Cora said quietly to Quintana. “Ginny, come with me.”

And then they were gone and Phaedra dared to look at what lay in the center of the room and her eyes found Quintana’s and there it was. The savage satisfaction in her eyes, a glimpse of pleased little teeth showing through her lips.

Much later, they heard a sound and Florenza whimpered. Jorja was on her feet in an instant, the spear in her hands. She looked like one of those crazed women who lived by the swamp in Phaedra’s province. They all did. They were all filthy and wild, and Phaedra hardly recognized what they had become.

Cora and Ginny entered first and then Tesadora, Japhra, Rafuel. And Lucian.

Tesadora walked to the corpse, and Phaedra saw her flinch at the state of the body. It had taken strike after strike to stop the intruder from coming toward Quintana. Fifteen strikes — Phaedra had counted. Quintana had told her just the other day that counting kept Froi focused, so Phaedra had counted the blows.

The man had known exactly who he was looking for. He had grabbed Quintana by the hair and pulled her to her feet. The viciousness of his movements had awakened something in all of them.

“What will we do with it?” Cora asked.

Lucian stepped forward to study the corpse.

“Bury him,” he said.

The women gasped.

“It’s not the Charynite way,” Phaedra said quietly.

“When you’re hiding a corpse, it’s the only way.”

With Rafuel’s help, Lucian lifted the body and carried it away, and when Phaedra saw the blood on the stone, she took the bucket and traveled down to the stream in the dark once, twice, three times. More. She wanted the blood gone. She wanted to scrub it from existence.

The men returned, and Phaedra couldn’t bear to look at them. She knew Lucian was watching her. She felt it. If she had imagined herself to be in love with him during those last days on the mountain before Quintana’s arrival, now it made her ache. Once, she believed misery was a half-dead kingdom, or living among hostile people. Now she knew it also included loving a man who she’d never have.

She felt Quintana’s hand on her shoulder, but Phaedra shrugged it free.

“Just go rest, Your Majesty,” she said, unable to look her in the eye. “All this can’t be good for the babe.”

When Phaedra was a child, she had watched her father and his men drag home the carcass of a boar. They hadn’t killed it for sport but because it had raced toward them and attacked a young cousin. Upon seeing the lad’s mangled body, her father and his men had leaped off their horses and clubbed the boar in fury. “So it will never do harm again,” her father had said. But later she heard him speak to her mother, his voice soft. Telling her that killing the boar required no thought, no logic, just instinct. “In the end, we’re just animals ourselves,” he said.

Kneeling on the cold, blood-soaked stone, Phaedra had never understood her father’s words so much.

Lucian studied the women carefully. He was still unsure of what he had walked into. A last-minute trip down the mountain to see that all was well with his two cousins and Tesadora’s girls had led to this. He watched Rafuel crouch before Quintana of Charyn and hold out a hand to her. She gripped his fingers and drew him close.

“Did they tell you what I did?” Quintana said. “I couldn’t move.”

Rafuel nodded. “Everything will be fine, Your Majesty. As long as you’re not hurt, everything will turn out fine. You know what they’re whispering about? Armies. Not just one, but many. For you and the little king.”

Lucian studied her face. He had never looked at her closely. She was strangely fascinating, all cold suspicion with a quick flash of fear thrown in once in a while. Suddenly her attention was on Lucian.

“I froze,” she said again. “Don’t tell Froi I did. He’ll be disappointed. I promised I’d stay alive, that I’d protect the little king. But it was the hangman from the Citavita. He had put a noose over my head, and when I saw his face, I froze.”

Lucian glanced at Rafuel, confused.

“They tried to hang her in the Citavita. Galvin was the hangman.”

Lucian remembered the story from Phaedra’s excited whispers that time on the mountain. Hearing adventurous stories about Froi saving princesses was one thing, but this was different. There was nothing exhilarating about a girl with a noose around her neck.

“Then, if he was the one who put the noose over your head, it’s only right that he lies in the ground,” Lucian said. He stole a look at Phaedra, who was scrubbing the ground and refusing to look at him.

“Tell her to stop,” he said to Tesadora softly.

Tesadora was pale. Saddened.

“There’s no more blood left, Phaedra,” Tesadora said, firmly but gently. “He’s gone.”

“Do you think he recognized Her Majesty from the time she arrived in the valley?” Cora asked Rafuel.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Jorja said. “Why wait all this time to act?”

“Could he have followed you, Rafuel?” Cora suggested.

Rafuel nodded. “Perhaps. Galvin wanted to prove his worth to Donashe. Let’s pray he kept all this to himself with the hope of dragging Her Majesty back to the valley tonight and declaring himself the mightier of us both. Let’s hope he didn’t tell Gies. All we need is for the fool to come sniffing around searching for his friend.”

“Gies!” Ginny cried out. “Does he know I’m here? Why hasn’t he come for me?”

Lucian and Rafuel exchanged a look. “All your men have been instructed to keep away,” Rafuel lied. Only Harker and Kasabian had been told to keep away. Rafuel had kept to their decision not to tell Gies about the women.

They traveled through the woods in silence. Rafuel stayed ahead for most of their journey. Lucian had a strange feeling that Tesadora and Rafuel were keeping something from him. About the bloodied scene they had come across.

“Doesn’t it concern you that the mother of your heir is so savage?” Lucian asked just before they reached Tesadora’s camp.

Rafuel stopped. He glanced at Tesadora, who looked away, her expression closed.

“Handy, of course,” Lucian mused. “But her actions were savage and not at all princesslike. I’m not condemning, by the way. Just remarking that she’s certainly her father’s daughter.”

“That’s condemning,” Rafuel bit out. “If you’re comparing her to the dead king, in my eyes that’s condemning!”

“Leave it,” Tesadora said. “Go back and find out if Galvin was working alone, Rafuel.”

Rafuel swallowed hard, and Lucian saw the despair in his expression.

The Charynite walked away but then turned back.

“Thank you,” he said to Lucian. “You didn’t have to be there tonight, Mont, but we were fortunate that you were in the valley all the same.” He held out a hand, and Lucian knew to shake it. Rafuel still didn’t walk away.

“She recognized him as the hangman, and she froze from the shock of it,” he said.

“Regardless, you saw what she did to him,” Lucian countered. “As I said, your princess knows how to look after herself.”

Rafuel and Tesadora exchanged another look, and then the Charynite was gone.

They reached the camp where Tesadora’s girls slept. Tesadora walked Lucian to his horse and waited as he mounted. Usually there were no good-byes, but tonight he sensed that she wanted to speak. He embraced her quickly.

“Lucian,” she said quietly as he mounted his horse.

When he looked down, he saw tears in her eyes.

“Quintana of Charyn didn’t kill the man,” she said. “Phaedra did.”
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The days were long, and the boredom turned the Lasconian lads restless.

“We’ll run a race to see who’s fastest,” one of Florik’s lads said. “No one on the mountain has been able to beat Florik. So we choose him to race you, Lumateran.”

“What’s the prize?” Froi asked.

The lad who spoke for Florik shrugged. “There’s no need for a prize. It’s a friendly competition.”

“We run this wall,” Florik said. “Stand with your back to me, and then we’re off. Whoever returns to this point first is hailed the winner.”

It seemed too easy and didn’t involve a beating, and Froi could think of no better way to relieve the tedium on the watch at this time of the day.

“Count of three,” Florik’s lad said.

Florik was off at the count of two. Froi bolted in the opposite direction, and the more ground he covered, the more his pride demanded this victory. The only way to win against these lads was to show that their numbers weren’t enough to break him.

His was a straight run to begin with, but then parts of the route plunged down steep spiral steps and up again, and Froi took them, two at a time, heart hammering until its beat was a song that spurred him on, forcing him to fly the confines of this prison he had found himself in. He heard them chanting, “Florik! Florik! Florik!” and he shut his ears and kept his pace, stealing a look below to the flicker of movement in the bailey where he suspected the lads and the older men had come from the keep to watch the race. But Froi blocked their voices from his mind and reached the second turret, where he and Florik passed each other. Florik’s hand snaked out to hold him back, but Froi swiped at it with such force that he heard a grunt from the Lasconian as he pulled himself free, racing through a section of the walkway concealed from the grounds below. Froi raced through its tunnel, heard the sound of his own breathing, grunting, echoing harshly, then came out into the light again as if he were flying straight into the blue of this early spring sky. He could smell his victory. But suddenly as he rounded the final turret, he tripped over something wedged between the stone of the inner and outer wall. It was a short sword, there to do exactly what it had done, placed on so blind a corner that Froi could never have seen it coming. As he stumbled to his feet, he knew he had lost.

He heard the cheers for Florik as he neared the finishing place. Down below in the bailey, Dolyn and the elders were beckoning Florik to join them. Gargarin signaled, and Froi knew he was being instructed to come down and stand beside the winner.

“No man can outrun a Lasconian,” the elder said as Froi reached them. He and Florik stood side by side, Florik’s arm raised in victory. “The little king’s blood runs from our spring.”

Gargarin and Arjuro came to find Froi on watch late that night.

“Are you sulking because he won a race?” Gargarin asked.

Froi didn’t respond. He preferred not to see it as sulking.

“When you accomplish something, it should be for no one but yourself,” Arjuro said.

“Yes, yes. If we could all be as wise as both of you,” Froi said.

“Gods,” Arjuro muttered. “I wish I could go back to my youth and slap myself hard across the face for being as snarky as you are at times, Froi.”

“You were very annoying,” Gargarin said to his brother.

“You equally so.”

Arjuro held out his ration of food to Froi, who stared at the dry horse meat.

“If they go anywhere near Beast, I’ll kill them all.”

“They need to feed themselves,” Gargarin said.

“They should have thought of that before they holed themselves up in this place,” he hissed.

A shrill cry came from the darkness of the woodlands.

“Something’s happening out there,” Froi told them. “I’ve heard cries through the night. Humans and horses. Most of Bestiano’s army would have passed by now, heading north, but something in that woodlands is finishing off Nebia’s flanks.”

“Yes, but who?” Gargarin asked.

They were eerie sounds, eaten up by the space between the little woods and where they stood. By the time the sound reached them, all that remained was a distant echo.

“The sentinel in the tree hasn’t been there the whole day, and that could only mean there’s been some sort of attack,” Froi said. “I can take advantage of it. Venture out and see what’s happening.”

Gargarin shook his head. “I don’t want to take the chance,” he said. “Just say they’re lying in hiding, waiting for us to do just that. It could be a trap.”

“But we can’t stay here,” Froi said quietly, in case one of the Lasconians was listening. “Tariq’s people are idiots. They picked the worse place to set up camp. We might be protected by these walls, but we’re trapped and Bestiano knows we’re here. He wants you dead. For all he knows, Quintana is with us, and he wants her. We need to move.”

“But where?” Gargarin asked. “We’ll only end up wandering aimlessly, searching for her, Froi. We have no idea which direction to turn.”

“We’ve run out of chances, Froi,” Arjuro said. “We’ve escaped death too many times. Gargarin. Me. You. I agree that we stay put. The next time, it could cost us our lives. Maybe Lirah’s.”

Froi looked away.

“Did you have an argument with her?” Gargarin asked quietly. “Lirah?”

“Why?”

“She doesn’t seem herself. She was angry and distant —”

“That is herself,” Froi interrupted.

“And hurt.”

Fine, now he was also to blame for Lirah’s feelings.

“If you really want to know,” Froi said, “the matter of not living in the palace has gotten to her. Where will her home be, Gargarin?”

“What?” Arjuro asked, hearing it for the first time. “Why wouldn’t Lirah live in the palace? She’s Quintana’s mother in the eyes of Charyn.”

Froi waited for Gargarin to explain, but he was silent, so Froi spoke.

“According to the provincari, she’s part of Charyn’s shameful past,” he said. “They want Gargarin in the palace but not her, and Gargarin threatened to not take up the position of the little king’s regent. They, of course, have a second and even third option.”

Arjuro looked at Gargarin.

“There is no other,” Arjuro said, fury in his voice. “And since when do the provincari make all the decisions? Is that what took place in Sebastabol?”

“Among other things, which is why it would help us to have the Lasconians in our favor,” Gargarin said.

Arjuro shook his head incredulously. “Those damned provincari. They have no right to tell Lirah she can’t live in the palace, and if they even try to take control of the godshouse, I’ll curse every single one of them. Hypocrites. Bastards.”

“And I think some of the lads and men here have said something to her,” Froi said quietly.

Arjuro’s eyes met Gargarin’s.

“I don’t like these people.”

“Oh, don’t you start, Arjuro!” Gargarin snapped. “First Froi, now you. What do you want me to do? Run a race around this wall and compete with them? They’re all we have. If we find Quintana, at least we have the numbers to get her into the palace safely. We need an army. This is the only one we have!”

“And De Lancey promised you no army?”

“Nothing,” Gargarin said with frustration. “Do you think we’d be here with this lot if we had Paladozza behind us? De Lancey was all secretive, and then he got on the defensive about both of us always ganging up on him.”

“Well, we actually did,” Arjuro said with a sigh.

“You know him better than anyone, Arjuro,” Froi said. “What could he be hiding?”

Arjuro shrugged. “I don’t know him anymore, despite our history. Before the day of weeping, he was a provincaro’s indulged son, bored and waiting to take over one day, so we were allowed to be as decadent and wild as we wanted to be. But he’s different now, and the De Lancey I got a glimpse of in both the Citavita and Paladozza is the type to have more than one plan up his sleeve.”

They heard more cries and shouting come from the little woods, and even the Lasconian lads gathered close by.

“What do you think’s going on out there, sir?” one of them asked Gargarin. As if he would know and not Froi.

“Either Bestiano’s army is killing one another or we have more visitors.”

Froi spent the rest of the night on watch with Perabo. The keeper of the caves had a disturbing way of staring at Froi and Gargarin and Arjuro as if he was going to reveal the truth about who he believed they all were to the Lasconians.

“Nothing good will come of this for you,” Perabo said quietly as the sun began to creep above the trees before them.

“What?”

“Regardless of our hope that she carries the first, and that she’s somehow safe, nothing good will come of this for you . . . personally . . . and you seem the person to take things personally.”

“You don’t know me, Perabo.”

“I saw it the first time in the caves in the Citavita, and then again the next two times. You want her. Not like other men want to control her, but you want to take care of her. Love her. Make her happy.” Perabo shook his head sadly. “And that will not happen. They will never give you an opportunity to be that man. The provincari and even Dolyn’s people will want a lord, a man of title. Quintana’s consort will be our showpiece to the rest of the land. ‘See. Look what we got. We might have a history of shame, but look what we managed to snare for our mad princess.’”

“Always pleasant to be on watch with you, Perabo.”

But all the keeper’s words did was make Froi yearn for her more. He missed Quintana’s voice in his ear. Sometimes he tried to recall those early months in the palace with her and the indignant reginita. But it wasn’t her voice he remembered. It was the clipped, cold voice of his ice princess. The one that could tear layers of skin from him by merely speaking. He had become used to listening to her words and not judging them by her tone.

“I wonder what I’ll say to the little king first,” she had murmured that last night in Paladozza.

“Maybe you should tell him you love him.”

“But what if I don’t?” she argued. “I don’t know him. How can I love one that I don’t know? I’m frightened to see him. I’ve never seen a little creature. How will I know he’s not all wrong?”

“And if he is all wrong, what will you do?” Froi had asked.

She thought for a moment. “I’ll hold him tight and tell him that we’ll be wrong for this world together.”

Perabo shoved Froi out of his memories and pointed. As early light began to stretch across the sky, they could see more movement through the trees of the little woods. During the night, whatever had taken place out there had inched closer to them. Froi heard Perabo’s intake of breath. Behind them, the first of the Lasconians were beginning to wake, but for now, only Perabo and Froi waited for whatever lay ahead to unleash itself.

And unleash itself it did. Horsemen appeared out of the little woods before Froi’s very eyes. What they lacked in numbers they made up for in strength and speed. If he didn’t know better, Froi would have sworn it was Trevanion leading them. No man looked more powerful than his captain on a horse.

“If this is part of the Nebian army, we don’t stand a chance,” he warned Perabo.

Perabo shouted out a command, and the Lasconian lads on the wall were suddenly awake.

“We’re under attack!”

Men scrambled for their weapons, and orders were bellowed from all corners of the bailey. Froi looked back at the battlements of the keep and saw Dolyn’s men ready with longbows.

“Take aim!” Perabo shouted.

Froi heard the order repeated over and over again until it reached the keep. He took aim. More and more men climbed up to the wall to stand beside them, watching the force approaching. The horsemen gained ground, their powerful mounts punishing the earth beneath them, riding at a speed beyond reckoning.

“Give the order!” one of the Lasconians shouted.

“Give the order,” a voice rang out again, but Perabo waited, and Froi’s hand shook to keep the bow so taut. He felt the perspiration trickle down his temple, but he kept his focus on the horsemen in the lead. Not one of the riders had raised a weapon, but their intent was obvious. They were going to enter the fortress regardless of how many soldiers stood on both battlements.

“Perabo! Give the order!” someone shouted.

And then, as the sun illuminated the clearing, Froi saw the truth.

“Stop!” he shouted. “Wait.”

“Wait!”

“Wait!”

He heard the order passed back to the battlements.

Yes, the voice inside him hissed. Or perhaps he did shout it aloud, because Perabo stared at him questioningly. Froi’s prayers had been answered in more ways than one.

“Who are they?” Perabo asked, as the horsemen reached the gates.

“You mean what are they,” a lad beside them muttered.

Froi grinned. He looked at where Florik stood and felt a gleeful vengeance in his heart. The Lasconian lads were going to get a beating.

“Turlans.”

The Turlans rode into the fortress, splattered with blood, every fiber of their being pulsing with battle rage. Ariston gave his men the order to dismount, and they did so just as Gargarin entered the courtyard with Lirah and Arjuro. The Lasconians studied the Turlans, and they were studied in return. Two mountain clans, but different in so many ways.

Ariston and Gargarin embraced, and then the leader of the Turlans turned to Lirah and bowed.

Ariston then held out a hand to Arjuro. Froi remembered the tension between the men when they had first met and was relieved to see it all but gone.

“I thought you vowed you’d never come down that mountain,” Gargarin said.

Ariston grimaced. “My woman discovered that I failed to provide a safe place for our Quintana when we had the chance,” he said. “I’ve been banished from the bed until I find the girl.”

“Smart woman,” Gargarin said. He looked beyond Ariston and his men to where the Lasconians were watching carefully. “Does your wife know?” he added quietly. “About the oracle being a Turlan girl and the mother of the princess?”

Ariston nodded. “I don’t keep secrets from my woman. The Lascow lot may claim the future curse breaker as theirs, but we know that babe will belong to Turla on his mother’s side.”

Froi wanted to say more. That the future king belonged to Abroi. To Serker. To him.

“And your men?” Froi asked. “Do they know the truth? That Quintana belonged to a Turlan woman?”

Ariston shook his head regretfully.

“They follow me regardless of whom the little king belongs to.”

One of the Turlan lads approached and lifted Froi off the ground. Froi couldn’t help but laugh. He understood these lads, with their grunts and strutting about, more than he did the Lasconians. They reminded him of the Monts.

“My mob took a liking to our Quintana’s protector,” Ariston said, glancing at Froi.

The Turlan lads were invited to share the great hall with the Lasconians but chose the stables instead. Froi figured he’d endure the smell of horse shit rather than spend another night with Florik and his lot, and joined the Turlans.

Florik and the other Lasconians cautiously retrieved their horses to make more room for the newcomers.

“Why staring?” one of the Turlans demanded of Froi. When they spoke among one another, it was in the Turlan dialect, but with Froi they used a broken Charyn.

“Because they are desperate to compete with you,” Froi whispered the lie. “It’s all they’ve spoken about since you arrived.”

The Turlan lads exchanged a look.

“Tomorrow,” Mort, the leader of the lads said. “We show ’em who stronger mountain men.”

Tomorrow was a good day for Froi. The Turlans had an energy that was awe-inspiring, and Froi enjoyed keeping up with them. They wrestled. Jousted. Fought with practice swords. Hit targets. Grunted. Grunted some more. By the end of the day, the Lasconian lads were decimated.

“He’s on our team,” Florik argued, pointing to Froi just before the second round was to commence. “You Turlans can’t just come in and take him!”

Mort placed a sweaty arm around Froi’s neck.

“I fight you for ’im.” Mort kissed the air in the direction of the Lasconians. Florik bristled. Froi laughed.

“Turla saw him first,” one of the Turlans said.

Gargarin and Lirah watched from the sidelines alongside Ariston and Dolyn. Froi saw irritation on Gargarin’s face, satisfaction on Lirah’s.

“What is it with you and these lads?” Gargarin demanded when Froi joined them for no other reason than to show them the ocher markings on his arm that displayed every win. “You turn primitive when you’re around them!”

Ariston ruffled Froi’s capped head. “We’ll take this one back to the mountain. He’s one of us, I tell you.”

“The Lumaterans won’t be happy to hear that,” Gargarin said pointedly. “Froi belongs to them. We don’t want to be waging a war with them over one of their Flatland sons.”

“Flatlander,” Dolyn said, impressed. “Doesn’t get better than that in Lumatere.”

Froi caught Gargarin’s eye. He would never know what this man was playing at. Sometimes he believed it was flippancy. Other times he could see a plan brewing in Gargarin’s head. Whatever it was, Froi never felt satisfied.

That night, Perabo gathered everyone in the keep. Lasconians and Turlans stood at every level looking down from the archways to where their leaders and Gargarin stood at its center below. Everyone jostled for space, and Froi squeezed himself beside Arjuro on a level close to the floor of the keep, watching Gargarin raise a hand for silence.

“I’ll have Ariston speak soon about what takes place beyond the little woods,” Gargarin said. “But for now, I want to talk about the return of Quintana of Charyn.”

“Our Quintana!” one of the Turlans shouted from above, until they all joined in, and it became a chant that made the hair on Froi’s arms stand tall.

Gargarin held up a hand again and there was silence.

“Yes. Our Quintana,” he said. “The moment we know where she is, Ariston and his men will bring her and the child home to the Citavita.”

There was instant outrage from the Lasconians.

“The heir belongs to us!” one shouted.

“It’s our right to place him on the throne,” an elder argued. “On behalf of his father, Tariq of Lascow.”

Froi saw the quick flicker of Gargarin’s eyes toward him, not realizing that Gargarin had known exactly where Froi stood among the crowd of men.

“The Turlans are stronger warriors,” Gargarin said. “When it comes to returning Quintana and her child to the palace, there will be no room for failure. We send in our best.”

Froi felt Arjuro lean close to him. “My brother’s a smart man,” he whispered.

Froi had to agree. If the babe was a boy, the Turlans would be remembered for placing the king on the throne for as long as they lived. It was the closest Ariston and the Turlans would get to being respected in Charyn. Although they would never be acknowledged as kin, the little king would be brought up knowing he owed much to these feral mountain people. Perhaps when the boy was older, he would understand who they were to his mother.

Ariston’s head was bent in acknowledgment, and Froi could see he was moved by the honor given to his people.

“Perabo,” Gargarin called out to where the man was standing at a higher archway opposite Froi’s. “You were once the keeper of the caves below the Citavita, and soon you’ll be the keeper of the keys to the palace. The constable. You choose your men well.”

Perabo was surprised to hear the words. “I’ve despised the palace most of my life,” he shouted back down at Gargarin. “I’ve always worked against it.”

“You’ve been working to secure the safety of Tariq and Quintana for many years. For now, Quintana is the palace. Would you forsake her your protection?” Gargarin asked.

Perabo shook his head reluctantly.

“What of the provincari?” Dolyn of Lascow asked from where he stood. “For too long they’ve kept both our clans out of province affairs. Will they agree to your decisions, Gargarin?”

“They may make the decisions on how to run the kingdom, but the safety of the little king will be in the hands of us all, and it begins now. Later, when we have Quintana of Charyn and her child secure in the palace, the riders will be made up of ten of the best of each province, including both mountain clans.”

“But where is she?” someone called out.

There was silence before Gargarin spoke.

“We will find her. The best news we’ve had so far is no news. No news means no corpse.”

“She’s simple. She’s not capable —”

“Simple?” Gargarin laughed sharply, searching for the speaker of the words. “She fooled the king and his men with stories to protect your last born girls. She survived the attack on Tariq’s compound. She helped secure an escape from Bestiano’s armed men at the bottom of the gravina by concealing weapons at her wrists and on her back. She traveled from Jidia to Turla to Paladozza with a babe in her belly and not so much as a whimper. And as we speak, she’s hiding in this kingdom, keeping our king safe. She’s not simple. Anything but simple.”

Arjuro moved closer to Froi. “Not to mention her ability to kill a king in five seconds,” he whispered.

Gargarin stepped aside, and Ariston spoke next about what had taken place in the little woods.

“Bestiano ordered the flanks of his army to guard the entrance to the woodlands.”

Ariston was quiet a moment.

“They were young men. Strong lads. He’s sending them out to fight like lambs to slaughter,” Ariston said, his voice full of sorrow. “Bestiano and his generals are camped between the first two hills of Charyn, but they send out their youngest and strongest to fight their own people, and Charyn loses more of its lifeblood.”

“How is it you came this way?” Dolyn asked.

“There’s talk throughout Charyn of what took place on the lake,” Ariston said, looking up at the elder. Froi heard anger in his voice. “That Bestiano was willing to sacrifice the last priestling. We also knew Lasconians were taking refuge in this fortress and that Bestiano’s army was heading north. The slaughter of Tariq of Lascow’s compound was felt by us all. We fight to avenge your kinsmen, Dolyn. We fight to avenge the young King Tariq who never had a chance to prove his worth.”

And they fight to protect their own, Froi thought. Ariston was here for the oracle, Solange of Turla’s daughter and grandchild.

“I say we get a look at what’s happening between those two hills and decide on the chances we’ll take,” Ariston continued. “We need to find out what they know and what they think we know before we slaughter each other for no reason.”

“Have you seen their sentinels?” Froi called out. “Those in the tree?”

Ariston nodded. “One saw us coming and left his post. For the time being, they are there to keep an eye on this fortress. But after last night’s events, things may change.”

“So we attack?” Dolyn asked.

Ariston shook his head. “We need to see what takes place between those hills and how big that army truly is. I’m presuming that they know as little as we do about our Quintana. So for now, they watch us, and we need to do the same to them.” He looked at Gargarin. “We have to find a way to blind the sentinel.”

Froi bunked down with his horse in the stables with the rest of the Turlans. One of the lads, called Joyner, whose upper body was covered with etchings, was marking another lad, using a bone needle and ocher mixed with earth. Froi had heard the Lasconians scornfully say that etchings were only for slaves and lastborn girls, but the Turlan lads were neither.

“What have you chosen?” Froi asked the Turlan, who winced with pain each time the needle channeled the ink into his flesh.

“First time kill beyond little woods,” the lad said quietly. “Mine a tainted spirit now. Keep it safe with name of my girl.”

“Ariston’ll kill you,” Mort said. He looked at Froi, shaking his head. “His girl Ariston’s niece.”

“Most beautiful girl on Turla. And strongest. She beat any Lasconian today.”

The lad winced again.

Mort showed Froi his etching. Froi saw the name Jocasta.

“My mother. Most beautiful woman on Turla,” he boasted.

“There must be a lot of beautiful women on the mountain,” Froi said.

There was a chorus from all the Turlan lads in agreement.

He watched the etching and thought of what Quintana had told him once. That Lirah was marked with the name of the man who owned her.

Later, Froi went to visit Arjuro in his chamber.

“Can you write these names in the language of the ancients?” Froi asked quietly.

Arjuro wrote them neatly, and Froi marveled at how powerful the ancient words looked compared to those in Charyn and Lumateran.

“What are they for?” Arjuro asked.

Froi patted his arm. Arjuro grimaced.

“It can’t be removed,” Arjuro said. “You know that. The stigma stays with you.”

“My feelings will never change,” Froi said. He started to walk away but turned back.

“Where did you see the writing that time? On my back?”

Arjuro traced a finger across where the writing had started just below Froi’s shoulder blade.

Froi returned to the stables, where he was next in line. He handed Joyner the parchment.

“What say it?” Joyner said out of curiosity.

“Doesn’t matter,” Froi said. “Here. Here. And here.” He pointed to the exact place he wanted each individual word to be. Both arms and across his shoulders. “But don’t go here,” he said, indicating where Arjuro had once seen the message from the gods.

“Goin’ to hurt,” Joyner said.

Joyner worked well into the night. He was precise and had the steadiest of hands. Despite the pain, Froi was pleased with what he saw on both his arms. Like the lettering on his scalp and on his back, he would never see the name across his shoulders, but he’d feel it. He’d know what it meant. He knew it linked him to her.

The Turlan lads looked impressed the next morning.

“Joyner says you gods’ blessed,” Mort said quietly, away from the others.

Froi shook his head. “What would make him say that?”

“Bit of a gift himself, our Joyner. He say your back was aflame. Was something there not of this world.”

The other lads suddenly looked up, and Froi followed their gaze to where Lirah stood at the entrance. He saw the fury on her face before she turned and walked away. Froi followed her out into the courtyard. He kicked at the dirt on the ground, waiting for whatever it was she had to say.

“Are you a slave?” she asked harshly. “In Serker, only slaves are etched.”

“With the names of the men that own them,” he said, his eyes meeting hers. It sickened him to think of Lirah being owned by anyone.

“I’m a Serker, Lirah,” he said softly. “My body is etched with the names of the three women who own me. My queen. My mother. My woman.”

He took Lirah’s hand and placed it where Joyner had written her name on his arm, and he saw tears in her eyes. She traced the lettering with a finger, then quickly pressed a kiss against it and hurried away.

Froi smiled to himself and was about to climb up to his watch when Perabo called from above.

“Get Gargarin.”

Moments later, Froi stood on the wall, looking out into the little woods with Gargarin, Ariston, Perabo, and Dolyn.

“It’s too far away to see anything but movement,” Perabo said. “But I’ve noticed a difference in the changeover of the guards. There are three of them. Guard one takes the day post. Guard two arrives in the evening to replace him for the night. The next morning, guard three fails to turn up on time. Every day since we’ve arrived. So guard two, after spending a whole night in the tree, always leaves his post and returns to camp instead of waiting. I presume he is forced to wake guard three. Or perhaps by the time he reaches the camp, guard three is on his way and they pass by each other. Any which way, for a short time early each morning, we have no one watching us.”

Ariston looked out toward the little woods. “So we can take advantage of those moments? We can send out a scout, the fastest lad we have, to see what is taking place between the two hills, where Bestiano is camped.”

Gargarin shook his head. “I don’t like it. It’s too much of a risk. We can’t guarantee that tomorrow will be the same as today. If Bestiano’s men capture whoever we send out, they’ll use torture to find out what our lad knows.”

“He’s right,” Dolyn said. “It’s too much of a chance. We may lose our scout at the hands of one of those guards, or, worse still, at the hands of Bestiano and his riders.”

“And if we don’t, her life stays in danger,” Froi said. “The captain of the Lumateran Guard would never question which of his men would be tortured or captured when it came to keeping the queen safe.”

Ariston barked out a laugh of disbelief. “From what I’ve heard of Trevanion of Lumatere, I doubt he’d send out his son, the consort.”

“Well, it’s a good thing we have no sons among us to send out,” Dolyn said.

Perabo gathered everyone in the great hall and spoke of what he had seen.

“All we need is to work out what takes place between those hills. Whether they have Quintana of Charyn. Whether they have an army as powerful as we fear.”

He turned to Ariston. “Who is fastest of your lads?”

Ariston shook his head. “They’re built to defend, but not for speed, I’m afraid, and for this task speed is everything.”

“The Lumateran is fast,” one of the Lasconians called out.

Froi heard Arjuro’s sharp intake of breath beside him.

“The lad from Lascow is the fastest,” Lirah’s voice rang out. Everyone stared at her. “Him,” she said, pointing at Florik. “He beat Froi in the race around the wall. The lad who won the prize is the perfect soldier for the task.”

Froi’s eyes met Florik’s across the way. Mort nudged Froi. “If come tomorrow the Lasconian sees the gods,” he whispered, “pray it’s a sentinel’s arrow and not Nebian torture.”

No one spoke. Froi could see that the Lasconians didn’t want to give up their own. Perhaps they had good reason. They had lost Tariq’s compound in the Citavita and couldn’t afford to lose others. Finally, Dolyn nodded.

“Good. Then that’s decided,” Gargarin said. “We’ll try for the morning.” He walked away before another word was spoken.
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Early the next day, Froi woke and made his way up to the great hall, where the Lasconian lads slept. They were all awake, standing around Florik while Dolyn and Ariston fitted him with his weaponry, speaking to him in low, calm voices.

“You’ve got the speed, Florik,” Dolyn reassured. “Just stay focused and get to that lookout and take in everything, every single detail, and then you run for your life. Don’t let them see you. We’ll want this chance again, but for now, all we need to know is the strength of their army and what lies between those hills.”

Florik nodded. His elder had a hand to his shoulder. “How many times have you run the mountain, Florik? How many times?”

Florik followed Ariston and Dolyn as if he were a prisoner walking to the gallows. When the Lasconian lads tried to follow, Ariston ordered them back.

“He needs to empty his head of all your talk.”

But Froi followed Florik into the bailey, to the fortress gate. Up above, Perabo was in the gatehouse, watching the little woods for the departure of the guard from the tree. Ariston gave the order to raise the gate.

Froi could see the tremble in Florik’s hand.

“Now!” Perabo shouted out.

Florik hesitated.

“Now.”

One moment. Two. Three. Three too many.

Froi’s fist caught Florik in the face. He bolted before any of them could stop him. He ran with the shrill wind in his ears, the little woods before him. He tried to prepare himself for the worst, although Perri always said that if you had an objective, think of nothing but getting there. Anything else would slow you down. But from the moment Froi knew that Bestiano was between those hills, he had wondered if Quintana was held captive in the camp. Knew there was nothing he could do if she was. Him up against an army? He stumbled at the thought. See? Perri’s voice shouted in his ear. It’ll slow you down, Froi, and what good will you be to her then?

He reached the woods, tree limbs flying in his face and half-concealed burrows catching him unaware. He remembered the time Finnikin and Isaboe freed him from the slave traders in that forest in the town of Speranza, how they had sprinted through its half-hidden trails, desperate to reach the valley that would lead them to Trevanion and Sir Topher. Finnikin’s coat had been secure around Froi’s otherwise naked body. They had come back for him, and the memory of it spurred him on as he untangled himself from vines that clung, leaped over fallen logs, and caught his first glimpse of the hill beyond the copse of trees. Froi clambered up the hill’s unmarked track, praying that no soldier was on the path back to the lookout tree, desperate to catch his breath and find answers to what lay beyond.

Hundreds upon hundreds of tents crowded the small valley between the two hills, outnumbering those in the Lasconians’ fortress ten to one. Soldiers were everywhere, huddled before campfires, dragging on their clothing and preparing for the day, and Froi wondered if there were any men left in the province of Nebia. He watched their morning drills, so much like those of the Lumateran Queen’s Guard in the palace. These men were professional. Not a lazy or sloppy soldier among them, except for their late sentinel, who was now climbing the hill toward where Froi was lying behind a boulder. He had only moments to get back to the concealment of the woods and then to the fortress before the sentinel was back up in the lookout. But Froi needed more. He needed to get closer, to see if she was there. So he stayed pressed against the stone until the soldier passed him. He recognized the man. Fekra from the palace? Was that his name?

When the man had disappeared into the little woods, Froi moved from where he was hiding and climbed back to the top of the hill. Spotting a well shaft closer to the camp, he took a chance and crawled on his belly toward it, curling himself behind the stonework to stay hidden. At the foot of the hill was the largest of the tents, surrounded by four guards. Was it to protect Bestiano and the provincaro of Nebia? Or was it to hide Quintana?

In the distance, Froi saw a horseman ride down into the valley from the second hill. And so he waited. He couldn’t go back with so little. Something was bound to reveal itself if he stayed here longer, and then he would have to work out a way to get past Fekra. Closer and closer, the horseman rode through the camp, and it wasn’t until he stopped at a water barrel that Froi saw who it was. Olivier. The traitor dismounted, placed his hands in the barrel, and then pressed them against his face before walking toward the grand tent. Froi watched him exchange a word with one of the guards, who then disappeared inside, leaving Olivier to wait. A short time later, Bestiano emerged to speak to the last born of Sebastabol, and it took all of Froi’s might to stop himself from flying down the hill and tearing them both apart. How could he have forgotten the hate he felt for Bestiano? Or that smug repulsive smirk Bestiano wore as he had greeted Gargarin and Froi on the drawbridge when they first arrived in the Citavita? Or his grip around Quintana’s hair as he dragged her out of the great hall that heinous day when Froi witnessed Bestiano’s attack on her body and spirit?

Do it, he begged himself. Forget the plan and kill them both now. It would be so easy.

But he hesitated too long, and suddenly there was shouting and much pointing north. Bestiano was issuing orders, and soldiers were mounting their horses. Something was definitely happening beyond the second hill.

Froi turned and crawled back to the little woods. Gargarin and Ariston and Perabo would have to understand that the plan had changed. Froi wanted answers, and they weren’t going to come from his surveillance on the hill. Perhaps he needed answers from a lazy sentinel, who for years had been easily bribed by Quintana and Lirah to be their go-between. In the little woods, he crept toward the lookout tree and saw that Fekra was settled comfortably. Froi picked up a stone and hurled it into the distance. Instantly, Fekra was alert, standing between two limbs, staring in the direction of where the stone had landed. Froi crept to the bottom of the tree and looked up, waiting for him to settle himself again.

“Fekra!” he finally called out.

The dead king’s former house guard almost fell out of the tree in shock, his hands fumbling for his crossbow.

“It’s Froi . . . actually, Olivier. You wouldn’t know me as Froi. I’m the Olivier who lived in the palace. Remember?” Froi needed to unnerve the sentinel. He was matter-of-fact, as if he were reintroducing himself to one of Isaboe’s kin.

Silence followed. Then a gruff, “I know who you are.”

“Good. Good. I thought I’d have to explain my lineage. Ah, Fekra, I can’t begin to tell you how complicated it all is.”

Silence again.

“I don’t have a weapon, Fekra. It means that I’m probably going to have to climb up and kill you with my bare hands, which may be drawn out and painful. I’m quicker with a weapon, but still thorough without. I’d say our best scenario would be if you came down and we made some sort of arrangement.”

“I’m the one with the weapon,” Fekra reminded him.

“Yes, but I’m not the only one down here,” Froi lied. “During your tardy exchange with the other guard, at least a dozen of us made our way from the fortress into the little woods, and the only reason they sent me was because I assured them I had a better chance of making an arrangement with you. They’re Lasconians. Tariq of Lascow’s people. You’re a member of the former king’s army. They’ll want you dead immediately, and I think Gargarin would prefer you alive.”

“I don’t believe a word you’re saying. Why would they allow you to come out here unarmed?” Fekra asked, his voice flat and controlled.

Good question.

“Well, you have me: I’m lying. Because they didn’t ask me to come along,” Froi said, almost truthfully. “I just took a chance, hardly dressed for the day, really. But I knew the moment they came across you, they’d kill you, and to tell you the gods’ honest truth, Fekra, I don’t want you to die. I need information from you. So if you trust me and surrender, I’ll do all I can to keep you alive.”

“And you expect me to believe you?”

“Fekra, trust me when I say that if I wanted you dead, you’d be dead by now.”

Froi heard a grunt of irritation.

“You’re a bit of a gnat in the arse, Froi . . . or Olivier, or whoever you choose to be today,” Fekra said. “It’s what they call you in the barracks. That gnat in the arse that won’t go away. The lads are feeling a bit of an attachment.”

“Fekra, stop the flattery now, or you’ll have me weeping by the time I get you to that gate.”

Fekra didn’t challenge Froi’s lies about a dozen men in the little woods. Instead he stayed quiet as they crossed the clearing toward the fortress, shrugging himself once or twice from Froi’s grip. When they were close enough to see the faces of everyone staring down at them from the outer wall, Fekra stopped. The Lasconians and Turlans aimed.

“We don’t know what we’re fighting for anymore,” Fekra said quietly to Froi. “Do you?”

“Oh, I’ve always known what I’m fighting for,” Froi replied. “Quintana of Charyn and her child. Nothing else matters, Fekra.”

The portcullis was raised, and Froi wasn’t surprised to see the bailey filled with almost everyone from inside the castle. Gargarin was limping toward them, fury in his expression. Lirah’s eyes were swollen with tears.

“Did we not have a plan?” Gargarin shouted at Froi.

“I thought a hostage would give us more accurate information,” Froi said, deciding to be the calm one. He looked beyond them to where Florik stood.

“I’m sorry I took away your glory, Florik. I wanted the task for myself and never gave you the chance. It’s in my nature to compete and win.”

Florik didn’t respond. His lads glowered at Froi instead.

“Where’s our girl?” Gargarin demanded of Fekra, his expression cold and hard.

“We were hoping she was with you, sir.”

“Really? Bestiano was hoping she was with me?”

Fekra shook his head. “No, sir.”

“So there’s more than one ‘we’?” Gargarin asked.

Fekra shrugged free of Froi. “We’re being attacked from the north, sir,” he reported to Gargarin, chatty all of a sudden. “It can’t be from the provinces, because Alonso has no army and Desantos has plague. Bestiano believes that the Sarnaks and Lumaterans are advancing toward us.”

Froi saw the horror on everyone’s face. He knew it could not possibly be Lumatere. But Sarnak, yes.

“Which means, sir, that the Belegonians may have taken the south.”
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The memory of what he saw in the cave with the women haunted Lucian all week. Phaedra scrubbing blood off stone. Harker’s daughter sobbing against her mother, the girl’s face battered by a man’s fist. Worse still was Quintana’s look of despair. Lucian knew that her body had swung its way close to oblivion months ago in the Charyn capital. What terror and madness went through the mind of one who knew she was moments from death? Had she ever imagined that Froi would save her? And with those thoughts, Lucian felt contempt for himself. He should have been able to protect his own wife, and he didn’t. When he first saw Phaedra in the woods with the princess, he should have dragged her kicking and screaming up the mountain, but he allowed his pride to get in the way.

Days later, when he found time to escape, he traveled down to the valley. Tesadora and the girls were across the stream, and he joined them as they were about to enter the cave of a dying man. He noticed even more fear among the Charynites, and Tesadora glanced up high and then back to Lucian as a warning. On one of the rock ledges above, he could see a furious exchange between Donashe and his men. Rafuel was with them. When they noticed Lucian, Donashe climbed down to where he stood.

“One of my men seems to have disappeared, Mont. Galvin of Jidia. You would have seen him with me.”

“And that fool Gies insists on searching for him,” Tesadora said as Rafuel and the rest of Donashe’s men joined them.

Lucian kept his expression impassive. He knew Tesadora was warning him that Gies had crossed the stream.

“This man who’s disappeared?” Lucian demanded. “Let’s hope he doesn’t think he has a chance of getting up my mountain. He’ll pay with his life.”

“I heard Galvin’s grumbling from time to time, Donashe,” Rafuel said. “And he’s a lazy one. If he’s chosen to run off, we’re better without him. I’d go through all your things to make sure he didn’t take any with him.”

Donashe thought for a moment.

“He has challenged me from time to time. Even in the Citavita, he wanted all the control.”

“Why would he leave?” one of Donashe’s men asked.

“Why wouldn’t he?” Rafuel said. “It’s a large reward the First Adviser Bestiano is paying for the return of Quintana of Charyn. Perhaps Galvin realized he was wasting his time in these parts and has been given an inkling of where she is in the north country.”

Lucian secretly applauded Rafuel for the doubt he was planting in the camp leader’s head. He hoped it worked. It meant that Donashe would steer the search for Galvin the hangman far from the women.

He spent the rest of his time in the valley with Kasabian and Harker. The men had learned half the facts of what had taken place in the cave.

“Arm us,” Harker begged. “The people here are frightened. Donashe has become even more violent since Galvin disappeared. He says he trusts no one. And there’s talk that an army is two days’ ride from here, among the three hills of Charyn. Along with hundreds of men much like Donashe, who answer to no captain but the promise of gold. It will end in this valley, Lucian. I feel it in my bones. Arm us, so we can better protect the princess and our women.”

Lucian shook his head, frustrated.

“Don’t ask me to do that, Harker. That decision belongs to my queen and her consort.”

Instead of returning home, Lucian found himself riding away from the mountain. It was close to her cave that he found Phaedra, not realizing that he had gone searching. He was on higher ground and could see her below in the gully. And when Phaedra heard the horse, she cried out in alarm, dropping the bucket of water she was carrying. Lucian dismounted and slid down the slope toward her, and they stood apart, facing each other, neither speaking. Once, when Lucian had returned from Alonso to argue the so-called promise between his father and the provincaro, a cousin had asked him to describe Phaedra. He had shrugged. “There’s nothing about her to remember.” Looking at his wife now, there was so much about her he couldn’t forget. Her soulful eyes. The roundness of her face. The pinch of red on her cheeks. Lucian wanted nothing more than to take her home.

It was Phaedra who walked to him, and Lucian lifted her with an arm around her waist, so they were eye to eye. He wanted to go back to the first time they met. He wanted to change that one night in Alonso when he was expected to take the rights of a husband. He knew he hadn’t used force. Was careful not to. But he hadn’t acknowledged her fear of being alone with a man for the first time in her life. She was no Mont girl, unabashed and earthy and used to swimming naked in the river with the lads. He had mistaken so much for weakness, yet there was nothing weak about Phaedra of Alonso.

“Why are you here?” she asked quietly in Lumateran.

“Because I couldn’t keep away,” he replied in Charyn.

Lucian felt her study him.

“You have a scar,” Phaedra said. “On the lid of your eye. It looks as if it’s been there some time, but I never noticed.” There was a sadness to her words. “Did you receive it at the hands of a Charynite?”

“I received it at the hands of my cousin Balthazar when we were children,” he said. “Or one of his ideas, anyway. He decided that we’d swing from one tree to another to save Isaboe and Celie of the Flatlands from the silver wolf we imagined in the forest.” He chuckled. “It didn’t end well.”

He watched a smile appear on her face. “Silly boys,” she said. “Brave, silly boys.”

She shrugged out of his arms, took his hand, and drew him away, and Lucian let himself be led until they reached a small shelter made of ferns. She crawled inside first, and then he followed.

“Is this yours?” he asked as they knelt before each other in the small space.

“I share it with Her Majesty,” she said, as if it was the most natural thing to do with the strange princess.

Lucian waited, thinking that perhaps he’d like to speak. To tell Phaedra that he loved her, because it didn’t seem so hard to think the words.

“Do you love me?” he asked instead. “Because if you don’t, I’d wait until you did. I’d wait weeks and months and years.”

Phaedra traced his jaw with a finger, then his cheeks, the space around his eyes, the lump in his throat.

“No need to wait,” she said. “Perhaps I’ve loved you for weeks and months and years. When I was a young girl in Alonso, my father told me about a Lumateran lad who would keep me safe, and perhaps I loved you then.”

She reached for the frayed edges of his tunic, and when it was removed, she traced a finger against the scars: some from the battle to take back Lumatere, some from the skirmishes with his cousins.

“The gods drew you well,” she said.

He chuckled softly.

“Can I be reminded of how the gods drew you?” he said. She nodded and he slowly fumbled with her clothing and she was naked before him and suddenly it all felt new. He copied her actions, tracing her body with a shaky finger. No scars but a small purple birthmark on her breast. A bruise or two on her body.

“I’ve made windows in the cottage so we can see the entire mountain,” he murmured. “For you.”

“Speak Lumateran,” she said. “When you speak Charyn, you sound so strangely distant. Our voices sound kinder in the skin of our own language.”

He cupped her face in his hands and he kissed her open-mouthed and he imagined that she had never been kissed before, but they kissed all the same until their lips felt bruised and swollen and then she lay back and his hand found its place between their bodies and she gasped, and Lucian thought he’d never heard a sound so promising.

Later, they lay talking, her head on his shoulder. They spoke all day and night as if they didn’t have time left in the world. About the cottage and its views and Orly and Lotte’s pregnant cow and of Yata, who was excited about his cousin Isaboe’s decision to birth the babe on the mountain soon, as she had done with Jasmina. They spoke of the valley, and Harker’s and Kasabian’s sadness and joy, and of her father’s fury and whether Lucian could find a way to send word to the provincaro that Phaedra was still alive without putting her life or that of the women at risk. She spoke of the women, and he could hear in her voice that she had grown to love them in a way. And they spoke of Quintana of Charyn and of every scar on her body, and of the hangman who twice tried to take her life.

“I’m no better than an animal,” Phaedra said after talking about the man’s death.

“And no worse,” he said. “It’s what I’ve always liked about our four-legged friends. They act on what’s inside here.” He placed her hand against his heart. “It’s their instinct and their need to survive. No malice, nothing.”

He brushed the back of his finger across her cheek.

“I didn’t kill my first man until the battle to take back Lumatere. All those years of practice and my father’s pride in the great warrior I was.” Lucian shook his head. “But nothing prepares you for the real thing. In practice, there was no blood spraying into my eye and blinding me, and there were no sounds quite like an ax wedging itself into a man’s flesh. And in practice, there was no rage for —”

He bit his tongue to stop himself from saying the word.

“For Charynites?” she asked.

He took her hand. “For the Charynite king. For his family. I wanted all of them dead. And four years on . . . I’m protecting her in this valley.”

“Despite everything, Luc-ien,” Phaedra said softly, “she is worth protecting.”

“Is she as mad as she seems?” he asked.

“Oh, not at all,” Phaedra said. “Which doesn’t mean she’s not the strangest person I’ve ever met, but those deemed mad in Alonso have no control over their minds. Quintana of Charyn has total control over everything she does.” He noticed the smile on Phaedra’s lips.

“I told her once that I constantly hear my mother speaking to me. Guiding me. In my head, I ask her questions all the time. Quintana understood perfectly what I was talking about. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, ‘They’re most helpful, the half-dead spirits are. I only wish I knew where mine came from.’”

“Half-dead?” Lucian asked, thinking of his own conversations with his dead father.

“Well, Quintana says they can’t be completely dead if they live inside of you.”

Light pierced through the branches shrouding them, and he held both their hands up to its illumination.

“We’re such different shades, you and I,” Phaedra said. “Strangely, you could belong to the Paladozzans and Nebians of my kingdom. You have their coloring.”

“I belong to you and you belong to me. That’s all that counts.”

She pressed her lips to his shoulder.

“I can take you away,” he whispered. “Hide you on the mountain. You don’t have to stay here, Phaedra. I can look after you.”

She made a sound of regret. “We come second, you and I, Luc-ien,” she said. “Our allegiance is always to our kingdoms. Without that allegiance, our people would fall.”

She placed her head back against his chest, and he felt her tears. “This is not our time.”

“But that will never mean I love you less,” he said.

They slept awhile, and when he woke, he kissed her brow. He wanted to stay, but there was too much happening on the mountain. Isaboe would soon come for her birthing, and his village would be swarming with her guards and those wanting to visit her.

He crawled out of their resting place and faced the spear first. Then he looked up and saw the strange Quintana of Charyn staring down at him, with her rounded belly and savage snarl. Harker’s daughter, Florenza, was there as well, her face battered but her eyes defiant as she gripped her own weapon.

“I was just with Phaedra,” he mumbled as a means of explanation.

“Really,” the princess said coolly. “You don’t think the whole valley heard the caterwauling?”

Lucian felt his face flush as he stood. Quintana of Charyn pressed the spear to his chest.

“Phaedra,” he called out softly. “Can you come out here . . . now?”

Phaedra heard the voices and was wide awake in an instant.

“Your Highness,” she said, crawling out and getting to her feet. “You shouldn’t be out here.”

“Come now, Phaedra,” Quintana said briskly. “We’ve got to go home.”

She sounded like Cora, and Phaedra wondered if she was mimicking her.

Phaedra stole a look at Lucian, who bent to kiss her good-bye but changed his mind.

“We’ll speak later, Luc-ien,” she said.

He stared down at Quintana’s belly. “You should be resting, Your Highness. Your birthing time will come soon.”

“And you’d know that because you’ve birthed a child before?” Quintana asked.

“No,” Lucian said politely. “I know that because I live on a mountain with many women. I’ve seen enough of those,” he said, pointing to her belly. “And you don’t have much time to go.”

Quintana rolled her eyes. Lucian narrowed his.

“Queens and princesses should show more restraint in eye-rolling,” he muttered. He stepped forward again to kiss Phaedra, but Quintana tugged her hand and dragged her away. Phaedra turned to see him, still standing by the shelter. Lucian held up a hand and waved, then disappeared between the trees.

She looked at her two companions, feeling lighthearted despite Quintana’s fingers digging into her hand.

“You were away too long,” Quintana said accusingly.

“What have I missed?” Phaedra asked.

“Oh, the usual,” Florenza said.

“Cora says no one will marry Florenza now with a broken nose,” Quintana said.

“Cora is playing with you,” Phaedra said.

“And Ginny is acting strange, sniveling in a corner one moment, disappearing the next,” Florenza said.

“You’d think she had never seen a corpse before the hangman’s,” Quintana said.

“We’ve all had a shock,” Phaedra said. “Florenza could have been killed, and the hangman could have taken you, Quintana. We’ve just got to be patient with everyone’s moods.”

She felt the princess studying her.

“What were you doing all that time, Phaedra? Swiving doesn’t take so long.”

“We were talking, Your Majesty,” Phaedra said, ignoring the word, knowing quite well that Quintana was only using it to irritate her. “We had much to say to each other.”

Quintana was silent for some time.

“On my last night in Paladozza, I lay with Froi and we spoke of everything,” she said. Phaedra wondered if she was trying to compete.

“And in the end, he asked me who I trusted most in the world and I told him the names of four people and then I asked him who he trusted most in the world and he told me the names of thirty.”

“It’s a Lumateran thing,” Phaedra said absently, the memory of Lucian’s hands on her body.” They travel in packs and trust one another with all their hearts. It doesn’t mean that they have the capacity to love more than us, but they do know how to trust. It’s because of their queen and her father before her and his father before him. The trust of a people comes from the goodness of their leaders.”

Quintana stopped. “Are you questioning my family’s failure to rule, Phaedra?”

Phaedra wanted to be mean-spirited. She wanted to hurt Quintana because so much was broken due to her. Phaedra wanted to hide on the mountain with Lucian, but this girl and Charyn’s unborn child stopped her.

“Your father and the house of Charyn didn’t fail as rulers,” Phaedra said boldly. “They failed as leaders.”

Quintana’s stare was fierce, and Phaedra shivered at its force.

“Well, now you’ve gone and offended me, Phaedra, and I’m not going to tell you what I meant to tell you.”

Phaedra sighed. “I haven’t offended you,” she said, trying to keep a patient tone, because she knew that Quintana had nothing to tell her. It was just a ploy so that Phaedra would be forced to beg Quintana for the news. “I offended your father and the house of Charyn.”

“I am the house of Charyn. This,” Quintana said, pointing to her belly, “is the house of Charyn. And you didn’t just mean my father, Phaedra; you meant to insult the whole bloodline.”

“Your Highness, she didn’t mean —” Florenza began.

“Didn’t you?” Quintana demanded.

Phaedra stared at her. “Yes,” she said truthfully. “I meant your father and his father and his father before him. My own father says that Charyn’s royal bloodline is tainted.”

“And your father thinks that women don’t have courage,” Quintana said, “and that his grief is mightier than his duty to feed a people. So perhaps you should question what your father has to say about the bloodline of Charyn’s first child.”

“I didn’t mean to insult your child,” Phaedra said. “Come, now,” she added gently. “What were you going to tell me?”

Quintana looked away with an arrogant toss of her head. “You’re humoring me now, Phaedra. Placating me like I’m some stupid hound who will be satisfied with a bone. When you learn to respect me, I will speak to you as an equal.”
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Froi spent the rest of the morning with the leaders, questioning Fekra in the castle’s dungeon. He couldn’t help remembering the interrogation of Rafuel of Sebastabol on Lucian’s mountain. That day had begun it all. He would hardly recognize the lad he was back then. Who was Froi, not having known Quintana and Arjuro and Lirah and Gargarin?

Unlike Rafuel, Fekra kept his head down the whole time.

“Were you there?” Dolyn of Lascow repeated. He had insisted on joining them all for the interrogation. “When Tariq and our kinspeople were slaughtered?”

Fekra finally looked up, and Froi saw the bleakness in his eyes.

“No. But I was there when the men returned. They had lost their spirit.”

“And that is supposed to appease my people?” Dolyn asked with anger.

Fekra shook his head.

“You’re not a soldier,” he said. “You don’t understand orders.”

“Ah, the defense of all great men. I was ordered to do it,” Perabo said, looking away with disgust.

“At first we were told that Tariq of Lascow and his people had planned the murder of the king,” Fekra said. “Months later, a different story emerged.”

“The true assassin?” Froi asked cautiously.

Fekra nodded. “In a way. Whispers suggested that Bestiano ordered the killings of Tariq of Lascow’s compound because he wanted Charyn’s heir dead. That it had been Bestiano who did indeed kill the king because he had discovered that Quintana of Charyn was with child and he wanted more control over the kingdom. What better way than being regent to a helpless little king?”

Fekra shook his head. “Bestiano and those he paid to be his advisers said it was only talk, but a handful of the palace riders began to question the truth, including our captain.”

“Oh, the noble palace riders,” Gargarin said with sarcasm.

“Upon accepting the rumors, our captain attempted to desert but was betrayed,” Fekra said, and Froi heard anger in his voice. In spite of everything, Fekra was still loyal to the riders. “When my captain was dragged back to the camp, Bestiano decreed him a traitor, to be punished by death. And not just the captain. Bestiano ordered him to choose ten riders to die alongside him as a warning to anyone else who would defy him again. It was the longest night of our lives.” Tears welled up in Fekra’s eyes. “Thirty men deciding who would live. Finally, those who had been sent into Tariq of Lascow’s compound volunteered to die alongside their captain, as did some of the older riders who had been present as young men at the slaughter of Serker. They said they lived with shame and they would die for Charyn.”

No one spoke for such a time. Fekra’s tardiness each day to reach the sentinel’s tree wasn’t about laziness. He had given up.

They heard a sound at the entrance, and Lirah entered with Arjuro, her eyes on the soldier. Gargarin had asked her to be present. Regardless of everything, Fekra knew her.

“What can you tell us, Fekra?” Gargarin said.

“I’ve told you enough.”

“No. You’ve told us about the past. What can you tell us about what’s taking place over the hill now?”

Fekra’s eyes met Lirah’s. Froi saw his regret and knew Gargarin had made the right choice asking Lirah here.

“One hears things,” he said.

“From whom?”

Froi shrugged bitterly. “Friends . . . the surviving riders . . . those who are in Bestiano’s service.”

They waited.

“Bestiano is paying lowlifes across the kingdom to keep an eye out for the princess. At every border, every outpost. There’s an army of scum out there, sir. Made up of men who have lost their souls. Soldiers follow orders. These men don’t. They want the gold in return for . . .”

“For what?” Gargarin asked.

“For the babe. At all costs. No stone is to be left unturned. If one is even suspected of hiding Quintana of Charyn, the punishment is death.”

Lirah gripped Froi’s arm, and her nails sank deep into his flesh.

“And they just accept this order?” Gargarin asked. “These men?”

Fekra shook his head. “You don’t understand. These men are brigands. Murderers. Street lords. You saw firsthand what they did in the palace after the king’s death.”

“After Bestiano and the riders deserted it, you mean?” Gargarin asked.

“These brigands . . . all of them can be bribed,” Fekra continued, ignoring the taunt. “Whoever delivers Quintana of Charyn’s babe to Bestiano has been promised a . . . king’s ransom.”

“Where would you hear that talk?” Froi asked angrily. “I saw how protected Bestiano’s tent was. You’re a sentinel who spends his day in a tree, Fekra. So why would a messenger know about such an order?”

“Friends . . . they talk,” Fekra responded. “Friends who work close to Bestiano. They hear the truth.”

“And this friend?” Arjuro asked. “Can you trust him? Is he merely close to Bestiano, or is he forced to work close to him?”

Fekra shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said, frustration in his voice. “The riders no longer talk about trust. Trust is dead. My . . . friend follows orders. He knows no other way. Sometimes he tells me what he’s heard, but do I trust him? I trust no one!”

“Dorcas,” Lirah said.

Fekra didn’t respond.

“He’s Bestiano’s messenger, so he would hear a thing or two. And he told you,” she said. “Because you’ve been palace soldiers together since you were fourteen.”

Fekra went back to his stubborn silence.

“Your shift will be over soon, Fekra,” Gargarin said. “So here’s what you’re going to do. Return to the sentinel’s tree and when you get replaced, return to camp and find out everything you can and report back to us tomorrow.”

“And what makes you think you can trust me?” Fekra asked.

“Because you were the only person in the palace who made it possible for Quintana to see me,” Lirah said. “That wasn’t just about a bit of extra food and ale, Fekra. That was about compassion. What if you could be the one to keep her safe now?”

“And the way I see it, there’s no way for you to betray us,” Gargarin said. “We’re in this fortress. There are about one hundred and twenty soldiers here. If you’re going to betray us, Fekra, there’s not much you’ve got. They want me. At the moment, they’re not attacking because they know exactly where I am. In a way, we’re already their prisoners. So what are you going to do? Go back and say, ‘You’ll never believe what happened. Gargarin of Abroi took me hostage, but he let me go.’ They’d question why. Rest assured it would not end well for you, Fekra.”

“Or else you can return to your camp and do something right for Charyn,” Arjuro said quietly.

“And what if I choose to stay here a prisoner?”

“Then I’ll suggest that you’re put into the barracks with Tariq’s kinsmen,” Dolyn said. “I’ll tell them you were once a palace rider and they’ll know exactly what that means.”

After more silence, Fekra looked up at Froi.

“I need to get back to the post, then,” he said.

“Find a way to meet Dorcas tonight,” Gargarin ordered. “See what he can tell you, but whatever you do, don’t tell him the truth.”

Later, Froi climbed the steps up to the wall and watched as Fekra walked back across the field toward the woodlands, as if he had the weight of the kingdom on his shoulders. Perhaps he did.

“It’s ridiculous, really,” Gargarin said behind him. “We’re all camped in the middle of Charyn waiting to see which direction she appears from, and meanwhile we’re all being attacked from the north and possibly the south, by foreigners.”

“If you’re suggesting we need Bestiano and Nebia’s help, I’ll walk away now,” Froi threatened.

“Why would you think I’d suggest that?” Gargarin asked.

“Because they’re the sort of deals that get made in desperate times. Someone as base as Bestiano gets spared as a favor. He needs to die,” Froi said. He hadn’t thought of anything else since catching a glimpse of the man outside his tent. “Because he loved sitting at the head of the table in the absence of the king, lording over everyone, while people starved. Nothing worse than a weak man with ambition, who gains power because those before him died rather than because his ideals were grand. Promise me she didn’t suffer for nothing. If men like Bestiano get to live, then Quintana’s pain was for nothing!”

Gargarin settled himself down with his back against the wall. “I can’t promise that at all. Not if your life or Lirah’s and Arjuro’s and Quintana’s are there to be bargained with.”

Froi sat with him. It reminded him of the days in the palace at the Citavita when Gargarin would wait for a glimpse of Lirah. It was the first time they had been alone since their time in Sebastabol. Froi missed him. Gargarin seemed to belong to everyone now. Froi studied his features, wondering about all the layers that made up this man. His father.

Gargarin looked at him questioningly. “What?”

“It suits you,” Froi said quietly. “Power.”

“This isn’t power,” Gargarin said.

“Call it what you will,” Froi said. “It suits you. They hang off every word you speak.”

Gargarin didn’t respond. Froi shrugged.

“It suits you,” Gargarin said.

“What?”

“Idiocy.”

Froi laughed.

Gargarin glanced at him. “Courage,” he continued. “You hit the Lasconian lad because you saw his fear and rather than show him up in front of his kin, you made it seem as if you did it for yourself. You’ll probably get a beating from them because of it.”

Froi was overwhelmed, and his eyes smarted as he looked away.

“I did it for myself,” he said. “I can’t breathe at the thought of her being hurt. So I did it for me and her. No one else.”

“And almost sacrificing yourself for me and Arjuro at the lake? Was that for you and her?”

Froi didn’t respond.

“Listen,” Gargarin said gently. “I want you to promise me something.”

Froi nodded. He realized that he didn’t even need to ask. That he’d promise Gargarin anything without knowing what it was.

“Be patient. Don’t give up on me. I’ll find a way.”

It was a strange plea.

“That’s all?” Froi asked.

“When the time comes, you won’t think it’s nothing at all, Froi,” Gargarin said sadly.

Before Froi could ask another question, they heard a shout and he scrambled to his feet, looking out toward the little woods, pulling Gargarin up with him.

“Sagra!”

“Gods almighty!”

Gargarin swung around. “Ariston!” he shouted down into the bailey. “Perabo! We’re under attack!”

An army was thundering toward them from south of the little woods, hundreds of riders galloping at full speed toward the fortress. By the time the horsemen had closed the distance by half, every Lasconian and Turlan was on the wall, weapons in hand. Froi felt Ariston at his shoulder.

“Are they Belegonians?” Ariston asked.

“It’s too far to tell,” Froi said.

“There’s no flag. Nothing. Do I give the order?” Ariston asked Gargarin.

“If they’re the enemy, give the order,” Gargarin replied.

“Get out of here, now,” Ariston ordered Gargarin. “Hide Lirah and your brother and yourself.”

Gargarin started to protest.

“Just do it!” Froi said, keeping his eyes on the approaching army.

“It has to be the Belegonians,” someone shouted from the flanks of the wall.

“Belegonians!”

“We don’t know that!” another called out.

“Hold,” Perabo shouted in return. “Ariston, tell them to hold.”

“Hold until I give the order!”

The late-afternoon light revealed little, and they waited, the pounding of the horses sounding closer and closer.

Froi’s fingers pulled the string of his bow taut, and he waited.

Suddenly, an arrow from the keep’s battlement whistled past him and moments later he saw the horseman in the lead fall forward on his mount.

“Idiot!” Ariston roared to those around him. “Who fired?”

“Hold. Hold!”

Froi and Ariston stared at each other, shocked. The shout had come from the approaching horsemen.

“Did you hear that?” Froi asked.

“They’re not firing back,” Perabo said.

Which could only mean one thing. The horsemen belonged to them.

“No one move!” Ariston bellowed. “No one!”

Froi kept his stance, his aim focused, but his heart was beating fast. It’s a trap. It’s a trap. This army was going to fool them into letting them in. It’s a trap. They could trust no one. Until Froi saw one of the horsemen.

“Grij!” he shouted. Froi shoved the others aside. “Hold your weapons. Hold!” He flew down the gatehouse steps that had never seemed so never-ending, fearing that some other idiot would fire a bolt. “It’s Paladozza,” he called out to those guarding the entrance. “Raise the gate. Do not attack.”

By the time he reached the gate, one of the Turlans had raised it, and soon enough, the riders entered. Froi saw Grijio first. The last born leaped from his mount.

“My father!” Grij cried, rushing to the horse with the injured rider.

And Froi realized with horror that De Lancey had been hit by one of their own arrows.

Amid shouting and threats from De Lancey’s guards, they lay him down on a cot in a chamber on the first level of the keep. And then Arjuro arrived, pushing the Paladozzans out of the way. Froi stood beside Grijio, his eyes glued to the arrow lodged in the provincaro’s chest. Too close to his heart.

“Arjuro, I’m begging you,” Grij wept.

De Lancey opened his eyes wearily at the sound of Arjuro’s name. The look that passed between the two former lovers was powerful and Froi saw the paleness of Arjuro’s face as he studied the wound. De Lancey’s guards jostled around the bed, hissing and cursing any time De Lancey so much as moaned.

“De Lancey,” Arjuro said quietly.

“Yes, Arjuro. Am I dying?”

“Your guards may,” Arjuro said, pressing his fingers against the pulse at De Lancey’s wrist. “Die, I mean. Very soon. They’re getting on my nerves and I want to kill someone at the moment. Tell them to go away.”

There were furious objections from De Lancey’s guards.

De Lancey opened an eye, then feebly pointed a thumb to the door.

“Am I going to die?” he asked Arjuro again.

“Perhaps of stupidity. What possessed you to come galloping north?” Arjuro asked, his hands pressing the swell surrounding the stalk of the arrow. De Lancey winced at the pain.

“Did you honestly think I’d stay in Paladozza knowing they were using you as bait?” the provincaro still managed to snap.

“An army just for me,” Arjuro murmured, lifting De Lancey so he was sitting up. “You could have gotten yourself killed, you fool.”

Their eyes met and Arjuro held a hand to the other man’s face and bent to press his lips against De Lancey’s, and the kiss made Froi feel as if something inside of him was breaking. Most times he knew there was no hope for Arjuro and Gargarin and Lirah and De Lancey. Too much pain in the past, too much power working against them in the present day. But as he watched Arjuro prop De Lancey up to better remove the arrow, Froi saw the foolishness of dreamers, and he decided he’d like to die so foolish. With a dream in his heart about the possibilities, rather than a chain of hopelessness. Finnikin had once said it was the only way to live. That he wanted to drown in hope rather than wallow in despair.

“Grij, it hasn’t pierced his heart,” Arjuro said, “but I could do damage removing the bolt if I’m distracted. It’s going to hurt you more than it’ll hurt him. So that’s why Froi is going to take you for a little tour around our fortress.”

Grij shook his head defiantly.

“I’m not a child, Arjuro.”

“No, you’re not,” Arjuro agreed. “But you’re his son, and I know him. He’s not going to want you to see him cry.”

“I’m not going to cry,” De Lancey protested feebly.

“You’re going to cry,” Arjuro said.

‘‘You’re going to cry,” Froi agreed. “I did.” He dragged Grijio away. “So how about I introduce you to Tariq’s people first, Grij? They’ll like you. They hate me. And then I’ll introduce you to the Turlans. We can get you etched.”

He heard De Lancey’s groan as they walked out.

Outside the door, they walked into Gargarin, who was pushing through De Lancey’s men.

“He’ll live,” Grijio said when he saw the worry on Gargarin’s face. “Arjuro said it’s best I don’t stay for the painful part.”

Gargarin embraced the last born. “I would never have forgiven myself if the last words we spoke were in anger,” he said.

“Father says you never trust him, sir,” Grij said, with no censure in his voice. “He was broken when he returned from Sebastabol. He told me about Arjuro and Lumatere. And then when we received word about Arjuro having been taken hostage and Bestiano ordering a trade with you. . . .” Grij shook his head. “I’ve never seen him like that. Never. I think the library is still in splinters.”

They heard a roar of pain from behind the door, and Grij paled.

“Take him,” Gargarin said, and Froi dragged Grij away.

They spent the afternoon on the battlements of the keep, looking out toward the little woods.

“Is it true you had eight barbs removed?” Grij asked quietly.

Froi nodded.

“It makes no difference to you, I’m sure . . . but it was Olivier,” Grij said.

“It makes all the difference that it was Olivier that led us to the trap,” Froi said angrily.

“No, I mean . . . it was Olivier who took you to the priests.”

Froi stared at him in disbelief.

Grijio nodded. “He told Bestiano’s men you were dead. Well, you were in a way. And they left your corpse there, and he returned for it later, not knowing whether you would live or die.”

Froi didn’t speak for a moment. And then he grew angry.

“How would you know that?” he asked coldly. “Back in the fold, is he? Last borns stick together no matter whom they betray?”

Grij didn’t respond. Froi jumped to his feet. “I lost her because of him,” he raged. “Don’t ask me to forgive a traitor just because he took me to the priests. Those barbs were in my body because of him.”

Grijio shook his head. “I’m not asking you to forgive him. None of us have. The correspondence between us is terse.”

“I saw him with Bestiano, just two days past,” Froi said. “Why would you be in contact with him, Grij? Why?”

“Because he’s our spy, Froi,” Grijio said quietly. “He came to us. We knew about what took place at the lake with you and Arjuro because of him. We’ve been able to build an army in the north because of Olivier, and although Tippideaux will never speak to him again and my father promises never to have him in Paladozza, and Sebastabol has expelled him and his family, Olivier fights for Charyn. Not for Bestiano.”

“You’re telling me this because you want me to forgive him,” Froi accused.

Grijio shook his head. “No, I’m telling you because I know you’ll kill him the moment you cross each other’s paths, and although he doesn’t deserve our friendship, I’d hate you to have his death on your conscience. I’ve come to know you, Froi. Despite all appearances, you wear your guilt like a smothering blanket. You don’t need Olivier’s death on your conscience.”

They returned to the chamber where Gargarin and Arjuro were sitting with a belligerent De Lancey, who was already on his feet. Lirah had joined them and was scribbling away in a corner.

“Is it bad?” Grij asked, embracing his father gently.

“No, just annoying,” the provincaro responded.

“The word rest made him turn purple,” Gargarin said.

“Yes, let’s all rest in the middle of a war,” De Lancey muttered when Arjuro pointed to the bed.

“Unlike me, he was never known as a responsible young man,” Arjuro said to Grijio and Froi. “It takes getting used to.”

“You, Arjuro? Responsible?” Froi asked. “I thought you were breaking all the rules and creating havoc in the godshouse.”

“He’s gods’ blessed,” Gargarin said. “He can do more than one thing at once. Be an idiot and be responsible. He has these multiple skills.”

“Much like women, but they’re not called gods’ blessed,” Lirah called out without looking up from her work. “They’re just called women.”

“Ah, all the envy in this room,” Arjuro mused, but there was a smile on his face and Froi enjoyed hearing their banter.

But outside, a war was brewing and all too soon the humor was lost.

“How did you raise an army so quickly?” Gargarin asked De Lancey quietly.

“Not so quickly,” De Lancey said. “It’s been in the planning for a while. I told you in the Citavita that I was going to return home and raise an army. Does anyone ever listen to me?”

“I listen to you, Father,” Grij teased, trying to break the tension.

“No, you don’t. If you got yourself etched, I’ll tell Tippideaux.”

“But where did you train an army?” Gargarin asked.

Grij and De Lancey exchanged a look.

“Desantos,” Grij said.

“Plague-ridden Desantos?” Gargarin asked, confused. “Why would you raise an army there?”

“No plague,” De Lancey said. “Just a very smart plan. Bestiano would never come near Desantos if he thought there was a plague there. No one would. So we’ve used it as a training ground for a combined army.”

“When was this planned?” Gargarin asked.

“It was a jest between Satch and me and . . . Olivier,” Grijio said. “When we were together in the Citavita. But we didn’t know that Satch suggested it to his provincaro when he returned to Desantos.”

“These last months I’ve sent them at least two hundred men through the tunnels to the north,” De Lancey said. “It’s where Tippideaux is now.”

“And you couldn’t tell me this,” Gargarin demanded.

“I was going to in Sebastabol,” De Lancey said, “but you disappeared, after offending me, of course. Well, Lirah offended me, anyway.”

Lirah didn’t rise to the bait. She didn’t involve herself in any of the conversation. As the days passed, she had become more fixated on discovering Quintana’s whereabouts and scribbling from the books Perabo had given her in Serker. Today, as every other day, she sat reading over Froi’s words concerning his last hours with Quintana.

“How strong is this army?” Gargarin asked.

“They’re not all soldiers, but they’ve been training for months now. Every able man and woman has been taught to use the bow, and those who have shown great promise have been trained with swords and horses.”

“You’re sure about this?” Gargarin asked. “We have an army as powerful as Nebia’s in the north? You’re serious?”

De Lancey’s stare was hard. “Gargarin, I took my son into battle with me. How serious does that seem?”

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me,” Gargarin said. “First you side with the provincari —”

“I am the provincari !” De Lancey shouted.

“The provincari’s plan leaves the palace with no power.”

“No,” De Lancey argued. “Our plan gives the palace limited power. Our plan gives the provincari limited power. It gives the godshouse limited power. And all that limited power combined may just work a spell and produce a good king and a balanced kingdom.”

Gargarin’s mouth was a thin line.

De Lancey shook his head with a grimace. “This can work, Gargarin.”

“Yes, of course,” Gargarin retorted. “It could work perfectly with that arse from Avanosh.”

“You know we don’t want him.” De Lancey was frustrated, and Froi could see this conversation soon ending badly. “But for our plan to work, we can’t have one of the provincari’s men as regent. If you refuse —”

“He won’t refuse,” Lirah said as she stood and gathered her books. Gargarin’s eyes followed her across the room.

“Is this about Lirah?” De Lancey asked. “I said it in Sebastabol, and I’ll say it again: you have a home with me, Lirah. You will be treated with the same respect my family receives and when Gargarin and Arjuro and Quintana and the babe come to visit, you’ll see them in my home. The other provincari don’t have control over that. Some of the provincari may not want you in the palace, Lirah, but there’s nothing to say that you can’t see your loved ones elsewhere.”

Froi knew that De Lancey’s heart was in the offer, and it made him like the man even more. But it would never be enough for Lirah. Froi knew that for certain, because it would never be enough for him.

“Lirah will live with me.”

Everyone stared at Arjuro.

“In the Oracle’s godshouse,” he said firmly. “She’s smarter and better read than any of the collegiati so I’ll put her to good use. She’ll be across the gravina from Quintana and the babe and Gargarin. You’ll see them every day, Lirah. I defy anyone who says Quintana and her babe and Gargarin cannot visit the godshouse.”

Arjuro’s eyes met Gargarin’s. “And of course we have the palace architect here, so if he can’t find a way of getting you into the palace some nights without the useless provincari nobility’s spies watching, well, he can’t exactly be labeled the smartest man in the Citavita, can he?”

They all turned to Lirah, waiting.

“We’ll kill each other, Priestling,” she said softly, but her eyes were bright.

“I’ll win most arguments, but you’ll get used to it,” he said.

She came to him and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you.” She kissed De Lancey as well. “And thank you.”

Gargarin took her hand. “And what about mine?” he asked. “I’m the brilliant architect.”

They spent the rest of the evening together, and with all the turmoil awaiting them beyond the first hill, Froi was surprised at how normal life could seem with their door closed to the rest of the fortress. They spoke of all things, including the girls.

“At least you know where Tippideaux is,” Gargarin said. “Olivier of Sebastabol’s actions placed Quintana in grave danger.”

“Yes, well, it’s not that cut and dry,” De Lancey said. “He has become more of a help than a hindrance.”

“I don’t care what part Olivier’s played in helping,” Gargarin said. “He gets tried as a traitor. The kingdom is going to be full of men and women who turned sides, and the palace is going to have to make decisions about what to do with them.”

“Yes, but still, our runt of the litter would be dead if the lad hadn’t acted,” Arjuro said.

There was more arguing. Froi suddenly heard a gasp from Lirah. She looked up from her page, her eyes on Froi’s, blazing with excitement. Froi stood and walked toward her. She gripped his hand.

“How did Phaedra of Alonso die of a plague that doesn’t exist?”

Froi shook his head, confused, and Lirah pointed to her page where she had recorded every word Froi spoke, after weeks and weeks of her questioning.

And there he saw Phaedra’s name.

“We keep asking the wrong question,” she said.

By now the others had heard and were crowded around her work.

“What is it, Lirah?” Gargarin asked.

“We keep asking where Quintana would go. She had nowhere to go. She knows no one. But you, Froi, trusted how many? Thirty? It’s what you spoke of that last night together.”

She pointed to Phaedra’s name. “You trusted Phaedra of Alonso because of her kindness.”

Froi’s heart began to hammer inside of him and Lirah saw his realization and nodded.

“We keep asking where she would go. Our girl is a mimic. What we should be asking is where would you go, Froi?”

“I’d go west,” Froi said. “You know that.”

Lirah nodded.

“I think our Quintana’s gone to Lumatere, and Phaedra of Alonso is hiding her.”
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Isaboe woke with a start. She had felt her again. She knew it was Quintana of Charyn who crept into her dreams.

I know you’re there!

Keep away from my son!

She had no idea which were her own words and which belonged to that insidious intruder. At times it seemed as if they were one.

Isaboe heard a sound. Thought she imagined it. But then Finnikin was out of bed, placing a dagger in her hand.

“Stay,” he whispered. “I’m going out onto the balconette. Someone’s in the courtyard. The moment you hear my shout, take Jasmina and hide.”

They were expecting no one tonight. Trevanion was in Fenton and Perri was on duty, and only Lucian and Yata had the authority to be in the courtyard outside the residence. But before Isaboe could imagine the death of any of her beloveds on the mountain or an assassin in their garden, Finnikin was back at the bed, relief in his expression.

“It’s the priest-king and Celie.”

“At this hour of the night?”

“Sefton let them in at the gatehouse, and they took a wrong turn and ended up in the garden, facing the end of Perri’s sword. They’re on their way up.”

She groaned, holding out a hand to him. “I need a catapult to get me out of this bed.”

The priest-king and Celie entered the residence, lugging chronicles in their arms, all apologies but flushed with excitement.

“How long have you been home without seeing me, Celie?” Isaboe asked, embracing her.

“I arrived not even two days past and have spent the whole time with blessed Barakah>. Not even Mama or Father or the boys have seen me.”

“Blessed Barakah, you shouldn’t be out at this time of the night,” Isaboe said.

“Sit, sit,” the priest-king said. “We’ve worked it out.” His voice was full of emotion.

Perri joined them and then Sir Topher entered and they all sat around the long bench. The priest-king held a parchment out to Isaboe. Finnikin reached over to steady the old man’s hand. But it was excitement more than age that caused his trembling.

“The markings on the nape and skull are written in a language very few know about,” he said. “I searched everywhere. Had chronicles sent from Osteria and Sarnak, and Celie agreed to . . . deliver one home from Belegonia.”

“Deliver?” Isaboe asked Celie.

Celie and the priest-king were silent for a moment.

“Perhaps . . . smuggle would be the correct word,” Celie said.

Sir Topher buried his head in his hands, and Isaboe heard him mutter, “Augie.”

“And no one suspected?” Isaboe asked.

“Well . . . the castellan of the palace searched my room. He’s very suspicious. But I was clever. And I wept, of course. You see, he accused me of theft in front of the king’s men.” Celie looked pleased with herself. “My tears are very convincing. There was some quite pathetic sniveling.”

“Oh, so underrated, the sob and the snivel,” Isaboe said. “I wish I had been taught. I would have used them more often in exile.”

“If you had sobbed and sniveled when Sir Topher and I first found you in Sendecane, we wouldn’t be here today,” Finnikin said. “I would have left you behind.”

“Yes, because you had so much control over the situation, my love.” Isaboe laughed.

“Can we get back to why they’re here at this time of the morning?” Perri asked politely. “I almost tackled blessed Barakah to the ground.”

“Then, let’s begin with insanity,” the priest-king said. “All great curses do. Because you will always find some sort of genius in it. I found an interesting passage in one of my books from the Osterians. Three thousand years ago, there was a Yut touched by the gods. He was mad — those most touched by the gods are — and his greatest claim was remembering the moment of his birth.”

“Mad, indeed,” Finnikin said.

The priest-king shook his head. “You didn’t see your daughter come into the world, Finnikin. It’s our most savage entry into any place on this earth. One that killed your own mother. Imagine the state of one’s mind if they were to recall its details. All those months cocooned and then the onslaught of this ugly world. Light and noise and strangeness. It’s no wonder we scream with terror at our birth.”

“And you found all this in the Osterian chronicle?”

The priest-king shook his head. “Just a mention of the Yut and his theory. So I continued my search. What kingdom has profited most from Yutlind’s mess and has become the greatest hoarder and pilferer of its works?”

“Belegonia,” Sir Topher said.

“Although it could have been worse,” Finnikin said. “The great works of Yutlind could have ended up in the hands of the Sorellians. At least the Belegonians have a love for words.”

The priest-king nodded. “Thus Celie’s achievement in their spring palace.”

“I pride myself on being the greatest spy there is,” Celie said. “When I was in the Belegonian capital, I had no such luck finding any foreign chronicles. In the spring castle, however, I found exactly what we were looking for.”

“Celie,” Isaboe reprimanded. “I told you to find yourself a lover, not hide yourself in a library.”

“No, you said we could make these invitations to Belegonia work for us,” Celie said.

“Well, I don’t know what we would have done without her,” the priest-king said.

“Can’t you be both?” Isaboe asked. “Someone’s lover and our greatest spy?”

“I’ll try very hard to please you, my queen,” Celie said with a laugh. “But let me start as a spy. I searched the chamber of chronicles in the spring castle every opportunity I could. There’s a foreign section. We’ll speak later about what they’ve pilfered from Lumatere. Finally I came across the chronicles of Phaneus of Yutlind. Of course, I couldn’t understand a word of it. So I returned home with the chronicles. It had been a strange time in the spring palace, and I told the king that I was sick at heart and needed to be with my family. And here I am.”

“And you were able to translate it, blessed Barakah?” Finnikin asked, and Isaboe heard envy in his voice.

“I promise it wasn’t easy,” the priest-king said. “Phaneus of Yutlind’s writing rants and states that we all speak one tongue before we’re born.”

“I don’t understand,” Isaboe said.

“There’s no Lumateran, Charyn, Yut, Sorellian, Sendecanese, Osterian, Belegonian, Sarnak,” Celie said, excitement in her voice. “He called it the tongue of the innocents.”

The priest-king glanced down to where Isaboe held a hand on her belly.

“I listen to you speak to the babe, Your Majesty. But according to Phaneus of Yutlind, that babe does not understand a word of Lumateran. All it understands is the universal language of the innocents. Untainted by life.”

“Why can’t we remember it, then, according to this Phaneus?” Finnikin asked.

“Oh, Phaneus doesn’t have the answer to that. He was barely lucid at times. Dearest Celie had to witness some unmentionable sketches before we reached the pages of the unborns.”

“Unmentionable,” Celie said, her cheeks pink at the memory.

“How unmentionable?” Isaboe asked, intrigued.

“I’ll tell you later,” Celie said. “Among other things.”

“Celie, you have taken a lover,” Finnikin said. “Why is it that Isaboe gets to hear everything and I get nothing but Phaneus the mad Yut?”

Sir Topher made a sound with his throat that meant he was irritated by the chatting.

“Go on, blessed Barakah,” Isaboe said.

“My guess would be that we don’t remember the language because we don’t remember birth. Perhaps the shock wipes it from our memories. Who knows?”

The priest-king swung the chronicle around and pointed.

“The mad Yut’s tongue of the innocents,” he said, pointing to the strange but familiar lettering.

Isaboe recognized one or two symbols with stems and curves that she had seen in the letters sent by both Froi and Tesadora.

“I found a strange code that matched every symbol to Yut characters I recognized, and then I tried to translate Yut into Lumateran, but the Yut words on both Froi’s and the Charyn girl’s bodies didn’t seem to exist.”

The priest-king retrieved the two parchments with Froi’s and Quintana’s lettering.

“Until I did this,” he said, placing them together. They all moved closer to study the words in Yut. “Half of the message was with Froi. The other half with Quintana of Charyn.”

“We are incomplete,” Finnikin translated.

Isaboe felt her breath catch.

“Is this saying that they’re incomplete without each other? Froi and that savage?” she asked.

The priest-king didn’t speak for a moment.

“I think it’s something even more powerful than that,” he said quietly. “It’s the spirits of the unborn babes that spoke.”

Perri was on his feet, pacing the room, and Isaboe felt the tension from them all.

The priest-king laid Froi’s letter out on the table. “We have to go back to the events of the night of our lad’s birth. A strange, horrific night when a mother and her son are wrenched apart, a man loses the love of a brother, another man loses faith in his king and himself, a babe loses her mother and twin sister. All those involved, the oracle among them, were so powerful that their loss and pain and fury and grief became a splinter in the soul of a kingdom. We know it’s referred to as the day of weeping, when every Charynite woman who carried a child bled it from their loins.”

Isaboe held out a hand to Perri and he sat, his fists clenched.

“Look at what Seranonna did to Lumatere,” the priest-king continued. “All that rage and anguish. That wasn’t planned. It wasn’t conjured up in a spell. It came from in here,” the priest-king said, pointing to his heart. He flicked through another of the chronicles. “Two hundred years ago, it also happened in Sendecane. A young girl’s passion destroyed the kingdom, and it is still a wasteland today except for the cloister of Lagrami. Five hundred years ago, it happened to an island north of Sarnak, a place that no longer exists. Never underestimate the power of our raw emotions.”

Sir Topher was a man of logic, and even he looked spellbound.

“So the two babes and two brothers, and Lirah of Serker and the oracle cursed the kingdom much the same way as Seranonna did?” Isaboe asked.

The priest-king shook his head.

“No. They didn’t curse the kingdom. They cursed a day and created the weeping.”

“Destroyed only one day?” Finnikin said.

“Then, who cursed the next eighteen years?” Sir Topher asked.

The priest-king looked at them all, his eyes finally settling on Perri.

“I believe the spirit of those bled babes had nowhere to go. Some were days from birth. They had no name, and no way of being called to rest. So they searched for the source. The vessels.”

“Froi?” Perri said.

The priest-king nodded. “And the princess. Two vessels more powerful than we can ever imagine. Come to me. Come to me, they would have called out, hearing the cries of their lost brothers and sisters. All they wanted to do was protect them. And the spirits did come to them but were splintered.” He looked at Perri. “Part of the spirit of your unborn child went to Froi and the other part went to Quintana of Charyn.”

The priest-king paused a moment, looking at them all. “It’s what takes place during chaos, whether in this known world or that yet to be born. Look at what happened to us here all those years ago. Lumatere was divided in two. Those who were trapped and those in exile.

“And the spirits of those babes have been full of fury and despair all these years. They’ve wanted the part of them that was lost returned. And now, finally, each has become one again, united in the babe that Quintana and Froi created. Let’s pray that it’s born, dear friends. Let’s pray that it stays safe in its mother’s arms.”

“Mercy!” said Finnikin.

Mercy indeed, Isaboe thought, placing a shaking hand on her belly. The kingdom of Charyn had not been cursed by evil. It had been cursed by innocence. By the power of the unborn.
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Froi heard the words often that day.

“We’re going to battle.”

They were said with uncertainty most of the time. Although the lads understood that they were going to war for Quintana of Charyn, there was still no guarantee that she would be found in the valley between Lumatere and Charyn. It was where they were heading. But first they had to get through the three hills and Bestiano’s army.

That night, they all gathered in the keep to listen to final commands, shuffling for room wherever they could. Froi was on the ground. He looked up at each archway, all the way to the top, and he felt the flatness of everyone’s mood. It wasn’t the way he wanted these men fighting for Quintana’s place in the palace. From the third-floor balcony, Gargarin spoke to them all. He called the next few days the most important hours in Charyn’s history. Said that they would be spoken about in years to come. As impassioned as his words were, the men still seemed lost. Froi remembered what Fekra had said. That the Nebian army Bestiano commanded didn’t know what they were fighting for anymore. Nor did these men.

They were about to leave when Dolyn’s voice was heard.

“Priestling, can you sing Charyn’s ballad?”

Froi watched Arjuro look up to where Dolyn stood. The leader of Lascow was beside Gargarin and De Lancey.

“I heard you once,” Dolyn continued. “It was many, many years ago. Your voice rang clear in the crowd. More powerful than any other priestling.”

“No,” Arjuro said bluntly.

His voice echoed strangely in the quiet space.

“Arjuro —” De Lancey called out.

“My answer is no! It’s a song for a Charyn that no longer exists.”

“We go to war tomorrow for a Charyn Tariq believed in, sir,” one of the Lasconians shouted out boldly from one of the upper balconies.

Arjuro shook his head, his expression weary. “I miss my sisters and brothers in the godshouse,” he called back in response. “I don’t care whose voice rang clear in the crowd. I sang Charyn’s ballad alongside them . . . and now they’re gone. I don’t sing . . . except for the dead.”

“Then, perhaps we can speak it out loud,” a Turlan lad said. “As a blessing before battle.”

There was a halfhearted mumble and then words were spoken, disjointed and feeble.

“. . . the stone we shaped with hands of hope to build a kingdom of might . . . the roads we paved with the blood of our toil . . .”

Something inside Froi’s head jolted. He knew this song. The priest-king had taught him. The old man had taught him everything about Charyn. “It’s a song of their hubris . . . a song to show off their talents,” the priest-king had murmured, but he made Froi listen to it each time they were together. “Sing with me, Froi,” he would say. But Froi had refused. He sang for no man. Not since his days on the streets of the Sarnak capital. But now he understood. Had the priest-king guessed who Froi was all along and taught him this song, not to conquer an enemy, but to find his own people? Clever, wicked man. Froi had never loved the priest-king more.

There’s a song in your heart, Froi. You must unleash it or you will spend your days in regret.

“I’ll sing it with you, Arjuro,” Froi called out, and everyone searched for him in the crowded keep.

“I know it . . . I was taught by the blessed Barakah of Lumatere,” he said loudly for everyone to hear. “He believed . . . a well-rounded education was the best,” he continued to explain, partly with a lie.

A silence came over the room as they waited for Arjuro’s reaction. And somewhere in the crowd, Arjuro and Froi found each other and stood side by side. Men crouched around them. From above, Gargarin’s eyes seemed to pierce into Froi’s. As long as he lived, Froi would never be able to determine his father’s thoughts.

He waited for the cue from Arjuro. It was a song for more than one to sing and Arjuro began alone, his voice robust, his warble perfect, a sound still so youthful despite the years. Froi felt a catch in his throat thinking of the young gods’ blessed Arjuro, who would have bewitched the hardest of spirits. He was still bewitching De Lancey of Paladozza now. The love on the provincaro’s face was potent. Catching. Froi waited, ready to commence with the second stanza. His voice had been deep for some years now. Not as a boy. Back then, it was high and pure and it fetched him a price. Back then, he didn’t understand the words he sang. All he understood was an empty stomach that needed to be filled. But now, as he started his song, he knew exactly what he was singing, and his voice reached depths that he hadn’t known existed. And when Arjuro’s voice joined in, it was a communion, a blood tie, and Froi felt the strength that both their voices gave to those listening. He watched men place clenched hands to their chests; he saw tears spring to surprised eyes. He saw Lirah push her way through the men on the balcony above, transfixed. Froi’s voice felt like a caress for his battered soul. Because he sang for Quintana of Charyn. He sang for the misery of her life, the poison in her body, the scars on her skin, and the courage in her character. And he sang for the child he would never call his own. He sang for the Charyn he would leave behind, and he felt his hand clench in a fist at the thought of such a kingdom. It made his voice soar with Arjuro’s, to a height that matched its earlier depth. And when it was over and he pushed through the crowd, he felt hands clap his back, ruffle his cap, and shake his hand as he moved among them. He felt their euphoria.

He returned to his post on the wall, looking out into the darkness and wondering what the next day would bring. Death. Of course there’d be death. Would it be him? Grij? Who would live and who would die?

Perabo joined him, with Gargarin.

“Your lad here is lethal,” Perabo said. “Let’s hope a bit of that blood runs through the little king.”

“Say it louder and I’ll cut out your tongue,” Gargarin snapped.

Perabo gripped Gargarin to him, and Froi stepped between them.

“Your secrets, whatever I may believe they are, die with me,” Perabo said through clenched teeth. “Doubt me or threaten me again, and you’ll have to find yourself another constable.”

Gargarin cupped the man’s shoulder, his hand shaking. Froi could see that something wasn’t right, but to Perabo, at least, Gargarin seemed contrite.

“You’re the only constable I want, Perabo. No more doubts or threats. Make sure the names of the lads going into battle are recorded.”

Perabo nodded, glancing at Froi. “This one needs to rest. Ariston is going to want Froi by his side.”

“He won’t be going with Ariston and his men,” Gargarin said.

Froi stared at him, stunned.

“What are you saying?” he shouted. “You know I’m as good as a Turlan. You’re only doing this because —”

“Because what?” Gargarin hissed. “Because you’re my son? You’re mistaking me for someone with choices, Froi. I don’t have choices.”

Froi waited, looking to Perabo for answers.

“I can’t have you riding into battle,” Gargarin said. “We need you for something else.”

Gargarin’s stare was deadly.

“You’re going to steal into that camp and put him down, Froi.”

Froi heard Perabo’s hiss of satisfaction.

“We want Bestiano dead.”

When the sun rose and every soldier in the fortress was in place, Froi found Grijio in the bailey. The last born was with the Turlans, sitting on his horse, waiting for word.

“Are you frightened?” Froi asked.

“Of course I’m frightened,” Grij said, looking over Froi’s shoulder to where De Lancey was watching them from the entrance of the keep.

“Gargarin won’t let my father come along,” he said. “Dolyn and Ariston agree.”

“Well, he’s injured.”

“It’s not that. They can’t afford to lose a provincaro who will favor the palace in the future. Father ordered that I stay, too, but I told him I couldn’t. I made these plans with Tariq and Satch . . . and even Olivier. That we’d save her. I can’t do that hiding behind my father’s title. And I may not be good with a sword, but I’m fast with a horse.”

Froi noticed Mort close by on his mount. Grijio was to travel with the Turlans, who would tear through Bestiano’s defenses and get to the Lumateran valley in the hope of finding Quintana there. The Lasconians would stay behind and fight, and if all was true, the Desantos army would decimate the Nebians from the north. Regardless of everything, it meant more dead Charynite lads who didn’t know what they were fighting for, judging from Fekra’s hopelessness. But Froi couldn’t afford to care. He was one step closer to Quintana.

“You take care of him, Mort,” Froi said, holding a hand up to Grijio, who shook it firmly.

“Provincaro says I not to let Grij out of sight,” Mort said.

“Keep safe, Froi,” Grijio said.

Froi patted Grijio’s mount and then walked back to De Lancey and Arjuro.

“I’m going to see them off from the wall,” De Lancey said in a low voice.

Arjuro and Froi watched him walk away.

“Are you ready?” Arjuro asked.

“I’ve been ready since I left Lumatere,” Froi said. He caught the expression on Arjuro’s face. “Why look so sad, Arjuro, when I promise I’ll return to you with some part of my body to sew up?”

Arjuro didn’t have a sense of humor that morning, and Froi walked away because saying good-bye to Arjuro was always hard.

Lirah waited for him by the well, and they sat awhile in silence, watching Perabo organize the Lasconians. Unlike the time at the gate, Florik was ready. He held up a hand of acknowledgment to Froi, and Froi returned the gesture.

He tried hard not to think of what would take place beyond any sort of rescue. All he could think of was seeing Quintana and not letting her go. But what would Froi’s place in the new Charyn be? Would he be a foot soldier in the army or one of Perabo’s palace soldiers? Would he live in the godshouse with Arjuro and Lirah? And who would he be? Froi of the Lumateran Exiles or Dafar of Abroi? Would he watch his son grow, thinking of him merely as an acquaintance? And what of Lumatere? If he left, did he ever have a chance of returning there again?

“I was born from the union between my father . . . and his oldest daughter,” Lirah said.

Froi flinched.

“So my mother was in fact my sister, and oh, how she despised me. Who would blame her? The moment our father died, she sold me to feed her younger children. I was twelve. If I was less beautiful, she would have sold me to a Serker pig farmer who needed the labor, but this face bought me a place in the palace.”

“Labor on a pig farm isn’t so bad,” he said, thinking of what she endured in the palace.

“Yes, I agree, but if she had sold me to the farmer, I’d have been slaughtered with the rest of Serker not even seven years later. So let’s just say that this face bought me my life . . . ours.”

Ours. Froi belonged to Lirah. Ours. He would like that word from here on. It would mean something different, something more.

“There was a woman in the pen with me. It’s what they called the cart we traveled in from Serker to the Citavita. The pen, because we were treated like animals. And through all the misery, she said that some of us in this lifetime experience a moment of beauty beyond reckoning. I asked her what that was, and she said, ‘If you’re one of the lucky ones, you’ll know it when you see it. You’ll understand why the gods have made you suffer. Because that moment’s reward will make your knees weak and everything you’ve suffered in life will pale in comparison.’”

Lirah stared at him. “Some women claim that moment happens at the sight of their child for the first time.” She shook her head. “But I caught a glimpse of you when you were born and then you were gone. I felt nothing except more yearning and despair and misery.

“And then . . . tonight you sang Charyn’s ballad with Arjuro and I thought, Ah, there it is. That’s why I’ve suffered all my life. For this moment of beauty and perfection.” Her eyes pooled with tears. “It didn’t come from looking at you or even hearing your voice. It came from seeing the expression on Gargarin’s face. He was looking at the wonder of what we made together. Our son, Dafar of Abroi. I’d suffer it all again just to know that moment was there in my life.”

She gripped his hand.

“You said to me once that you weren’t what I dreamed of. You were right. You surpass everything I dreamed of. Even the rot in you that’s caused you to do shameful things. Some men let the rot and guilt fester into something ugly beyond words. Few men can turn it into worth and substance. If you’re gods’ blessed for no other reason, it’s for that.”

And then she was gone, disappearing through the entrance that would take her to the room she shared with Gargarin. But not for long. A new Charyn meant that a gravina would lie between Lirah and Gargarin.

They heard a shout from one of the guards on the wall. Fekra had given his signal, which meant that the sentinel he replaced was well out of sight. Ariston and his men rode out first, followed by Perabo, who led the Lasconians. Froi rode last, and his eyes met Gargarin’s, who stood at the gate.

“Don’t take chances,” Gargarin begged. “Do what you need to do, and don’t take chances.”

Froi stopped, waiting until the others were out of hearing distance.

“Will you promise me something?” he asked.

Gargarin nodded, and Froi could see he was shaking.

“Allow me the honor to name my son,” Froi said, his voice husky with emotion. “He’ll be called Tariq. Tariq of the Citavita.”
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“It will be a boy,” the oldest woman on the mountain told Isaboe. She had never once guessed wrong. It was all about the roundness of Isaboe’s belly and the shape of her face. As she stood naked among her kinswomen, she caught her yata’s eye and saw the flash of emotion. A boy. A king. Balthazar.

The women on the mountain had gathered in Yata’s home to watch the blessing of the unborn. It was a tradition among the Monts.

“He’ll come into this world with secrets,” the oldest woman on the mountain said. “But only few remember what they are by the time they are old enough to speak. Perhaps yours will be the one, my queen. Perhaps your son’s secrets will cure that which ails this land.”

Isaboe’s young cousin Agata held a small bowl of oil from a Mont olive tree, with a sprinkle of sage in it, and Isaboe shivered when she felt the old woman’s cold fingers on her skin. “Your milk is strong. It will feed a king.”

There was a murmuring of appreciation from the others. “He’s ready,” the old woman said. “Wherever he is now, he’ll follow your voice home. Talk to him, my queen.”

Isaboe thought for a moment. She remembered her words to Jasmina before her daughter had entered this world. The oldest woman on the mountain had guessed right that time. “You will have a daughter and she longs to hear your voice.” Later, after the birth, Isaboe had spoken to Finnikin about it. “I told Jasmina that she belonged to Lumatere’s rebirth and that she would be loved for the hope she brought to this kingdom.”

But what would she say to this babe, now that she could not get the priest-king’s words out of her head? That spirits have their own world and language long before they enter ours? Each night since Celie and the blessed Barakah had come to visit, Isaboe had studied the mad Yut’s chronicle and learned to say the words in her heart so that her child could hear and understand.

Be my guide, beloved son. Rid me of my malice and my fury. Don’t let it be suckled from my breast.

“I’ve smelled you all,” Quintana said bluntly to Phaedra and the women late that afternoon in the cave. “This whole week. You’ve smothered me.”

“Because our days of bleeding all came at the same time,” Cora said. “It’s a sign. We need to bathe now that it’s over. Together.”

“To cleanse ourselves?” Florenza asked.

“There’s nothing dirty about us,” her mother said. “It’s a blessing. We’ve been given a gift of unity. It’s our gift to Quintana of Charyn and her child. The coming of the blood is renewal. So we celebrate it together.”

“Bathe?” The princess stared at Cora, all savage teeth. “If you place my head under water, I’ll —”

“Yes, yes. You’ll slice us from ear to ear,” Cora said, dismissively. “We’ve heard it before. Up you get.”

Despite the warmer spring days, the evening air was cool. They undressed by the rocks on the stream, hanging their clothing on the branches nearby.

“I don’t like to put my head in the water,” Quintana said for the umpteenth time.

“A bit of water over your head never hurts, and if —” Cora stopped, a sort of horror and wonder in her eyes. The others followed her gaze, and in the half light of the moon, they stared in fascination at Quintana’s bare, scarred body.

“It’s the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” Ginny said, referring to the belly. Phaedra had to agree. Sometimes when she was walking behind Quintana, it was difficult to believe she was carrying anything. But it was Quintana’s scars that made Phaedra want to weep, a cruel reminder of what the princess had endured at the hands of Charyn.

Phaedra suddenly felt conscious of her own bareness. They all did, except for Ginny, who was pleased with her form, as one would expect her to be. Charynite women were not like their Lumateran sisters. It was the way they were raised. Phaedra wondered if the curse had made them all more inhibited or whether it had been like that since the beginning of time.

Florenza was the first to wade into the stream, squealing from the cold. Phaedra thought that she was being precious, and then she stepped in and squealed herself, until they all were there, shushing each other but laughing all the same.

No matter how hard she scrubbed, Phaedra couldn’t remove the layers of dirt and grime, but after a while she didn’t care anymore. They all seemed bewitched by the moon’s glow on the water and they waded toward a place in the center of the stream where its shimmering surface beckoned them. They held on to each other, arms around shoulders, in a circle of something so strange that it made Phaedra feel a lightness of being.

“Did you like Florenza when you first saw her, Jorja?” Quintana asked, teeth chattering as she gripped Phaedra and Cora around the neck.

“We won’t let your head go under, so you mustn’t hold so tight,” Cora said. At first, Quintana refused to listen, but then Phaedra felt her hold loosen.

“What a thing to ask,” Florenza said with a laugh. “Of course Mother liked me.”

“What I fear most is that I won’t like him,” Quintana continued. “I don’t know what I’ll say to the little king when I first see him.”

“You’ll know what to feel and say the moment you first see him and not a moment before,” Jorja promptly said.

“But what if Florenza was the ugliest babe in the world and you couldn’t bear to touch her?” Quintana demanded to know.

“Well, she was quite ugly, come to think of it,” Jorja said, and Florenza laughed even more. “All babies are quite ugly.”

Jorja pressed a kiss to Florenza’s cheek. Despite Florenza’s broken nose and bruised face, Jorja still looked at her daughter as if she were the most beautiful creature the gods had ever made. Phaedra remembered her mother looking at her in such a way, those days before the plague took her. If Phaedra had been certain of anything, it had been of her mother’s love.

“How did it feel, Jorja?” Phaedra asked. Never had she dared imagine Lucian’s child in her arms. It was too cruel a dream. “To hold your babe for the first time, I mean?”

Jorja thought a moment. “I cried for my mother. I was a very spoiled young girl, and my mother and the servants had done everything for me.”

They heard a snap of a twig, and Ginny cried out softly.

“We’ll be safe. Don’t you worry,” she blurted out, staring into the semi-darkness.

Despite everything, Ginny seemed more affected than anyone else by the incident of Galvin the hangman. She appointed herself guard of their cave, disappearing at times to ensure that they were safe from intruders.

“There’s nothing strange out there,” Cora reassured. “It’s the night world scurrying around, going about their chores.”

“Go on,” Quintana said to Jorja.

“Well, crying for my mother caused much friction between Harker and me,” Jorja continued.

“Father’s very practical and doesn’t like fuss,” Florenza told the others knowingly.

“Yes, well, your father grew up with fuss and resented it,” her mother said. “He was furious to find himself betrothed to me and threatened to send me back to my mother over and over again.”

Phaedra was surprised by the words. “But you love each other,” she said. “I saw you together.”

“Well, I always loved him, and he grew to love me,” Jorja said haughtily. “It’s the power I have over him now.”

“When did he fall in love with you, then?” Quintana demanded to know.

Jorja thought for a moment. “It was during the drought, when Florenza was five. He said I was resourceful and managed to keep the village fed.”

“It’s very decent,” Phaedra said. “Not many noblemen care whether their villagers are fed.”

“Well, that was Harker for you,” Jorja said. “Whatever food we had on our table, our neighbors would have on theirs. To be honest, I did it more for him than for the villagers. If it pleased him, it pleased me.”

“My father’s an idealist,” Florenza said proudly. “And my mother is a secret one,” she added, feigning a loud whisper. “It’s very unfashionable where we come from.”

“Never marry an idealistic man,” Jorja advised them, “because one day you’ll find yourself dragging your daughter through the sewers of your province or living in a filthy cave with nothing but the putrid clothes on your back.” Jorja looked at her daughter. “We imagined a better life for you, Florenza.”

“It’s good enough for now, Mother. You all did enough, those of your age. Those born in your time and before suffered most because you knew Charyn before the curse and after. Cora would agree.”

“No,” Cora said, her voice flat. “Not enough.” She turned to look at Quintana. “Look at what wasn’t done for this one. All of us. Turned our backs on Charyn’s last child. We knew what was happening in that palace, and we did nothing. We should have been beating down the palace walls and protecting you. But we turned our backs in bitterness and did nothing!”

“Isn’t it the place of men to protect?” Florenza asked.

“Men,” Cora said with disdain. “What good are they?”

“That’s because you’ve never had a man,” Ginny said.

“Oh, I’ve had a man,” Cora said. “And a more useless species the gods have never created, apart from Kasabian and that young Mont.”

“Luc-ien?” Phaedra said, surprised to hear such praise from Cora.

Cora snorted rudely. “That idiot? Don’t be ridiculous. I mean the Jory lad.”

“What happened to your man, Cora?” Quintana asked. “Did he break your heart?”

Cora made a rude sound again. “The only reason I put up with the panting and the grunting was because I was expected to produce a child, and I failed time and time again. Do you want to know when I stopped feeling like a useless woman? When every woman in Charyn was considered useless. Charyn’s curse set me free. I left that lump I was wed to, and all I took was four klin tree seeds. Have you seen a klin tree? They hail from Osteria, and their seeds are hard to come by. Osterians say the klin tree flowers hope. So I took hope in my pocket that day I left and joined my brother, Kasabian, on his farm outside Jidia. That year, we felled the trees surrounding his cottage and we grew a garden of wonder. My brother says I have a gift with the land. That I can speak to it.”

“Then, why didn’t you stay there?” Jorja asked.

“Drought. Plague. The earth stopped listening, and we had nothing to feed us. The klin tree still grew, but I never saw it flower hope and was forced to leave it behind. We were convinced to travel north, where we’d find a new life in Alonso. But Alonso did not want us. It was as though the gods were saying, ‘You don’t belong to this land.’”

Phaedra looked away, shamed. Alonso was crowded, and her father had refused to allow the travelers in. She remembered those days when people arrived in droves. Alonso land was fertile, and it seemed to promise everything after the curse on the Lumateran border was broken. But her father’s people threatened to turn on him if he allowed another traveler in.

“But there’s still some land left to share,” she’d hear him cry to his lords.

“And there are other men we can find to lead this province,” they threatened. And that was how Phaedra’s family, whose ancestors had ruled Alonso for centuries, could have lost the province. Not from war or the enemy or even the palace. But because her father dared to allow the landless into the walls of Alonso.

“It may count for nothing,” Phaedra said to the women. “And I make no excuses for my father’s behavior, turning his back on anyone who begged at Alonso’s wall, but there were some nights I’d hear him weep as he prayed to the gods and to my dead mother. I never imagined that a man so proud could weep.”

Ginny was already bored with their talk and decided it was time to return to the cave. She waded away with Florenza, and the others began to follow.

“I saw my father weep before me,” Quintana said to the others. “When he was dying.” She was pensive. “Do you want to know something about tyrants? When faced with death, they weep and they beg just like the rest of us.”

Phaedra’s eyes met Cora’s and then Jorja’s, who warned her with a quick shake of her head.

At the rocks, they collected their clothes and wrapped themselves in blankets, hurrying back to the cave to dry. Jorja gripped Phaedra and Cora as they were about to follow the others.

“If you value your lives . . . and hers, never repeat what you heard her say here today,” Jorja said.

“She couldn’t possibly have —” Cora said.

“Couldn’t she? We would always hear of her madness. And these weeks, I’ve understood it is anything but that. It’s survival. She has a madness to survive now. What more could we want from a little king’s mother?”

Up ahead, Phaedra saw Quintana shiver despite the blanket covering her body. Phaedra dressed quickly, her body still damp, and hurried toward Quintana. She wrapped her own blanket around the princess, fussing over her. She felt Quintana’s gaze, and their eyes met.

“You were his thirtieth, Phaedra.”

“Thirtieth?” Phaedra asked absently, leading Quintana along the uneven ground before them. “I don’t understand. Whose?”

“Froi’s, of course. He said, “Phaedra of Alonso is kind.” So he chose you to be on his list of those he trusted. It’s why I came to you.”

Phaedra stopped them both, her hand still gripping Quintana’s arm. “You came here for me? Here, in the valley?”

“Well, it’s not as if I could have gone to any of the other twenty-nine on his list,” Quintana said bluntly.

“Me?”

“Have I not already said that?”

Phaedra was speechless.

“He was half right, of course,” Quintana said.

Phaedra wanted to weep. She would have done a better job if she’d known. She would never have left Quintana alone or snapped at her or rolled her eyes to the heavens. She would have been a better protector.

“There’s much more to you than kindness,” Quintana continued. “That day after I arrived in the valley and you visited, the other women were all flustered when they saw my baby belly. Until you walked into the cave and you thought fast. And then that time with the queen of Lumatere . . . well, make no mistake of this. She would have used that sword. I’ve killed a man, Phaedra. I imagine the look in my eye was just like hers. A bit of justice. Self-loathing. Hatred. Pity. We’re not so different, me and the queen of Lumatere.”

Quintana pulled free of Phaedra’s grip and moved ahead to Jorja and Florenza. Both mother and daughter had taken to fussing over her, and Quintana was a cat who went to anyone who showed her affection. Phaedra stood, shivering in her wet shift. And she did weep.

“Phaedra! Don’t stray,” Jorja called out.

Phaedra hurried to catch up and gripped Quintana’s hand tightly.

“You’ll have to take your blanket back, Phaedra,” Quintana said, stopping to wrap it around her, imitating Phaedra’s earlier fussing. “You’ll catch your death, and it’ll cause hysteria.”

Their eyes met for a moment, and Phaedra nodded with a smile.

“Yes, my queen. I think you’re right.”
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Froi watched as Ariston and his men thundered through the Nebian camp, taking the soldiers by surprise. The army had been in the middle of their morning drills and duties, and the Turlans’ speed on their horses meant that they were halfway to the second hill before Bestiano’s men had even mounted theirs. Froi’s orders were clear: to wait until the battle was dragged well away from the camp to enable him a clear path to Bestiano. By then, Ariston and his men would be heading toward the Lumateran valley while Perabo and the Lasconians would join the battle against the Nebians.

From where he knelt, concealed by the old well on the first hill overlooking the camp, Froi could see at least four men guarding Bestiano’s tent. Beside him, Fekra was nervous, and Froi had come to learn that a nervous man either had something to hide or made mistakes.

“Who’s protecting Bestiano inside?” Froi asked.

“His guard. One of the rogue brigands Bestiano managed to acquire somewhere outside the Citavita. He speaks the language of gold and more gold.”

“So, he’s not part of the army?”

“No. The army is under the orders of Scarpo, captain of the Nebian Guard.”

“Easily controlled?”

“Scarpo is a soldier, so he follows orders,” Fekra said. Froi could tell that Fekra liked a man who followed orders. It was why Fekra didn’t particularly like Froi.

“But he takes care of his men,” Fekra continued. “According to Dorcas, Scarpo did question Bestiano’s decision regarding the execution of the riders. And when Bestiano ordered one hundred men to fight the Turlans in the little woods, Scarpo questioned why so many. The lads are merely numbers for Bestiano. For Scarpo, they are more than that.”

“It’s a pity I’m going to have to kill this Scarpo.”

“You may not have to,” Fekra said as they watched the Turlan horses trample the clearing just as Perabo and his men entered the fray. “Scarpo may be long dead at the hands of your friends. If Desantos arrives from the north, Scarpo’s army will be destroyed.”

Froi heard the regret in Fekra’s voice.

“Is Scarpo for Nebia or is he for Charyn?” Froi asked.

“Nebia is Charyn,” Fekra argued. “Don’t judge them harshly. Including the provincaro. He’s sitting in a province with no protection because his entire army is here. What would the provincari of Paladozza or Sebastabol or any other have done if they were kin to the king’s First Adviser and he came to them asking for an army after the king was murdered?”

“You’re obviously a Nebian, Fekra. So let me rephrase the question. Is Scarpo a madman?”

“He’s not one much for talking. But his men will die for him, and he makes sure, in turn, that his men don’t die from bad decisions made by others.”

Men were dying around them now. Both Ariston and Perabo had succeeded in dragging the battle from the Nebian camp into the valley beyond, where Froi could hear the sickening tune of cries and shouts and the clang of steel against steel. All that was left here were the dead or dying.

“Froi!” Fekra said, pointing down to Bestiano’s tent.

A man stepped outside, exchanging a word with those who guarded the tent. He was armed with at least two swords and a dagger at his ankle. He mounted his horse and headed toward the second hill.

“Bestiano’s guard,” Fekra whispered.

Which meant Bestiano could be alone. But for how long?

“Let’s go,” Froi said. He slithered down the hill, his eyes fixed on those protecting the former king’s adviser. He remembered what Trevanion and Perri would say each time he hesitated. “Dead men don’t come back to kill you, Froi. They don’t shout out warnings. Make sure you do it right the first time.” And that was how simple it was. The type of simplicity that turned his stomach. At the perfect vantage point, he dropped on one knee. One longbow. Four arrows. Four dead men. He heard Fekra’s ragged breath beside him.

“You knew them?” Froi asked.

“Does it matter?” Fekra asked. “If I didn’t, someone else did.” He shook his head with regret. “How do you get used to it? All the killing?”

“Who says you do?” Froi asked, and bolted for the tent.

He reached the entrance.

No mistakes, Froi. No mistakes.

He stepped inside. Bestiano looked up, startled, his hand instantly reaching for his sword, but Froi was faster, leaping on the table and flying across the space to knock him down. Make it fast. Don’t waste time. Don’t take chances. Every second counts. Yet the sight of Bestiano, with his mottled skin and weak mouth and ever-present smirk, changed everything. Froi wanted every second to last. He wanted to inflict pain. No mercy. And by not using his sword, Froi knew he was making the first mistake of many. But he didn’t care. His fist connected with Bestiano’s cheek and the man’s head flew back, causing him to fall to the ground. Froi leaped, straddled him, and pounded into his nose, mouth, cheek. There was no counting. All rage. Blood, flesh, and might, and cries of pain and grunts of fury. He snapped both the man’s wrists, the howl ringing through his ears. And on and on he pounded, landing his blows with precision. Froi wanted Bestiano to feel his rage.

For that morning he witnessed Bestiano in Quintana’s chamber.

For not allowing her to make shapes on her wall.

For trying to capture her spirit.

For trying to break it.

For all the times Froi didn’t see.

And then Froi’s head burst with his own memories of Sarnak. A strike for every man who had held him down under the force of their own weight. A strike for the hatred he would always feel for himself when he remembered Isaboe’s face that night in the barn in Sorel. This is what Froi would do to that boy he once was. Blow after blow. He wanted him dead.

A clean kill, Froi. Always a clean kill.

He felt his knuckles crack from the force, but this would not be a clean kill. And when Bestiano had almost passed out from the pain of it all, Froi pulled him forward to speak in his ear.

“You were never able to break her. She is the stone of this kingdom.”

Suddenly, there was a sound behind him, and Froi let go of Bestiano and leaped onto the table. Too slow. The blade of a sword tore into the skin at his thigh, and Froi crumpled in pain, kicking the intruder with his other leg. But past wounds betrayed him, and his legs gave way. It was all the time Bestiano’s guard needed. Froi felt the tip of a sword pierce the wound already in his thigh, and he cried out, mustering up the strength he had left to kick the man between the legs. And although Bestiano’s guard faltered a moment, the sound of another entering changed everything.

“Kill him!”

Dorcas.

What had Gargarin said all that time ago? That he didn’t want to die at the hands of someone like Dorcas, who only knew how to follow orders.

Above him, Froi could see Bestiano’s man step back to strike.

“Wait,” Froi croaked. He closed his eyes a moment, felt the dirt and grime in his tears.

“Dorcas, tell him to wait.”

He could hear the heavy breathing of those who stood in the room, but he was too weary to open his eyes. Too heartsick at the thought of never seeing her again. But he needed to find a way to speak a bond to his son and this weak, pathetic rider was Froi’s only messenger.

“Listen to me, Dorcas . . . listen well. . . . If all you can do in this life is follow orders, then these are the orders of a man who’s to die. Take care of the little king . . . tell him he was made from love and hope. . . . That is your bond to him, Dorcas. If you’re good for nothing else, follow a bond that makes him a good king.”

Froi raised himself, opening his eyes. He turned to look at Dorcas, who was kneeling beside Bestiano. The palace rider’s hand reached out to Bestiano’s injured face.

“I said, kill him,” Dorcas ordered, looking toward where the guard stood over Froi. Froi heard the surprised gasp, the gurgle of blood and then felt the weight of the man fall across him as Fekra revealed himself with a dagger in his shaking hand. And then Dorcas pressed a hand over Bestiano’s mouth and pushed down hard. Bestiano’s body jerked against it with force, but Dorcas held it there for a very long time, until finally he looked over to Froi.

“Tell the little king yourself, Lumateran.”
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Ginny entered the cave long after she had left to find some kindling.

“Where have you been?” Phaedra asked.

“I thought I heard something and went to look,” Ginny said. “We can’t be too careful.”

“Only squirrels,” Cora said. “Our fear will turn us into madwomen.”

“And we’re not already?” Phaedra watched Ginny fussing with the entrance of the cave, concealing it with some of the shrubs and branches she’d dragged back.

“Come closer and eat before our piglet gobbles everything up,” Cora said gruffly.

The piglet didn’t defend herself; instead, she tugged at the meat on the bone. Since finding it more difficult to move around outside the cave because of her belly, Quintana had taken to setting traps for the hares that boldly came to their entrance, and there was a glee to her when she held up their lifeless forms.

“There’s nothing more harmless than food you catch yourself,” Quintana said. “Free of hemlock and whatnot. I’ve never enjoyed eating so much as I have these past months.”

“Wipe your hands and come and sit against me,” Jorja said to her. “I’ll rub your back. It’s a heavy load you carry there.”

Phaedra tried to wipe the filth from Quintana’s hands and face. The soak in the stream had done little to remove their grime, and it shamed Phaedra to think that Charyn’s first child would be born in a cave.

“Harker would rub my back when I was carrying Florenza, and it always was such a relief,” Jorja said when Quintana was sitting comfortably between her knees.

Perhaps this was better than the luxury of another place, Phaedra thought, watching them all. Florenza caught her eye and smiled.

And that’s how Phaedra would remember the moment before it all changed. In her province, the tailor’s wife would speak about before and after the curse. One moment, she was carrying a baby in her belly, and the next, there was a puddle of blood on the ground between her legs and screams sounding across the city. The tailor’s wife knew that nothing would ever be the same again. Phaedra understood the truth of those words when she heard the voices outside the cave. She saw the horror of understanding in Florenza’s eyes and then chanced a look at the others. They all knew. Because they smelled the violence of the intruders. The malevolence. And when Donashe and his men stormed in with their swords and ugliness, there was no screaming or crying this time. Phaedra and the women clambered around Quintana. Wordlessly, they clasped their hands together as a shield. As if that would be enough, foolish women that they were. They thought that would be enough.

One of the men beat at Jorja’s hand with the edge of his dagger until it was a bloody pulp. But still Jorja didn’t let go. And worst of all, Phaedra saw Ginny, who was holding no one’s hand, but staring at her man Gies with horror, and then Quintana’s eyes met Phaedra’s. What had she once whispered in her ear? “I do believe we’re going to have to kill that piece-of-nothing girl, Ginny.” And as long as Phaedra would live, she’d never forgive herself for not cutting the girl from ear to ear.

And then Donashe and his men dragged them out of the cave and forced them to their knees except for Quintana and Ginny, who was weeping her pitiful, treacherous tears. Phaedra felt Jorja’s bloody hand take hers and Florenza’s because this was how they’d die, with shaking hands, in putrid clothes. But Cora stood. She said there was no way she was going to die on her knees at the feet of a man. Donashe’s men trained their weapons on Cora, because it was as she had always said: men would destroy first what they could not control. And Phaedra was begging them, begging, please, please. She’d stay on her knees with hands clenched together and beg until her last breath and she could hear Florenza’s sobbing and Jorja’s voice. Hush now. Hush now, my beautiful girls. That would be Jorja’s gift to them when facing death. Calmness.

But then they heard a sound so primitive in its savagery that it chilled the soul and stopped the man’s blade from slashing Cora’s throat. A guttural fury that rivaled the cry of every creature within miles. Through eyes drenched with filthy sweat, Phaedra could see Quintana, could see her madness as the air was pierced with her never-ending roar. Donashe pressed an elbow against her throat and the cry was gagged, but Quintana bit his arm hard, blood on her lips that she spat to the ground.

“I’ll will this babe to die!”

Phaedra heard both the gods and the demons in Quintana’s voice and the sound frightened her more than the death she was facing.

“I’ll bleed it from the inside. Just you watch me. Watch me!”

Donashe stared down at the blood on his arm where her teeth had cut into his flesh, and he raised a hand to her.

“Do it!” Quintana taunted. “Do it and watch what I can do in return.”

“Kill them,” Donashe ordered the man holding Cora. And Quintana’s shrill scream sounded again and Ginny was crying, clasping hands to her ears.

“I’ve seen what she can be,” Ginny sobbed. “She’s gods’ blessed and cursed, and there’ll be no reward for any of you if they die.”

Donashe’s men dared to look at the filthy princess whose eyes spelled death. Charyn’s abomination. Its savage. Its curse maker. And the frightened men shook their heads and stepped away.

“You kill them, Donashe. I’m not doing it.”

“She’s a mad bitch and she’ll burn us all, Donashe.”

“They’ve promised us gold for a living babe. Not for a puddle of blood.”

Donashe gripped Quintana’s arm and dragged her along.

“You’re weak. All of you,” he shouted over his shoulder, and the men grabbed Phaedra and the women and followed Donashe to camp.

In the valley, Phaedra saw Tesadora first and then she saw Japhra and the Mont girls and then she saw the valley dwellers. The way they stared in horror and awe at Quintana. The tears on Japhra’s face and the rage in Tesadora’s eyes as she approached Donashe. Tesadora looked so small, and Phaedra feared for the Lumateran woman’s life. Feared for them all.

“You are holding the wife of a Mont leader,” Tesadora warned. “If Phaedra of Alonso is not released, the wrath of the Monts will be felt across Charyn. Explain that to whomever you answer to.”

Donashe pushed Phaedra and the women toward the stone steps that led to the highest cave, a place Phaedra knew they would never escape from.

“Did you hear me, Charynite?” Tesadora shouted, following. “These are my demands. Return Phaedra of Alonso to the mountain. Release Quintana of Charyn to my care. Let my girls see to Rafuel’s wounds.”

Phaedra gasped and swung around, searching for him. Rafuel? How could she have forgotten him?

“Oh, Rafuel. Rafuel,” Quintana cried.

And Phaedra truly began to understand the horror of the day as they climbed the steep ascent to the top. In front of the caves below, at the start of the road to Alonso, they saw him. Rafuel was tied to a horse, his face beaten to a pulp, his legs barely able to hold him upright. One of Donashe’s men mounted the horse, and it was only then that Phaedra began to weep. Because she knew there was no hope for him . . . the boy with a basket of cats, this man who had never forsaken their kingdom when others had.

“Everything for Charyn,” Rafuel cried, and they dragged him away.

Lucian dined late that night with Yata and Isaboe in Yata’s private chamber.

“You do us an honor each time you birth your children here, cousin,” Lucian said.

Isaboe reached over to take Yata’s hand. “I sometimes feel my mother’s presence here more than in the palace.”

She was teary. Finnikin was settling Jasmina with his aunt Celestina in the rock village, and Lucian knew she missed them both already. She had never spent a night away from her daughter.

“Finn will be here soon,” he said quietly.

They heard voices outside the hall, and Isaboe stumbled to her feet. “That’s him,” she said.

But it was their cousin Constance who entered, the girl’s eyes wild and swollen with tears. She had been in the valley, and her distress could only mean that something had happened to Tesadora and the girls. Or Phaedra.

“Constance?” Lucian said, hurrying across the room to meet her just as her legs buckled. They all cried with alarm, and Lucian caught her in his arms.

“Speak, Constance,” Isaboe ordered gently.

Yata held out a small bowl of water to Constance, who took it, weeping.

“They’ve arrested Phaedra.”

“Who?” Lucian demanded. “Who?”

“Donashe and his men,” Constance said. “They knew where to find the cave, and there was a terrible scene as they dragged the women back upstream. Tesadora fears for all their lives. And Rafuel . . . They know he’s been hiding the women and they suspect he had a hand in the death of the hangman and they beat him black and blue before our very eyes.”

Sweet goddess.

“We can bring them all up the mountain,” Constance said, “and protect —”

“No!”

This came from Yata.

“We don’t bring war onto this mountain again,” Yata said firmly. “If we give refuge to their queen, Charyn will attack. You know that, Isaboe.”

Isaboe nodded. “There will be no talk of Quintana of Charyn finding refuge in Lumatere,” she said wearily. “I’ve spent almost four years avoiding war. I won’t have it declared over the life of my enemy’s spawn.”

She stood unsteadily on her feet.

“Where’s my king?” she asked, and Lucian heard the desperation in her voice. He didn’t want to leave her, but he needed to see Phaedra and he was desperate to go.

“Finnikin will be here soon,” Yata said gently. “It’s a full day’s ride from the Rock, but he’ll be here soon.”

Isaboe turned to Lucian. “Go,” she said firmly. “Take Jory with you. Make Lumatere’s presence known.”

It was deep into a starless night by the time Lucian and Jory reached the foot of the mountain. A sick moon did little to guide their path to the stream, and once there, they saw the flicker of lights from the caves where the Charynite valley dwellers huddled together in fear. Or perhaps in hope. They may have witnessed horror in the valley, but for many, the sight of Quintana of Charyn had given them hope and there would be little sleep among them this night.

“Lucian!” he heard Harker’s voice in the dark once they crossed the stream. “Is that you?”

“Yes, with Jory,” Lucian responded. He heard the crunch of footsteps on dry earth, then light from a lantern appeared, and soon Harker and Kasabian were before them.

“Have you spoken to the women?” Lucian asked.

“Briefly,” Kasabian said, “but with Donashe and his men at our shoulders, there was no time for anything but a few words.”

“What they did to my girls, Lucian —” Harker said, and Lucian heard the break in the man’s voice. “My Florenza’s face bruised and swollen, and Jorja’s hand crushed.”

Harker led them to the path that would take them to the highest cave.

“Stay with Kasabian,” Lucian said to Jory. “You know what to do if I don’t return.”

With only Harker’s lantern to light the path, they began the climb. Each cave they passed brought with it the sound of whispering. Higher up, they could hear sobbing and cursing.

“Ginny, the traitor,” Harker said. “She’s hysterical and under guard.”

“And Rafuel?” Lucian asked quietly. “Were you able to find out anything?”

“He’s a dead man walking, Lucian. A dead man walking.”

It was a strange sort of grief Lucian felt for Rafuel. He wondered when these people had begun to feel like kin. When their fate had become his responsibility.

They continued climbing, using their hands to steady themselves, reaching a rock ledge where Lucian made out the shadow of one man, then two. But he knew that they had a way to go if Phaedra and the women were placed in the highest cave. Worse still, he was certain there was little chance of getting past the camp leaders without incident on so narrow and dark a path. But Lucian felt desperate to see Phaedra, and he kept on walking.

“Don’t come any farther, Mont,” he heard Donashe say. “This is Charynite business, not yours.”

“You have my wife,” Lucian said as Donashe stepped out onto the ledge, an oil lamp in his hand. “That’s my business, not Charyn’s.”

“Your wife is under arrest for hiding a king killer.”

“Why so concerned about a king killer, Donashe?” Lucian said. “The way I hear it, you managed to finish off the rest of the king’s family in the Citavita. So what does that make you?”

Lucian saw the fervor in the man’s eyes, but also the desperation. With Quintana in his camp, the Charynite was never so close to the prize. But from what Lucian knew, Donashe had been betrayed by his men before and he would be desperate not to take chances.

“I’m going to give you a warning, Mont,” Donashe said. “In days to come, Bestiano of Nebia and the entire Nebian army will be arriving in this valley. Don’t let me have to tell them that the Lumaterans were hiding the king killer for all these months, because, unlike me, they’ll cross that stream and they won’t stop at your mountain. They’ll follow the path to your palace.”

“I want to see my wife,” Lucian said, keeping his voice even. “And if I don’t see my wife tonight, I’m going to give you a warning. In the hours to come, I can have the whole Mont army in this valley. Don’t let me have to tell them that you just made a threat to their cousin the queen, her consort, and their child, because, unlike me, they’ll tear you to pieces.”

Donashe allowed the threat to register.

“The white witch and her girl is with them. Haven’t I allowed enough, friend?” he asked.

“I’m not leaving until I see my wife,” Lucian said.

Donashe turned to his companion. Lucian heard the whispering and watched the man leave with Donashe’s oil lamp, the light bobbing all the way to the top. It was nothing less than a prison, and there would be no easy way of getting the women off this rock. No hope for their escape.

“Luc-ien!”

“Phaedra?” He leaped up the steps, but Donashe was there to stop him.

“You speak to her from here.”

“I can’t see her!” Lucian said, through gritted teeth.

“Lucian,” he heard Tesadora call out. “Don’t bring danger to the mountain. For now, do as they say.”

“Are you free to come and go, Tesadora?”

“Yes, but Phaedra and the women aren’t.”

“Phaedra,” he called out again, cursing the stars and the moon for being on a tyrant’s side tonight. He just wanted to see her face.

“Yes, Luc-ien.”

“Are you hurt?”

“No, just frightened. I’m very frightened. We all are.”

There was a tremble in Phaedra’s voice, and it shattered something inside of Lucian to hear it.

“I’ll come again tomorrow,” he said. “I promise.”

Donashe gripped his arm.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Mont.”

Lucian pulled free.

“I never make promises I can’t keep, Donashe. And I promise you this: if you so much as lay another hand on these women, I will kill you. It will happen when you least expect it. It will be an arrow to your heart, and its precision will remind you that if my father hadn’t been killed at the hands of a Charynite, I would not be leading his people. I would be an assassin in the Queen’s Guard because I don’t miss a mark.”

And with those words, he began his descent down the rock with Harker, taking each step slowly for fear of tumbling into the darkness.

“I hate to be grateful for other people’s misfortune, Lucian,” Harker said quietly, “but our greatest consolation may have been the death of your father. I can’t imagine what would have happened to my people if you weren’t leading the Monts.”

Lucian stared down the steep stone steps, all the way to the bottom, and his throat tightened with emotion. The valley dwellers stood on each side of the path, holding either a lantern or candle, lighting Harker and Lucian’s way.

“My father would never have forsaken a neighbor,” Lucian said. “Never.”

“Then he taught his son well, lad. He taught his son well.”
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“Nebia! Surrender!”

Froi couldn’t hear.

At first he thought the rage of battle was eating the voices, but then he knew it was inside of him. A chilling silence. It made the horror surrounding him all the worse.

He had ridden with Dorcas and Fekra, desperate to reach the battle between the two hills. To put a stop to Charynites killing Charynites. It was under a waning light that the three entered the field of carnage. Once the sun set, it would be next to impossible to put an end to it all, and they were fighting for time. It was his voice that had done it. “Nebia! Surrender!” hollered with a might that splintered something inside his ear.

And then all he could see was Fekra’s mouth moving, but nothing coming out. He watched Dorcas and Fekra pull off their cloak and tunics, and it was how the two rode into that valley: with white undershirts on their swords.

White flags of surrender.

But it didn’t stop arrows from hitting their marks and men falling to their knees, and it didn’t stop axes from wedging themselves into the sinews of men’s throats, or swords slicing an arm clear off a body. Froi dismounted to stand amid battle rage that had men in a frenzy, their senses attuned to nothing but killing and surviving. Not surrendering. In battle rage, no one was searching for a way to end fighting. It was pure instinct, and the instinct here was to kill. And leading Dorcas and Fekra, Froi knew he had to find a way, and perhaps he spoke the question out loud, because he saw Fekra’s mouth holler and he read the instruction on his lips. Find Scarpo.

So Froi made his way through the mute scene, not knowing whom he was looking for. And he saw familiar faces sprawled across this blood-drenched piece of land. He was a farmer, and he could tell it was fertile land. It was a place for growing, not dying. And he found Joyner, whose gods’ blessed hands had toiled at the etchings on Froi’s body, and beside Joyner lay the Turlan lad who had won the tournament against the Lasconians. And on and on Froi stumbled. He knelt by the corpse of Florik’s cousin and most loyal friend. Faces that had stared at him as he sang alongside Arjuro.

Don’t let me find Grij, he prayed. Please don’t let me find Grij. Don’t let me have to tell De Lancey that his beloved son is dead.

And it was from where he knelt that he saw a mighty soldier to be reckoned with. A mountain of a man, stumbling away from one kill and searching for the next. It was Trevanion, but it wasn’t. It was a man born for battle. Captains mostly were. And Froi stood and turned back to Dorcas and pointed ahead, and Dorcas nodded. Froi stepped over the dead, limping his way toward the man, and he thought of the story Gargarin and Finnikin had told them about the Haladyans. His father and his king. A surrender for a surrender, they had said. And Dorcas later said that the gods must have protected Froi, because he walked through the battle like a man in a daze, his weapon in its scabbard, his arms above his head. What was Froi’s instinct amid the battle rage? It was what his instinct always would be. From the moment he was born. Find a way to live. And as he limped toward the Nebian captain, he asked himself over and over again, what would Trevanion do? If he saw a lad walking toward him in a futile battle where Lumaterans were slaughtering Lumaterans? Would a captain’s pride have him fight on till the end, knowing his men would follow him to the grave rather than give in? Froi knew the moment the captain of the Nebian Guard saw him, because the big man dragged the Lasconian soldier along to where Froi stood with his arms still raised in surrender. He thought he heard Dorcas by his side, but the world seemed a haze.

“Bestiano is dead,” Froi said. “Gargarin of Abroi is our only hope.”

And the captain of the Nebian army lowered Froi’s hands and took the white flag from Dorcas and hollered, and when Froi’s hearing returned, his head felt as if it had burst into fragments and he fell to the ground, writhing in pain. But with that pain came the words he was waiting for, from a captain perhaps no different from his own.

“Nebia surrenders!”

Later, he watched Dorcas check the corpse of every man they passed, manically searching for life.

“Is he going to be all right?” Froi asked Fekra quietly as they stood under a cruel sun that shone its brilliance, illuminating every fatal wound and blank stare of death.

Fekra shook his head. “We’re the last. Of the palace, I mean. Dorcas. Me. Remember all those people when you arrived that day in the Citavita? The king’s men and family and palace soldiers? The riders? Everyone’s dead, except for Dorcas and me.”

“And Quintana,” Froi reminded him.

They reached a section of the valley where Perabo and a group of the Lasconian lads were guarding the surrendered army. Gargarin arrived with Arjuro and De Lancey on horseback, and Froi could see De Lancey staring around at the carnage in desperation. With Fekra’s arm around him for support, Froi hobbled to them.

“He’s not here, De Lancey. You have nothing to fear, for now.”

Arjuro stared down at Froi’s leg and bent to inspect it. “It’s nothing,” Froi said. “Just get me onto my horse.”

“You’re not going anywhere until I see to this leg,” Arjuro said.

“There are men dying, Arjuro. See to them.”

Gargarin was gravely studying the surrendered Nebian army before him.

“How many dead?” he asked one of the Lasconian lads who was guarding.

“Ours or theirs, sir?”

Gargarin sent the lad a scathing look.

“They’re all ours, you fool! They’re all Charynites! How many dead?”

Froi shivered at a memory of what had happened in Lumatere on the day they entered the kingdom. Trevanion had counted the dead. Young men and not so young. The captain had visited every family who lost a loved one in the battle to reclaim Lumatere. Froi recognized the same pain in Gargarin’s face now. He had given the order for this.

Before them, the Nebian army was kneeling in rows, placed in some sort of order that made no sense to Froi. Those who were wounded lay down.

It was here that Froi got a better look at Scarpo of Nebia. He was a thickset man with solemn eyes that made little contact with the world, slightly younger than Trevanion.

“Can you get to your feet?” Gargarin asked.

The captain of the Nebian army rose.

“You surrendered easily,” Gargarin said.

There was no response.

“Some will see you as a coward,” Gargarin said.

Froi looked at Scarpo’s men. Their eyes blazed to hear the words.

“Then, let that title be mine and not my men’s, sir,” Scarpo said. “They followed orders. They are assembled in the order of rank. All I ask is that you follow the conventions of surrender and that no harm comes to my men, sir. At no time have they behaved disorderly or without honor. If you choose to take their land from them, sir, I ask that you take into consideration those who are sole providers of elderly kinsfolk. If I would also ask that those closest to where we stand are attended to with alacrity, sir. Their wounds are dire and if we are to agree on anything today, it’s that Charyn can ill afford to lose another man.”

“You have much to say. . . . What’s your name?”

“Scarpo of Nebia, sir. Captain of the Nebian Guard.”

“Former captain of the Nebian Guard, Scarpo.”

“As you please, sir.”

“The queen needs a captain,” Gargarin said flatly. “And I don’t have many candidates, so you’re it.”

Froi saw the startled surprise in the expression of a man who thought he was to die this day.

“Agreed?”

“Your order, sir.”

“Join Ariston of Turla and his men, and bring us back the queen and her child.”

Surprise again, and then a grimace.

“The queen, you say?”

“He said the queen,” Froi shouted. “Are you hard of hearing?”

The man grimaced again. Froi studied him and walked toward where he was. “What is it you’re not telling us, Nebian?”

The captain shook his head with regret. “Bestiano issued an order to every spy, every street lord, and every barbarian outside the province. . . .” Scarpo swallowed hard. “She’s not to live.”

Froi stared at him, his gut twisting.

“If she’s given birth to the child, then grieve Quintana of Charyn,” Scarpo said. “Because it means her throat’s already been cut.”
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Almost two days after Donashe’s men stormed their hiding place, Phaedra sat in their prison cave with an arm around Quintana and a tremble in her body that refused to stop. Despite Donashe’s men standing guard outside their cave, she knew that they were prisoners of a man more powerful than the street lord. Harker had been given permission to see them for a short time that day. He had warned them that a messenger had been dispatched to advise Bestiano that the princess was in the valley.

“Will they take us to the Citavita?” Jorja asked her husband.

He shook his head. “They reveal little.”

He glanced at Phaedra. “I’ve sent word to your father. Perhaps an army from Alonso will secure your release.”

“There is no army in Alonso,” she said quietly. “And why would my father believe I lived after being told I was dead all this time?”

Harker ushered his wife and Phaedra to the outer cave under the suspicious stare of Quintana. She had been frighteningly quiet since Rafuel had been dragged away.

“One of the men has also been sent to the Sarnak border,” Harker whispered. “To find a woman with a babe.”

“Why?” Phaedra asked. “Do they think none of us, including Tesadora and Japhra, can take care of a newborn?”

Harker looked away, pained.

“Harker,” Jorja asked. “What does this mean?”

They heard a sound behind them and turned to find Quintana leaning against Cora, her hand clutching her belly.

“She’ll be here to feed my son,” Quintana said. “Won’t she?”

Harker didn’t respond.

“It’s what they do when a mother dies and leaves a babe behind. They find a woman with breasts full of milk.”

Quintana’s eyes filled with tears.

“I’ve become greedy. I’ve always thought it was enough to birth him. But I want to see his face. Promise me I’ll see his face.”

Later, Ginny entered their cave, fear and pity etched on her face. Was it fear of them or of Donashe and his men who guarded the cave outside? She held a large bowl of a thick substance that she placed in front of Quintana.

“You need to eat, Your Highness.”

“Majesty,” Cora hissed. “You refer to her as Your Majesty. She’s your queen.”

Ginny pushed the bowl toward Phaedra.

“They say she must eat. They don’t want the little king dead before his birth.”

Phaedra heard a pitiful sound come from deep within Quintana, and then a mutter of heart-wrenching desperation spoken so fast that all Phaedra understood was the plea in her voice and the name Froi spoken over and over again.

“I meant no harm,” Ginny said quietly. “Gies came searching for his friend when the hangman failed to return to camp. It was chance. It was chance,” she sobbed. “And I was so happy to see him. I told him to keep our secret as Harker and Kasabian and the Mont were allowed to keep yours.” Ginny’s hands wrung. “I would never bring harm to you. To any of you. I’m sorry,” she wept. “I’m sorry.”

Florenza stood and approached Ginny and slapped her hard across the face. Ginny cried out and stumbled, stepping onto the bowl and snapping it in half. Phaedra watched the warm liquid spread against the stone.

One of Donashe’s men entered the cave.

“What’s taking you so long?” he shouted at Ginny. “Clean up this mess.”

Ginny fell to her knees, gathering the pieces in her hands, hurrying to collect the rest. She watched the man leave and looked up quickly.

“They say the Lasconians and the Turlans are camped across the hill from Bestiano’s army, two days’ ride from here,” she whispered before getting to her feet. “And that the Lumateran is traveling with them.”

When Ginny left the cave, Cora placed a bony arm around Quintana’s shoulders, soothing her.

“See? He’s two days’ ride from here. He’s coming for you, and from the way I see it, watch anyone who gets in the way of the Lumateran and his precious girl.”

But Quintana was shaking her head with despair beyond reckoning.

“How long does it take to birth a child, Jorja?” she asked, her voice small and broken.

“Sometimes hours, sometimes almost a day, brave girl.”

“I’m not very brave, Jorja,” Quintana whispered. “Not at all. When they put the noose around my neck, I was the least brave girl in Charyn.”

Florenza crouched before Quintana and took her hands in hers.

“I will cut out the tongue of anyone who says that Quintana of Charyn is not the bravest girl in the kingdom! I will carve it on every piece of stone in Charyn, so everywhere the little king looks he will see the words Quintana the Brave.”

“What if I don’t hold him in my arms?” Quintana lamented. “What if I never get to see his face?”

“You must stop thinking that,” Phaedra soothed. “Froi and his army will be here in two days, and when you give birth, you’ll have all the time in the world with the little king.”

Quintana squeezed her legs tight, and Phaedra saw the water puddle around her. She heard Quintana’s whimper.

“Don’t fret, my queen. There’s no shame in soiling yourself,” Phaedra fussed.

But Jorja stared in horror.

“She hasn’t soiled herself,” Jorja said. “Her water has broken. The babe is coming.”
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It was a boy, as they had always suspected. They said he looked as if he was sleeping, and it was the only thing that brought any reprieve to them. It was the cord, they said, that had wrapped around his little neck.

He didn’t remember much about that day except those who engulfed him in an embrace to comfort him, but then they’d weep themselves. And that the women wouldn’t allow him to see his wife until they cleaned the blood from her body and the walls. And then later, people began to arrive on the mountain from Balconio and beyond; August and Abian and Celie arrived from the Flatlands, and then Beatriss and Vestie and the priest-king. His father was coming from the palace, so Finnikin knew it would be some time more before he saw him.

Each time a visitor arrived, the women disappeared inside Yata’s home, and the men stayed outside. Some of the younger Mont lads wept; others paced with fury at an unseen enemy. Lucian stayed by Finnikin’s side. It’s what Finnikin remembered most in days to come. And that the wound at his thigh, created as a pledge among Lucian, Balthazar, and him to protect Lumatere all those years ago, began to seep.

And then Yata was there before them.

“Finnikin,” she said, “you can see them now.” He felt the tremble in the old woman’s hands as she took his. How many children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren had she outlived?

Inside the large chamber, the Mont cousins and aunts stood weeping around a basin, bathing the little, still body in the water they had gathered from the river mixed with the sap of a forest tree and the sage grown on a Flatland farm. It was to prepare the babe for his place in the arms of the goddess who had once come from the ground. Finnikin had told the children of the Rock that story months before. Or was it years? It felt a lifetime ago. One of Isaboe’s aunts placed the babe in Finnikin’s arms, and he pressed a kiss to its brow, a blessing between a father and a son. And then he returned the babe to the priest-king and followed Yata to where Isaboe lay behind the curtain. Her eyes were closed, not in sleep, but weariness. Apart from everything else, she was exhausted. The birthing had lasted most of the day and night.

“Did you see him?” she asked quietly when she opened her eyes.

He nodded.

“I told Beatriss that I want him buried alongside your sister, baby Evanjalin. It will be good for their spirits to be together.”

He nodded again.

“Where’s Jasmina?”

“With Aunt Celestina.”

“Good. She’ll be kept happy. You know what your aunt is like. She’ll not let anyone upset her.”

Isaboe looked so small and pale, he reached out to touch her cheek. But still he couldn’t speak. Everyone had told him to be strong for her, but Finnikin didn’t know how to be strong for himself.

He felt one of the women at his shoulder, and Finnikin wanted to shout at them to leave. He wanted to be with his wife. Hold her in his arms.

“And your father? Have you seen him?” she asked.

Finnikin shook his head.

“Make sure you speak to him. You know what he’s like. And Sir Topher, too. They’re not men for talking, and they’ll lock it up inside themselves until it burns a hole in their hearts.”

He nodded again.

“And Tesadora?” she asked, her voice wavering. “Has she come?”

He couldn’t bear to hear her sound so broken.

“They’ve gone down to the valley to search for her,” he said. “Because I can’t imagine anything keeping her away from you.”

Isaboe took his hand and placed it on her belly.

“Look. It’s still so round,” she said. “I’m frightened that I’ll wake in the morning and think he’s still there.”

One of the aunts came to the curtain.

“Finnikin,” she said gently. “Come along, now — let her sleep.”

“Just a moment more,” he said, because he was sick of being strong and talking about the death of their child as if they were discussing the Osterians, and he just wanted to hold Isaboe. He wanted their sorrow to be only theirs, not to share it with the entire kingdom.

“Come, now, Finnikin,” another spoke. “You have people to see outside. They’ve come up to the mountain to express their sorrow.”

And so he left and spoke in polite sentences all the night long, and listened to words that brought him no comfort. That his son was in a better place. A better place than Isaboe’s arms? That Lumatere had another spirit to take care of them. Didn’t they have enough? They had Isaboe’s entire family. His mother. His baby sister. The entire village of Tressor. Lord Selric and his family. Every Lumateran found in a mass grave.

Is that not enough? he wanted to shout.

On the floor of Lucian’s cottage, he closed his eyes and slept briefly. And when he woke, having dreamed the strangest of dreams, he returned to Yata’s home to be with Isaboe, to hold her hands so she wouldn’t wake to place them on her belly.

“Finnikin,” she said softly when she opened her eyes. “I’m going to have to go down to the valley.”

His stomach lurched to hear her say the words.

When the others heard their talk, the women were there hovering around her.

“I’m going down to the valley,” Isaboe said to her aunts and cousins, who gasped and cried out in horror.

“What are you saying, my queen?” Cousin Alda said.

“Rest, beloved,” Yata said.

Isaboe shook her head and sat up slowly.

“I have to go down to the valley,” she repeated, pushing the hands aside and finding Finnikin’s to grip. “It’s what our son told me to do.”

There was wailing and protest, and one of the cousins ran from the room, and soon enough, Trevanion and Perri and Lucian were there.

“Isaboe, you don’t know what you’re saying,” Trevanion said as Isaboe placed her feet on the ground. “Finnikin, help her back onto the bed.”

Isaboe held up a hand to stop everyone. “My son begged me to go down to the valley,” she said firmly, tears blazing in her eyes. “Are you going to have me defy him?”

They turned their pleas to Finnikin, but he couldn’t take his eyes from her.

“Find your queen her clothes, Constance,” he ordered quietly.

He heard more gasps and cries.

“Finnikin!”

“They’ve lost their wits. Both of them.”

Trevanion took Finnikin by the arm gently and led him away from the fussing, crying women.

“She is distraught,” Trevanion said. “You both are. Tell her to rest, Finnikin. She needs to rest or else she will drive herself to madness.”

“We’re going to the valley,” Finnikin said calmly.

“Because you dreamed of your son telling you to do so?” his father demanded, anguished.

“No,” Finnikin said. “I didn’t dream of our son. Isaboe did. I dreamed of Bartolina. My mother came to me, Trevanion. She’s come to you and Aunt Celestina, and I think she’s even come to Jasmina, and although I’ve sensed her in my dreams these past years, she’s never spoken to me. Except for this night. And Bartolina of the Rock said, ‘Finnikin, you must go down to the valley.’”

Lucian led his cousins to the stream. They were flanked by Trevanion, Perri, Aldron, Jory, and at least six other Monts. There was no room for anger, only confusion and sorrow. Lucian had seen the sorrow when Trevanion arrived on the mountain and Lady Beatriss had been there to meet him by the entrance of Yata’s home. She had taken the captain’s hand and led him away to a private place. In Lucian’s cottage, Aldron and Perri had sat with their heads in their hands.

“I feel useless!” Aldron had shouted, kicking a chair across the room.

As confusing as this journey to the valley was for them all, Lucian was grateful for something to do.

“Don’t speak the truth to the Charynites,” Isaboe said quietly. “They’ll see us at our weakest.”

The truth was that the babe had been taken from them. Not in an act of war, or violence, or because of a mistake, or due to an illness. Lady Abian said it had happened to many women before the queen and it would happen again. The gods were cruel, but just. Death chose the powerful and the weak. It chose the seamstress, and it chose the queen. All the wealth in the world made no difference.

“It will make her stronger,” one of the cousins said.

“She was strong enough!” Yata snapped.

Regardless of how strong she was, Perri bent and scooped the queen up in his arms and carried her across the water.

The valley dwellers were frightened to see them all. Lucian imagined it had been a terrifying time since the arrest of the women, and despite their hope in Quintana of Charyn’s child, they had seen too much death here.

Donashe and his men sat on the landing that led to the high caves. And Lucian wanted to kill him. He wanted to kill someone, and the person he hated most in the world was Donashe. He was an idle man unless he was threatening or murdering someone. Lucian’s father had warned him to fear idle men. Without the pride gained from a good day’s work, they were left to their vices and the doubts that crowded their head. Their hatred. Their envy. Lucian saw it each time he came face-to-face with the camp leaders.

Lucian led the queen and their party up the steps toward Donashe’s men. He didn’t want to. He wanted his cousin safe from the malice of idle men, but he had no choice. Donashe and the camp leaders were on their feet in an instant, swords in their hands and suspicion on their faces as they watched Lucian and his people approaching. One of the men whispered in Donashe’s ear, and the suspicion turned to surprise as Donashe’s eyes fastened on the queen.

“An honor for Little Charyn, Your Majesty,” he said to Isaboe when she reached the landing. Finnikin’s arm was around her, and Lucian could see that his friend’s fists were clenched.

“And so close to the birth of your child.”

“The last I heard, this valley is still part of Lumatere,” Isaboe said coldly. “Not Little anything.” She stared up at the highest cave. “I’ve come to see Quintana of Charyn. As a sign of peace between two queens.”

Donashe laughed.

“A queen? You’re mistaken. The girl’s no queen. Just a princess.”

“I’m not sure what you mean by that,” Isaboe said. “My daughter’s a princess. Are you saying my daughter is unimportant, Charynite? Are you saying she means little to my kingdom? That she holds no power? That she is worthless?”

Lucian could see the unease in Donashe’s expression, the realization that Isaboe could not be charmed into submission. Donashe’s eyes met Lucian’s.

“Then can I stress to you, Your Majesty, as I did when you sent your Mont to discuss the imprisonment of his wife,” Donashe said with a politeness that hid a threat, “that our princess is a political prisoner of the acting house of Charyn, and under no circumstances will she be removed from these caves. Quintana of Charyn is under arrest for the murder of her father, the king.”

“Be careful, Charynite,” Isaboe said. “With news such as that, you’re going to make me like your princess, and I’m here for a peaceful gesture, not friendship.”

Isaboe went to step past him, but he blocked her path. The sound of every Lumateran sword being removed from its scabbard was sweet to Lucian’s ears.

“Regardless of what you choose to do,” Donashe said, failing to hide the twitch of nervousness in his cheek as the swords pointed at his face, “there’s an army of four hundred men belonging to the acting house of Charyn coming this way. They can be here in days to await the birth of the heir and return him to the palace. And if they arrive to find her gone, I can’t promise to keep them off your mountain.”

Perri’s hand was quick, and he gripped Donashe by the throat. It was only Isaboe’s hand on her guard’s arm that made him let go.

“I’m here to wish your princess well and to see my cousin Phaedra of Alonso,” Isaboe said. “So let me pass. I may not go to war with you over the daughter of my enemy, but I will over a Mont leader’s wife.”

Donashe hesitated, but then stepped aside as Finnikin took Isaboe’s hand and Lucian went to follow.

“Only one of you will accompany your queen,” Donashe said, stepping before them. “Who’s to know what your real plan is? Perhaps it’s to murder Quintana of Charyn before she births the child. We don’t take that chance.”

Finnikin shoved Donashe out of the way, but Isaboe held him back.

“Let’s not make this worse than it could be, my love. Lucian will take me. He needs to see his wife.”

Finnikin’s rage was potent. He had expressed no grief or emotion at the death of his son, but Lucian saw it all there in his friend’s eyes.

“I’ll take care of her with my life, Finn,” Lucian said.

Finnikin pointed to Donashe and his men. “They stay. If my queen enters that cave unprotected, then no armed man enters with her.”

It was a standoff, but finally Donashe agreed.

Lucian gave his weapon to Finnikin and was forced to hold up his arms for a search. When the camp leaders stepped toward Isaboe, the tip of Trevanion’s sword pressed into Donashe’s arm as a warning.

Donashe and his men stepped back and Lucian took Isaboe’s hand and led her up the sheer path to the women’s cave. Her tread was slow, achingly slow. He knew it was because she was in pain and weary.

“You go ahead,” he said, wanting to be there to break her fall if she was to slip.

He had no idea what Isaboe’s purpose was in the caves, but he had faith in his queen and beloved cousin. She was the sister of his heart, and it was only on this climb, with his face turned away from them all, that Lucian cried silent tears for the two people he loved.

On the precipice, he heard the murmuring and furious whispers and he led Isaboe through an archway and then into a second cavern.

The moment they stepped into the dark, dank space, Cora and Harker’s women were before him, hostility in their stance. When they saw it was Lucian, they sighed with relief. He couldn’t see Phaedra or Quintana of Charyn, but he saw Tesadora step out of the protective circle of these women, her eyes wide with shock to see Isaboe.

“What are you doing here, Isaboe?” Tesadora asked, horrified. “So close to your time. Take her away from here, Lucian. Now.”

“What is happening here, Tesadora?” Isaboe asked quietly.

It was Harker’s daughter who appeared from behind her mother and Cora to take Isaboe’s hand. “I prayed to the god of mercy for a sign and here you are, Isaboe of Lumatere.”

Jorja and Cora moved aside, and Lucian saw the princess of Charyn lying on the hard ground with Phaedra kneeling beside her. There was a piece of thick wood clenched between the girl’s teeth to stop her from screaming. Her brow was soaked with sweat, her face contorted with pain.

“She’s birthing,” Isaboe said.

Harker’s wife placed a finger to her lips and pointed outside.

“They’re not to know. They’ll kill her if they know. The order is that the babe lives, but not her. They have a woman from Sarnak who’s to arrive soon with breasts filled with milk to feed it. There’s talk that your lad Froi and an army is two days’ ride from here, but it will be too late to save her.”

“The way your camp leaders hear it, there is an army, but not the one you want anywhere near your princess,” Isaboe said.

“Take her,” Harker’s daughter begged. “Give her sanctuary.”

“I can’t,” Isaboe said.

“You mean you won’t!” Cora hissed.

“Cora,” Tesadora said. “Enough. If Lumatere takes the babe, it will bring Nebia’s army onto that mountain. I’ll not allow it. We find another way.”

Phaedra’s eyes met Lucian’s. “Arm us, Luc-ien,” she pleaded. “I’ll slit the throat of anyone who comes close to taking her.”

“It’s what my father says,” Florenza said. “It’s the only way.”

Lucian felt awash with defeat. “There’s too many of them, and we’ll never get a weapon into this cave,” he said. “They searched us, Phaedra. They’ll search us again.”

Isaboe moved closer to where Quintana of Charyn lay on the ground, the girl’s pain muffled, her body convulsing. Lucian watched as Isaboe crouched, and the princess reached out to grip her hand, nails biting into skin.

“You’ll never hide her cries or that of her babe from Donashe and his men. If you fear for your queen’s life once she gives birth, then give the babe to the army that approaches, whoever that may be.” Isaboe hesitated a moment. “Once it’s born, I’ll give Quintana of Charyn refuge. Perhaps as long as she’s out of sight, they may not care whether she lives. They won’t storm my mountain for her. She’s worth nothing. It’s the babe they want. Your camp leader’s sentiment, not mine.”

Quintana spat out the wedge and Lucian heard a sound so savage and pathetic and heartbreaking.

Phaedra covered the girl’s mouth gently.

“Don’t let them know, Quintana,” Phaedra begged. “If they hear you, they’ll know the truth.”

“If she wants to live, she has no choice,” Isaboe said. “Take my offer and be done with it.”

“She won’t let them take the babe,” Tesadora said.

“And what good is she to him dead?” Isaboe cried. “She can find a way to get him back. If he’s alive, she can find a way. All he has to do is live!”

Harker’s wife shook her head. “She’ll not do it willingly, Your Majesty. You don’t understand what Bestiano did to her. She won’t give her child to him and walk away to take refuge.”

“She must.”

Phaedra’s eyes blazed up at Isaboe.

“Would you? Give up the child you carry? Do you think a Charynite is made different? That we would love our children less?”

“Phaedra!” Lucian said.

“No, I want to hear what she has to say,” Phaedra cried. “You think you’re better than us. You think your capacity to love is stronger, but we bleed the same way, Your Majesty. Our queen gives up her son to no man.”

Tesadora took Isaboe’s hands in hers. “Go,” she pleaded. “You shouldn’t be here, and the gods help Finnikin and those idiot guards who let you come down that mountain. If they’ve put you in harm’s way, I’ll kill them all!”

Lucian placed a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “Come,” he said.

Isaboe stepped toward Tesadora and embraced her. Lucian heard Isaboe’s murmur, and then Tesadora began to weep, and Lucian had never heard a sound so raw. The two stayed clasped for a long time, and the Charyn women watched them silently. Tesadora’s tears frightened them, as they frightened Lucian, beyond words.

Isaboe then stepped away and turned to Lucian.

“I need you to give my king a message.”

Finnikin watched Lucian return without Isaboe. He pushed past the camp leaders, desperate for answers.

“My lord,” Lucian said to him formally. “You’re needed in the cave.”

“You all stay here,” Donashe said, “and the Mont returns to tell your queen that it’s time for her to leave.”

“My lord,” Lucian said, ignoring Donashe and staring at Finnikin with a strange expression in his eye. “Your child is coming, and your queen needs you by her side.”

Finnikin was speechless. He heard the intake of breath from his father and Perri and every other Lumateran around him. Was this a cruel jest?

“Stay,” Finnikin ordered the others. He turned to Donashe. “And if you come anywhere near the cave where my wife is giving birth, my guards will kill you, regardless of how powerful the army is that is coming this way.”

Finnikin followed Lucian up to the cave, taking the steps two at a time. He caught the warning look in his cousin’s eye as he went to speak.

“Not a word,” Lucian said quietly.

They entered, and Finnikin heard the muffled cry from the base of the cave. Stooping, he followed Lucian through a small entrance and saw Isaboe beside a girl who could only be Quintana of Charyn.

“Isaboe —”

“They won’t dare enter if they think it’s me birthing the child,” she said. “We claim it’s mine and we take it across the stream. They’ll believe the princess is still to give birth, which may keep her alive long enough for her army to arrive, if one exists.”

Finnikin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “This isn’t right for you!’ he said.

But she stepped forward and placed a finger to his lips, and there it was before him. The greatest prayer to the gods he could muster with a heart so broken. Don’t let me outlive this woman. Don’t let me exist one moment without her.

“Is it right for anyone?” she asked, her voice so sad that he had to pray for the strength not to weep before her.

Here was Evanjalin. The girl he fell in love with, who could block out the pain with a bloody-mindedness that shamed those around her. But he remembered the time on the hill in Osteria when she first saw her yata. She had held her sorrow for all those years, and then it erupted with a devastation beyond comprehension of anyone present that day. He knew her. He knew her ability to contain everything, but he also knew the girl who still wept in his arms when she spoke of her sisters and Balthazar.

Finnikin turned to Tesadora as Isaboe stepped away. “How could you allow this? It will tear her heart in pieces.”

But Isaboe reached out and removed the wood between Quintana’s teeth and the girl’s cry of pain etched its place into the walls of the cave and drowned out any further talk.

Finnikin was there the whole day long as this strange creature writhed and buckled and spat curses at the gods, and he thought of what his mother had endured to give him life. Bartolina of the Rock, who never lived to see her son. Worse still, he thought of what Isaboe had gone through, and he grieved for his son who would never know a mother. He watched how the Charyn princess gripped Isaboe, their hands clenched, and he knew he’d never loved his wife as much as he did at that moment.

“I can see its head,” Phaedra said over Tesadora’s shoulder. “I can see its head, Your Majesty!”

And Finnikin saw the women surround Tesadora to look in wonder. Even Lucian.

“I shouldn’t be looking, but I can’t keep my eyes away,” Lucian blurted out, his eyes wide.

“Once more,” Tesadora ordered as the girl tried to raise herself again. Finnikin watched as Quintana mouthed a word with a weariness that was heartbreaking.

“Froi.”

So Finnikin gently pushed past Isaboe and the women and stepped behind Froi’s girl. Pressing himself against the cave wall, he propped her up against him.

“Lean on me. I won’t let you fall back,” he promised.

And although it gave the princess strength, the pain was too much and her head lolled back against his shoulder.

“Why not just . . . pull it out like we do a calf?” Lucian suggested to Tesadora, who sent him a withering look.

“Once more,” Isaboe ordered. “It has so much to tell you, Quintana, and no matter how long you live this life, it will never be enough time spent with your child. So don’t you waste a moment.”

Quintana hesitated, raised herself again, and in a final burst of strength, she pushed and the babe slipped out into Tesadora’s hands. The Charynite women cried with the fright of seeing such a strange creature.

“What is it? What is it?” Harker’s daughter asked.

They held their breath.

“It’s a king,” Harker’s wife said. “You were right all along, Quintana. It’s a little king.”

And they placed the little king of Charyn in his mother’s arms, and Finnikin watched Froi’s strange girl look at her babe with surprise, almost indignation.

“I know you,” she said to her son. “Do you know me?”

And later, when the babe had his fill of his mother’s milk for the second time, Finnikin sat in the corner of the cave with Isaboe in his arms.

“Perhaps in a better world, Your Majesty, our little king and the babe you birth will meet as friends and not enemies,” Harker’s wife said.

Isaboe was silent. It pained Finnikin to breathe.

Finnikin stood and held out a hand to his wife. “We can’t stay here. We need to get back to our people, and if there’s an army coming, I don’t want my queen . . . or your little king in danger.”

Finnikin could see that the princess was not going to let go of her son.

“Quintana, if you want to live, you must give him to the queen,” Tesadora said firmly. “He knows your love. He’ll not forget it.”

“But what if he goes hungry?” the princess begged to know.

“He won’t,” Isaboe said quietly. “My milk will feed a king.”

The women stared, confused, and then Phaedra of Alonso covered her face and wept, for she understood the truth of Isaboe’s words.

They stepped outside the cave with Tesadora and the babe in the crook of Isaboe’s arms. Finnikin held a tentative hand to Isaboe’s shoulder as they climbed down the steep descent. He could see Trevanion at the halfway ledge, a place where the earth seemed more stable underfoot. But Isaboe’s step was slow and sure. Once or twice she glanced down at the sleeping babe, murmuring a word or two to him, at first in Lumateran, but then she stopped herself and spoke Charyn.

They reached the landing and the men stepped aside, both Lumateran and Charynite. Trevanion’s eyes met Finnikin’s, but his father and their men dared not give away their confusion at these strange events.

“Let’s hope you taught our useless princess a thing or two in that cave, Your Majesty,” Donashe said.

Isaboe pressed the babe to her and placed a hand to his ear to stop it from hearing Donashe’s voice. And she followed Aldron and Jory down the steps, flanked by Finnikin and Trevanion and the rest of the Guard until they reached the lower caves, where the valley dwellers stood staring up with yearning. Finnikin bit his tongue to stop from telling them the truth.

At the stream, Isaboe stopped to place the Charynite king in Finnikin’s arms, and he hesitated a moment. He didn’t want to hold another’s child. He wanted to hold his own. But he took the boy all the same and watched as Isaboe held a hand out to Harker of Nebia, who was standing close by.

“Your assistance, if you please,” she said coolly, as if taking advantage of the closest man standing without a weapon in his hand. Harker looked surprised and took her hand and escorted her across the stream.

“What is it you want from us?” she asked quietly. “You’ve been boring a hole into my head the moment we arrived.”

“Arm us,” he pleaded.

“And what if you use those weapons to storm my mountain and wipe out my people?” she asked. “It is a habit you Charynites have. What then, sir? I’ve met your pretty daughter, Harker of Nebia. Do I take her and cut out her heart as punishment?”

He flinched, a flash of anger crossing his expression.

“My fight is not with Lumatere, Your Majesty. It is with whoever brings harm to this valley. I know it’s your valley, but these are our people and I need to keep them safe.”

Finnikin, Isaboe, and Lucian spent the night in a cottage halfway up the mountain. Tesadora woke them once . . . twice to feed the babe, and later, Finnikin held Isaboe in his arms as she wept, sobs that ripped at the core of him. Then they were awoken a third time.

“An army is entering the valley,” Trevanion said. “More powerful than we could ever imagine. Take her back to the palace, Finn. Don’t even stop on the mountain. I don’t want you or Isaboe close if they cross the stream.”

“She hasn’t lost her hearing,” Isaboe murmured, getting to her feet. Trevanion embraced them both.

“Find a way to arm Harker’s people,” she ordered. “And I want Quintana of Charyn on our side of the stream. She needs to be with her son.”

And Finnikin watched as Isaboe took the Charynite king in her arms one last time and pressed her lips to his cheek and whispered something in his ear. She returned him to Tesadora and then took Finnikin’s hand and walked outside to where Perri had prepared her horse.

“What say you, Perri?” Isaboe said wearily. “Is it time to go home?”

Perri lifted her onto the horse. “I say what I said in that Charyn woodlands four years past, my queen,” he said, his voice husky. “You humble me. You humble us all.”
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Phaedra and the women listened to the fighting from inside the cave. They knew little except to do what Harker had told them earlier that day. To stay where they were and not move until they were given a sign that it was over.

“It could happen that while we fight Donashe, an army will enter the valley and we won’t know who is friend or foe,” he whispered when he was granted a visit, accompanied by Donashe, whom Cora kept busy with one of her outbursts. Harker smuggled a dagger into his wife’s hand, and she quickly placed it up her sleeve. The Lumaterans had left weapons for Harker’s men concealed on their side of the stream, and Phaedra prayed that no one on the Charyn side would be foolish enough to cross beyond the bank. More than anything, Donashe and his men could not suspect that the little king of Charyn was hidden there.

They stayed huddled together all the day long, frightened by the cries coming from outside and below. Sometimes they heard the clambering of footsteps outside the entrance and they’d press themselves into the darkest crevice of the cave, but most times it was a valley dweller finding safer refuge on higher ground.

“It’s cat and mouse down there,” an old man whispered. “And Donashe’s men are not just fighting Harker and the lads; they’re fighting each other. There are already corpses floating downstream.”

“Father’s going to get himself killed,” Florenza said, weeping.

They heard wails and shouts, and Phaedra prayed with desperation that Donashe and his men would not take refuge up so high. If they decided to sweep through the caves with their weapons, a single dagger was not going to save Phaedra and the women. Fear was vicious and whispered cruel thoughts into their hearts.

“At times such as this, I’m grateful for the curse,” Cora said. “How could we ever have protected children from this?”

Phaedra felt Quintana take her hand, and she gathered her in an embrace.

“If there is one thing I would bet my life on, it’s that the little king is safe,” Phaedra whispered.

Night brought with it new sounds. A scurry of a rat, or a branch knocking against stone in a grim beat. Sometimes a quick cry would reach them from the world below. And nothing else would follow.

“A dead man,” Cora would say. They had learned to tell the difference between the sound of a man with a deadly wound and one that caused pain to linger and sing a maudlin tune. And then they heard footsteps come from the outer cave. No one so much as muttered a word. They heard flint against stone, and a flicker of light appeared. Phaedra could see now that sometime during the night the cave had filled with valley dwellers, their eyes wide with terror.

“The Mont!” someone said and suddenly Lucian was pushing between those standing before him. Phaedra sobbed with relief as he gathered her to him.

“You’ve got to trust me,” he told the women, whose instinct was to huddle around Quintana. “There’s so much confusion, and more than one army is about to enter. I’ll find a way to take Quintana to the little king and keep her safe on my side of the stream. I have to do it now, or it will be too late.”

“Whose army?” Cora asked.

Lucian shook his head. “Harker sent out a scout, but there’s little to see in this darkness. He says it looks like Nebia. So I need to be gone. If they know a Lumateran is on this side of the stream, it could trigger a crossing. Donashe and his men are turning on each other — some surrendering to Harker, others attacking anything that moves and never mind those caught in their way. Trevanion’s orders are that the moment I take the princess to safety, the Monts are to return up the mountain. Tesadora will stay with Quintana and the boy.”

Lucian pressed a kiss to Phaedra’s lips.

“If I get a chance —”

“Don’t!” she said. “Just keep her alive.”

Lucian picked Quintana up in his arms and the women wrapped her in blankets and cloaks, and then the two were gone.

“If he gets her safe across the stream, I’ll never call him an idiot again,” Cora said, and Phaedra could hear she was crying.

It was in the early hours of the morning that an army entered the camp. Phaedra heard the shouting, demanding surrender in the name of a united Charyn. Jorja said there was no such thing. Phaedra and Florenza crept to the outer cave and stole a look at the path behind them. A never-ending stream of horses and riders poured from the Alonso road. Phaedra took Florenza’s hand and they crawled on their bellies to the tip of the rock that overlooked the stream before them. And they wished they hadn’t.

Men lay dead, sprawled over lower cave ledges. The valley dwellers from below began to emerge, searching for their husbands, their sons, wailing at what was to be found. Florenza began to weep, but Phaedra’s throat was dry and it felt as though fear had torn and scratched away at its core. Had Quintana and Lucian made it across the stream?

Phaedra and the women made their way down with caution. There were soldiers rounding up Donashe’s men and questioning anyone else. The women heard whispers that an army from plague-ridden Desantos had arrived, and those from Turla and Avanosh as well, not to mention those from Nebia. Jorja recognized the uniform.

“Trust no one,” Cora said, grabbing a bloody sword discarded across their path. “Plague-touched or enemy.”

It was only Jorja’s cry of joy when she saw Harker speaking to one of the Nebian soldiers that brought the first hope and certainty of the day. Nebia was not the enemy. They watched as two of the camp leaders were being dragged in chains beyond the caves. One of them had taken part in the murder of the seven scholars. A soldier — Phaedra didn’t know if he was Turlan or Lasconian — said Donashe and his men would be handed over to the priests of Sebastabol for execution. The priests would want the seven lads avenged, and they would want to know the whereabouts of Rafuel. She saw Ginny in chains alongside Gies, and Phaedra walked away from Cora and the women and followed the soldiers between the caves to the Alonso road, where Donashe’s men and Ginny were being placed in a wagon. Ginny’s eyes widened the moment she saw her.

“Phaedra!” she screamed. “Save me, Phaedra, please. Please!”

But Phaedra could only think of being on her knees beside Florenza and Jorja as Donashe’s men held his sword to Cora on the day Ginny betrayed them. Once, her compassion had had no boundaries. The months since Donashe and his men entered the valley had changed that. So Phaedra turned away and walked back toward the caves. But suddenly she was dragged into a crevice and she found herself face-to-face with Donashe. There was a crazed look of fear in his eyes, and he held a filthy, bloody hand to her mouth.

“You tell them that I kept her safe in the end,” he said. “You tell them.”

He dragged Phaedra back toward the Alonso road, where more soldiers were arriving from the south.

“You tell them or I’ll make you pay,” Donashe threatened, his mouth close to her ear.

But when the new arrivals stopped to tether their horses, Phaedra broke free with a cry and it was then that she saw a figure limp toward them, an ax in hand. And his eyes met Phaedra’s, and she saw the vengeance that they promised, and knew exactly who he was. He was not a boy anymore, this lad who had placed her on his list of those he could trust.

“Keep running and don’t turn back, Phaedra,” Froi of Lumatere ordered, and she did as he asked, but stumbled, falling forward into the dirt.

“Did I not tell you I never forget a face, Donashe?” she heard Froi say and then there was a cry and the sick thud of ax hitting bone. And Phaedra lay there on the ground, weeping, until she felt a hand on her shoulder. She stared up to see another lad caked with mud before her. She took his hand, and he helped her to her feet.

“Don’t look down, miss,” he said, as he led her back to the camp. “It’s not a pretty sight.”

And then a sound rang out across the valley that unfroze hearts made of Charyn stone. A babe’s cry. And the newly arrived soldiers hurried to the sound and it led them to the stream. Phaedra followed. The cry rang out again, and the valley was still and those from the caves appeared, their eyes searching.

But the cry was drowned out by a roar of Quintana’s name that ripped through the camp, a cry so hoarse that Phaedra could have sworn the ground rumbled beneath her. She saw Froi of Lumatere drop to his knees. The wildest men she had ever seen circled him in sorrow and still the babe’s cry echoed across the valley, mingled with Froi’s pain.

“She dead?” one of the wild Turlan lads asked Phaedra. “If there’s king born, Scarpo say our Quintana dead, for sure.”

Before Phaedra could answer they heard a voice.

“Froi?”

Phaedra watched Froi freeze at the sound of his name. He stumbled to his feet, searching to see where it came from.

“Froi?”

It was Quintana’s voice from across the stream, and Froi of Lumatere walked toward it, his hands to his head, almost dazed in wonder. And Phaedra and the wild Turlan lads followed, and she heard the breath catch in their throats when they saw Quintana of Charyn across the stream, holding the little king. As Froi dragged himself across the water, Phaedra marveled at the look on the face of her queen.

“Do you think you love him?” Phaedra had once asked.

“I don’t know really what that is,” Quintana had responded in her cold, practical way.

Yes, you do, my queen, Phaedra wanted to say now. Quintana’s love was unabashed. Wondrous. The type of love that lit a strange, strange face and turned it into a beacon. Every man and woman in the valley saw the joy on the face of their king’s mother that day. He was born in love, this king of theirs. Phaedra watched as Froi reached Quintana and then he fell to his knees before her, weeping, his arms circling her waist as she held him to her with one hand, the screaming, squirming babe with the other. And there were sighs all around her, and she smiled to hear them come from such savage lads.

But everything changed so suddenly as the captain they called Scarpo of Nebia and his soldiers came riding across the stream in frenzy.

“We need to get you to the palace, Your Majesty,” he said, bellowing orders to the soldiers surrounding him. And they pushed Froi aside and wrested Quintana and the little king from out of his arms, and the savage lads beside Phaedra flew across the stream, shouting and cursing.

“Let him hold them! Let him!” one shouted.

“Froi!” Quintana cried.

One of the Nebian riders picked Quintana up in his arms; another tried to pull the babe from her grip.

“Froi!”

“You’re hurting her!” Froi shouted, trying to get to her. “She’s scared!”

Scarpo of Nebia leaped from his mount and stood before Froi. “They are my orders,” Phaedra heard him say. “We need to get them both to the Citavita and secure their place there. You stay here, Lumateran. Gargarin’s orders are that you stay in Lumatere and wait. In weeks to come, do not make contact with the Charyn palace. You wait. ‘Trust me,’ he said. These were Gargarin’s words.”

But Froi fought like a madman, and the Turlan lads tried to protect him, tried to hold him down.

“Don’t hurt him. Please,” Quintana begged as she pulled free of the soldier’s arms and cowered on the ground, covering her babe’s head with her arms.

And then things got worse and Phaedra watched as Lucian and Jory and the Mont lads came charging out from between the copse of trees, swords in hand, ready to cut down any man who was a threat to Froi, and when the Turlans saw the Monts, they cocked their bows and raised their swords and Phaedra cried in fear of the blood that would be shed in this stream.

“Stop!” Froi shouted, stumbling between the Monts and the Turlans, arms outstretched. “Stop!”

And then there was silence. The Turlans stepped back across to the Charyn side of the stream, and Lucian and his Monts stood beside Froi.

Phaedra pushed through the Nebian soldiers and reached Quintana, who rocked in the mud with the screeching little king in her arms.

“Shh,” Phaedra said calmly, looking up at the captain of the Nebian army and his men. “You’re going to hurt her and the babe if you don’t restrain yourselves.”

Scarpo of Nebia hesitated and then nodded.

Phaedra looked across the water, and her eyes met Lucian’s. Their needs came second. It came from the privilege of being trusted.

But that doesn’t mean I love you less.

And she held a hand down to Quintana, who took it and stood, and they followed Scarpo of Nebia to the waiting cart that would take them back to the Citavita.
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Froi began each day counting the moments that made his life breathable. The feel of soil in his hands. The colors of autumn in Lumatere. The murmuring between Lord August and Lady Abian on the porch each night. The sight of their eldest son, Talon, relieving one of the village women of the hay bale she carried. The priest-king’s belly laugh. The sound of Vestie’s voice when she asked about Kintana of Charyn. And then the next count would begin. Of everything that made his life unbreathable. And each time, it outnumbered the first.

It had been four months since he had arrived back in Lumatere, and most days he was able to put aside the ache and complete his work on Lord August’s farm. But today was different. It was the curse day. Their birthday. Charyn’s day of weeping. Let her be happy. Perhaps this would be the first of the birthdays she’d enjoy, for she had his son in her arms. The image of the two was etched in Froi’s memory, and although they had only those few moments together in the valley that day, he missed Quintana more than ever. And try as he might, Froi couldn’t get the scent of the boy off his hands. He began to understand Lirah and Gargarin, and the way they had coated their hearts with ice so they wouldn’t feel.

As if Finnikin had sensed his pain that morning, he came riding by with Jasmina.

“I’m going to teach her to swim,” Finn said. “Come with us. I’ll enjoy the company.” By the look on Jasmina’s face, the invitation was not extended to Froi, but he agreed all the same.

Trevanion joined them later. He kept a river cottage in Tressor, which was beginning to look like a village now, after all these years of grieving the Tressorians who were slaughtered in Sarnak. Froi watched the three from the riverbank and even found himself chuckling once or twice to see the authority the princess had over her father and Trevanion. Later, when the captain left, Froi and Finnikin lay on the grass under the last moments of the afternoon sun, Jasmina asleep in Finnikin’s arms.

“How is she?” Froi asked, and they both knew he was speaking of Isaboe.

“Bad days. Good days. Bad days.”

Finnikin looked at his daughter, pressing a kiss to her cheek.

“She doesn’t want Jasmina to see the bad days.”

Froi saw the dark circles of weariness under Finnikin’s eyes.

“You’re not trying to do it all on your own, are you, Finn?” he asked. “You should ask the women for help. Lady Beatriss would understand, and Lady Abian.”

“Oh, I’m not against begging,” Finnikin said. “I went to see Tesadora, you know. Me?” He laughed. “We’ve rarely exchanged a civil word. But I asked her if she would come to the palace and stay awhile.” Finnikin shrugged and smiled. “And she said yes. And then Celie returned, as you’d know. For this week anyway . . . especially for the feast tonight. And I asked her to stay, too, and she said yes.”

Tonight would be Isaboe’s first public outing since the death of the child, and Lady Abian had been preparing for weeks, demanding that those most loved by the queen attend. The whole week’s talk in the village had been about the feast and Celie’s return.

“Lord August thinks that Celie is spying for you in Belegonia,” Froi said quietly.

Finnikin glanced at him. “Celie is spying for us in Belegonia.”

“Don’t tell Lord August,” Froi said with a sigh. “Thinking is one thing. Knowing for sure is another. And then there’s the matter of the castle castellan searching Celie’s room when he suspected that she’d stolen a chronicle from the library and Lord August remembering the castellan of the Belegonian spring castle as a portly older man with a lot of facial lumps, and of course when he visited Belegonia three weeks past, he met the new castellan.”

“No facial lumps?” Finnikin asked.

“None at all. Nor was he old. Nor was he portly, and now Lord August is questioning how he would dare be in Celie’s room.”

“Ah,” Finnikin said, nodding. “No wonder Isaboe and Celie were locked up in our chamber all the day long when she arrived. They weren’t talking about Belegonian fleece. They were talking about the castellan.”

“According to Lady Celie, no,” Froi said. “She wants to outsmart him, not bed him.”

“And you?” Finnikin asked softly.

“No, Finn, I don’t want to bed the castellan of the Belegonian spring castle.”

Finnikin laughed, but soon his expression was serious.

“We don’t speak of it,” he said, “but I can’t imagine it being easy for you, Froi.”

Froi shrugged. He had received a letter from Lirah. It came via the valley one day, out of what seemed nowhere. Froi had opened it with shaking hands. Lirah had sketched him an image of Quintana and his son. And one of Gargarin. He knew it was his father and not Arjuro. Not because of his solemnity, but because of the look in his eyes. Froi would always recognize the desire in Gargarin’s eyes when he was looking at Lirah.

“It’s hard to explain . . . what they mean to me,” Froi said.

Finnikin’s smile was faint. “I can imagine.”

“Can you?”

“Froi, you have my wife’s name etched on your arm, and the only thing that stops me from skinning you are the other two names.”

Froi laughed and shook his head ruefully.

“Not many men can read the words of the ancients, my lord. I’ll have to remember that next time.”

They rode together until they reached the village of Sayles. The beauty of his home village always forced Froi to think of Gargarin. What would Gargarin think of the Flatlands? Would he be impressed by the water pipe that ran from the river into the fields? Would he ever share his plans for a waterwheel with Lord August? How would the two men get on? But with all those questions came bitterness. Not once had Gargarin attempted correspondence. And Froi couldn’t understand why. When Scarpo of Nebia had passed on Gargarin’s orders for Froi to stay behind that day at the stream, Froi hadn’t questioned it. Because Gargarin had once begged Froi to trust him and Froi had. But these days he felt like a beggar each time he visited the palace, asking if anything had arrived for him.

“Don’t forget the priest-king tonight,” Finnikin reminded.

“Why does everyone presume I’m going to forget the priest-king?” Froi said, irritated. He’d been feeling like the village idiot lately. His only chore for the night was to collect the priest-king, and if it wasn’t Lady Abian or Lord August or Trevanion reminding him, it was Finn.

“I’m just saying,” Finnikin said.

In the royal residence, Isaboe watched Tesadora pour more water into the tub.

“What say we wash that hair, beloved?” Tesadora said, her voice gentle but firm as she began to lather it. Tonight was special, Isaboe reminded herself. She would make the effort.

“Finnikin says he hasn’t seen it out for months,” Tesadora said practically, “and hair such as this should never be hidden.”

Isaboe tried not to think of her hair, because then she’d have to remember the red-gold strands of her son’s.

“I miss the color of mine,” Tesadora admitted. “Sagrami punished me for being so vain. It was brown and gold. Do you remember that, or were you too much of a child?”

“I don’t remember you,” Isaboe said. “I wish I did, but I know you’re somewhere there in my memories. I remember your mother, of course, but you were Seranonna’s mysterious half-wild daughter living alone in the forest of Lumatere.”

“Put your head back,” Tesadora said, and Isaboe felt the warm water blanket her head. She closed her eyes a moment.

“My brother, Balthazar, said he saw you once,” Isaboe said. “When he tried to describe you to my mother, he wept and she asked him why. He said it made him ache inside, and my sisters teased him for days. He would have been a romantic, my brother. Unlike Finnikin and Lucian. He would have worn his heart on his sleeve, and we would have found him sitting with the women and listening to their woes.”

“Yes, he would have been a romantic and a kind, kind man,” Tesadora said. “But this kingdom needs a great leader, and you, beloved, are a great leader.”

Isaboe swallowed hard. “My people are in despair,” she said, trying to conceal the break in her voice. “I sense it in their sleep.”

Tesadora brushed a strand of hair out of Isaboe’s eyes. “Your people can be selfish, indulgent grumblers at times, Isaboe. And you may feel the hardship of their sleep, but you are the reason they sleep at night. Because they know that their queen will never forsake them. And they grieve that little babe for more reasons than losing a future king. Your people are sad, beloved, because they know your sorrow and they feel helpless. ‘How can we help?’ I hear them ask throughout the kingdom.”

Isaboe looked away, to the corner of the residence where the crib would have stood.

“Sometimes I think I can bear it,” she said, “and then Jasmina will look at me with so much confusion and she’ll touch my belly and ask me where it’s gone. ‘Where’s baby?’ she cries. She looks for it everywhere we go.” Isaboe felt the tears bite her eyes. “On the mountain just the other day, we went to visit Yata and one of the girls had just birthed and Jasmina threw the mightiest of tantrums and insisted we take the babe home, because she believed it to be ours. In her sweet mind, I went to the mountain to have a baby and I came home with none. So she believes we left it behind.”

She looked up at Tesadora in anguish. “And later that night, I heard him weeping. My king is not one for tears. I only saw him cry once, when we came across the fever camp in Speranza. But that night on the mountain, he wept and it broke me to hear it.”

Isaboe stepped out of the tub, and Tesadora helped her dress, securing the ties of her gown at her wrist.

“You are strong and young, and you will find a way out of this darkness. But that path will belong to you. No one else.”

They heard a sound at the door, and Isaboe quickly wiped her tears and turned to the entrance, where Finnikin stood watching her with Jasmina drowsy in his arms.

“And don’t let me ever have to admit this out loud,” Tesadora said in an exaggerated whisper, walking toward the door, “but you lead this kingdom with a good man by your side . . . as stubborn and annoying as he is. A man who has proven himself to have courage and compassion. The Charynite valley dwellers believe that if they could find a man as good as yours to marry Quintana of Charyn, their kingdom would stand a chance.”

Isaboe watched Finnikin grip Tesadora’s hand as she passed him, pressing a kiss against it.

Jasmina woke up, sleepy and shy, and looked up from her father’s shoulder.

“Tell Mama what you did today,” he said, approaching Isaboe. Jasmina hid her face in his neck, and he chuckled and whispered in her ear until she looked up again.

“Tell Isaboe,” he urged. “Go on.”

Isaboe leaned closer to hear Jasmina whisper, “I put my head in the wiver.”

Isaboe gasped with delight. “Do I not have the bravest girl in the kingdom? Did Fa tell you that I didn’t put my head in the river until I was a grown girl in Yutlind Sud?”

Jasmina was pleased by the attention and held her arms out to Isaboe, and then Rhiannon was at the door.

“She put her head in the river,” Isaboe told her.

Rhiannon gasped on cue and held out a hand to Jasmina.

“Then I think Miss picks out her own dress for tonight.”

Isaboe watched them leave and felt Finnikin’s eyes on her. Sometimes she felt as shy as Jasmina with this man. Grief stripped her of a veneer. Sometimes she wanted it back.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, and it surprised her to hear those words. She always felt his love when he was present, but Finnikin wasn’t one for words of endearment. It was because he came from the Rock. People there were practical and very contained.

They heard Jasmina’s laughter from down the hall, and she caught Finnikin’s smile at the sound of it. Isaboe pressed fingers to his lips. He didn’t smile enough, and the sight of it always caught her breath.

“What if she’s all I give you in this life of ours, my love?” she asked quietly.

“Then I’ll shout at the goddess in fury,” he said fiercely. “I’ll beg to know why I’ve been given so much when other men have so little.”

“We’re going to be late,” Froi told the priest-king, trying to shuffle him quickly out the door of what was now the shrine house of Sennington.

But the priest-king was fumbling with the key.

“Let me do that,” Froi said. “You know Lady Abian hates people being late.”

“You want me to hurry, do you?” the priest-king asked. “An old man like me?”

Froi placed the oil lamp in the priest-king’s hand and hastened them toward the horse and cart he had prepared. Although the priest-king’s house was in use all the day long, most of Sennington village was still empty, and once the sun set, there was nothing but the moon to light their road to the village of Sayles.

“Froi, slow down,” the priest-king said.

“Half the mountain’s come down, blessed Barakah, and you know the Monts. They’ll eat all the food before we get there, and Lady Abian’s made those rolls of pork and cheese.”

“Wonderful. I’m going to be forced into my deathbed because of pork-and-cheese rolls,” the priest-king said, stopping a moment to wheeze. Froi flinched to hear the sound of it. Much had changed since he left, but he had only realized now just how frail the priest-king was.

When they reached the feast, most of the guests were already inside, except for some of the Guard, who merely raised a hand in acknowledgment. Things had changed among them, Froi thought. In the past, there would have been mockery or jest, but it was as if they could barely look him in the eye. Did they see him as a Charynite now? Would he be a stranger in every land? Not a Sarnak or a Charynite or a Lumateran?

“You’re gritting your teeth,” the priest-king said as they made their way to the entrance.

“I liked it better when they used to call me a filthy little feef,” Froi said bitterly.

“And they probably liked it better when you had little control,” the priest-king said. “You’ve become a surprisingly formidable young man, Froi. Nothing’s more frightening to others.”

On the porch, Perri was organizing another shift of the Guard. Froi could understand the caution. Lord and Lady Abian’s home had little protection for such a royal guest list, and Trevanion’s men had to ensure that every entrance and corner of the village was secure. Upon seeing Froi and the priest-king, Perri pointed to the hall, which was rarely used except for large gatherings. One of the guards pushed past them and hurried along without so much as a grunt of apology. Froi bit his tongue and held out a hand to the priest-king, who moved slowly. It made Froi wince.

“I want you to see Tesadora now that she’s spending a little time in the palace,” Froi said to him. “She may be able to give you something.”

“For being old? There’s a cure, is there?”

“And don’t stand around too long,” Froi ordered. “Everyone’s going to want to talk to you, and next minute you’ll be tottering.”

“I’ve never tottered a day in my life. You’re annoying me, Froi.”

“Yes, well, I’m annoying everyone these days.”

They reached the hall and stepped inside. They all were suddenly standing in silence. Staring at him. It was awkward, and it made him feel uncomfortable and a stranger. Angry tears burned at the back of his eyes.

He saw the queen first. Froi had seen little of her since arriving home, and knew it would take her some time to heal. But tonight there seemed more of a bloom in her cheek. She bent to whisper something in Vestie’s ear. Vestie took Jasmina’s hand, and they ran to Froi, beckoning him to bend to their level. Bemused, Froi crouched beside them.

“Happy birthday, Froi,” Vestie said proudly.

And then everyone was shouting it, and the priest-king was pushing him forward, not weak at all, and Froi was engulfed in embraces and kisses, with friends pressing gifts in his hand.

Jasmina clutched his arm all night, abandoning her reserve from earlier in the day.

“It’s all about your gifts,” Finn said. “She thinks they’re hers. She’s stealing everything. Even letters addressed to us. She loves the pretty seals.”

Froi laughed, caught Lord August’s eye, and shook his head.

“You, sir, are deceitful.”

Lord August embraced him, and then Celie was there with Talon and his brothers.

“Mother’s been planning it for weeks,” Talon said, laughing.

“And if anyone dared to say a word, I think she would have had the boys strung up,” Celie said.

Froi was jostled from one person to another until he found himself with Lucian, quietly watching the revelry. Finnikin had expressed a suspicion to Froi that Lucian was in love with Phaedra of Alonso and missed her deeply. From what he had heard these past months, Froi knew that Phaedra had been everything he imagined her to be. Kind. Loyal. And currently, Quintana’s only companion. Froi itched to ask.

“No,” Lucian said, reading his mind. “Only letters from the priests of Sebastabol. They want to know how the seven scholars died. Every detail. Why would you want every detail of the way seven men died?” he added, irritation in his voice.

“They’re the priests of Trist,” Froi corrected. “And if one of the Monts died in Charyn, wouldn’t you want to know every detail? It’s the same for them. One of the lads, Rothen, was the grandson of the head priest.”

“Rothen. I remember him,” Lucian said quietly.

“Then, tell them everything you know. It’s not a trap, Lucian. It’s just people wanting to know how their loved ones died.”

“You know them?” Lucian asked. “The priests?”

Froi nodded. Lucian looked at him shrewdly. “You seem to have had a very busy year, Froi.”

“Almost as busy as yours, Lucian.”

Lucian was steered away by one of the Flatland lords, and Froi caught Isaboe’s eye as she excused herself from speaking to Beatriss. He fought hard to stop the wave of emotion that always came over him in the queen’s presence.

“Will your husband come charging across the room if I do this?” he said, catching her in an embrace. He felt her fists clenched with emotion against his back, and the shudder in her breath. They hadn’t spoken about the death of her son and her part in the birth of his. There were no words, just the certainty that he would love Isaboe of Lumatere for the remainder of his life.

“So you heard about his outburst in our residence?” she asked huskily, stepping away after a while and eyeing Finnikin across the room.

“Yes, well, he did beat me black and blue on the Osteria-Charyn border.”

“Strange that he left that part out,” she said dryly.

They were awkwardly silent for a moment or two.

“Thank you for all of this,” he said, looking around the room, knowing she was involved as much as Lady Abian. Then his eyes met hers. “Thank you . . . for everything you did . . . for her.”

Isaboe’s stare was fierce. “I did it for you. I don’t do Charynites favors.”

“I’m a Charynite,” he reminded her softly.

She shook her head emphatically. “I don’t care what your blood sings, Froi. You belong to us. You’re a Lumateran.”

And he was. How could he feel both so strongly?

She took his hand, and they walked to where Jasmina was playing under the long table with the village children. The little girl was giddy with the sort of hysteria he noticed in those her age.

“All the laughing will end in tears,” Isaboe said, sitting down while the children crawled between her feet. Froi sat down beside her.

“Did blessed Barakah tell you about the spirits and the Yut madman’s theory?” she asked quietly.

“Oh, yes,” Froi said, his tone dry. “He decided to tell me in front of Perri, who didn’t cope at all.”

They both laughed at the thought, but then she was serious again.

“Is it true that you can sing spirits home, Froi?” she asked.

He didn’t know how to answer that.

“I don’t know what’s true,” he said, awkward at hearing the words. “I know my . . . uncle . . . Arjuro can.”

“Can you tell . . . if a spirit is lost?” Isaboe asked.

Froi saw the sadness in her eyes.

“Is that what you think?” he asked. “That your boy’s spirit is lost?”

She winced, but he could also see her confusion. “When I was carrying him in my belly . . . I’d sense her . . . Quintana . . . but not like when I walked the sleep with Vestie and Tesadora. This was different. More distant in a way, and I think it’s because . . .”

She couldn’t finish. She looked away, pained, and Froi tried to search the room for Finnikin because he knew his friend understood Isaboe’s despair better than anyone. But Finn wasn’t there, and Froi could see that Isaboe wanted to speak.

“Do you still walk her sleep?” he asked softly.

She shook her head. “Quintana and I do not have a connection, Froi. But I think our sons walked each other’s sleep . . . and I don’t know whether I was desperate for a sign or whether all this talk of spirits has played with my mind, but I sensed him. . . . I sensed my boy in your boy’s eyes. Isn’t that what you wrote in the letter about the husband and wife you shared a barn with? She said the half-dead spirit of her child lived in you.”

He nodded. Tesadora told him how Quintana had spoken the same words to her. Froi’s mind had been filled with sorrow for the families of the lost Charynite babes. He wondered if they still would sense those spirits within him or Quintana now, or had they been passed to Tariq?

“I think you’re wrong about Quintana and you,” he said to Isaboe. “Because I first heard a voice four years past in Sarnak. It was on the bleakest day of my existence, at a time that I almost gave up. Almost. Until I heard her song. I didn’t know what it was at the time. But it told me to go to Sprie. Sprie? You saw it. Why such a nowhere place in Sarnak? I could have chosen any place in the land, but not Sprie. And it’s taken me all these years to realize that she was singing me to you. And Finn. And Sir Topher.” He looked around the room. “And this, Isaboe. And all this, led me to Charyn. Blessed Barakah says our paths aren’t straight, and they make little sense. But Quintana heard my pain, and she led me to you. Which means that your connection with her existed long before the sons you both carried.”

“You don’t know that, Froi,” Isaboe said, her voice cool.

“No, I don’t. But your plan for revenge on Charyn led me straight into Gargarin of Abroi’s path. And I crossed a gravina to be with Arjuro of Abroi, and I climbed a tower to be with Lirah of Serker. Call it coincidence, but I’ve spent a year questioning what I know and what I sense, and sometimes what I sense overpowers everything.”

Isaboe sighed. Jasmina’s head popped up between her feet again, and they both laughed.

“Well, let’s hope they’re making a fuss over your Quintana today,” Isaboe said, gathering her daughter to her.

Froi grimaced. “She’s not very good with . . . fuss,” he said.

“Every princess is good with a little fuss,” she said, kissing Jasmina. “Aren’t you, my love?”

Froi sighed. Yes, but Quintana wasn’t exactly the most normal of princesses.

“Perhaps they’ve thrown her a party.”

Sagra! He couldn’t think of anything more frightening for her. Or for those who tried.
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“You’re not thinking of throwing me one of those odious surprise parties, are you?” Quintana asked coldly, clutching the little king. “If you do, I’ll lock myself and Tariq in our room and never come out.”

Phaedra looked from Quintana to Gargarin of Abroi. “Well, it’s not as if you don’t already do that, Your Majesty,” Gargarin said. His eyes met Phaedra’s. They had managed to coax Quintana out of her self-imposed prison and into the courtyard to greet those who now lived in the palace. Phaedra and Gargarin hoped they could lead her farther, to the portcullis and perhaps down the drawbridge and into the Citavita.

“Could I suggest that we visit the town square and greet those who have traveled here for your birthday?” Phaedra said.

“The town square?” Quintana asked. Phaedra watched Gargarin wince, as if he knew the following words would not be pleasing to the ear.

“The town square where they once set up the gallows and jeered when the street lords placed a noose around my neck? Brayed for my blood?”

And this was how they had begun each day since they had arrived all those months ago.

“It’s about time and compromise,” Gargarin of Abroi had said to Phaedra outside Quintana’s chamber one morning. He had said those words after yet another failed attempt to have her join them outside the palace. “Let’s give her the time she needs.”

Time, Phaedra noted, was spent in Quintana’s cold, sparse chamber. Its only appeal was a balconette that looked over the gravina. Phaedra was fascinated with the way the godshouse opposite tilted toward them, not to mention the hollering that took place between Quintana, Gargarin, the priestling Arjuro, and Lirah of Serker. The provincari’s people who had settled in the palace tower on both sides of theirs complained the whole day long about the early-morning and late-night shouting. Phaedra would have died of boredom without it. As she would have without the nocturnal visits from the godshouse residents.

On the second night in the palace, she was introduced to two priests, both in robes and cowls. She was soon to discover that one was Arjuro and the other Lirah of Serker. Perabo, the keeper of the keys of the palace, had smuggled Lirah in with Arjuro, far from the prying eyes of those they called the provincari’s parrots.

Lirah of Serker was the most beautiful woman Phaedra had ever seen apart from Tesadora. They reminded her of each other. Especially in their disdain for the world, until they were in the presence of someone they loved.

As long as she lived, Phaedra would never forget the first moment Lirah of Serker held the little king in her arms.

The queen allowed only Phaedra, Lirah, and Arjuro to hold the child. And Gargarin, but he refused each time, preferring to admire the little king over the shoulders of others.

“Is he not the most perfect thing you’ve seen, Lirah?” Quintana asked. “Is he not just like Lirah, Gargarin?”

“Thank the gods for that,” the little king’s regent murmured. Phaedra knew that Gargarin and Lirah were lovers. It was whispered in the hallways of the palace by the guards. But Phaedra hadn’t realized the two loved each other until Gargarin watched Lirah of Serker with the sleeping boy.

“You can stay the night with Phaedra and me, Lirah,” Quintana said. “We can watch Tariq sleep.”

Lirah and Gargarin exchanged a look, and Arjuro snorted a laugh.

“Yes, I’ll sit with Gargarin and speak of waterwheels and privies.”

Today, having lost the battle of Quintana leaving the palace, Phaedra watched as Gargarin decided to bring up the issue of chambers when they returned to her room.

“There’s been enough time to settle in,” Gargarin said. “You can’t stay in here, Your Majesty. It’s not big enough for you all.”

“But I can,” Quintana said dismissively. “This has always been my chamber.”

Gargarin grimaced. “It holds bad memories for you, Your Majesty,” he said. “Awful.”

Quintana picked up Tariq from his basket and clutched him to her. She did it often. Up and down he went. From her arms to the basket and then back into her arms. Sometimes Phaedra would see Quintana place an ear to Tariq’s lips to check for breathing.

“This chamber holds the best of memories, too,” Quintana said quietly. “You forget that.”

Gargarin sighed. “It’s best you take the solar. It’s large and well lit and the most comfortable place in the palace.”

Quintana wanted to hear none of it. Instead, she held out Tariq to Gargarin. “It’s about time,” she said. She tried at least once a day to have the little king’s regent hold him, but always failed.

“You move to the solar,” he said firmly instead.

Phaedra believed that Quintana had all but lost this fight.

“My idea is better,” Quintana said. “You take the solar, Gargarin. There’s the secret passage through the cellar that leads to it, and on the nights Perabo is on watch at the gatehouse, Lirah can visit you more easily there than meeting you here. She certainly won’t be seen by the parrots of the provinces. When he’s old enough, we can place Tariq in the chamber next door to here. We can hack an entrance just there,” she said, pointing to the wall. “We can place a desk near the window, just for you. The little king will have to get used to you, so it’s best you use his chamber as a study during the day. It means you’ll still be able to use it when the sun comes up to greet Arjuro and Lirah.”

“Your Majesty —”

She shook her head and placed her hands over the little king’s ears. “I slit my father’s throat in the solar, Gargarin. Not exactly the room I want my son sleeping in. And anyway, think of your satisfaction. You get the dead king’s sanctuary. You get what Bestiano wanted for himself. Lie back and relish it.”

Gargarin was silent. Most of the time, Phaedra was frightened by him. Not that he had ever shown a violent trait and not because of words he had spoken, but because of the silence. He had a wounded spirit, and the only time she saw him happy was when he was in the company of Lirah and his brother and Tariq, despite not wanting to hold him. But then again, everyone was happy in the little king’s presence. Phaedra couldn’t bear to start her day without having him in her arms. He soothed her aching heart.

“And I’ve made a decision about my title of Queen,” Quintana continued. “I’ve decided to relinquish it. In years to come, when Tariq marries, it will belong to his betrothed, and I’ll despise her enough for taking my son from me. It could get quite ugly if I get used to the title, and I may hate her twice over. I might want to kill her, and we do want to avoid future bloodshed in the palace.”

There was a strange, twisted smile on Gargarin’s face. Phaedra didn’t understand their humor. It bordered on wicked when Arjuro joined them.

“Then, Princess —”

Quintana shook her head. “I can’t say I enjoyed being princess of this kingdom, either. It’s best that the people of Charyn forget that title until I have a daughter. She can be the spirited princess. The gentle princess. The sweetest princess in the land. The bravest. The feistiest. But when the people of the Citavita think of me as princess, they’ll remember the cursed princess. The Princess Abomination.”

They waited.

“I’ll be referred to as Quintana of Charyn, mother of the king. And Lirah of Serker will be referred to as shalamar of the king.”

Gargarin sighed and then nodded, and then gave a twisted, shy smile again. It made him quite striking. “When did you work all this out?” he chided gently.

Quintana looked down at Tariq. “Quite some time ago. Tariq loved the idea. We just thought we’d wait until you were ready, Gargarin. It’s about time and compromise.”

Gargarin looked around the room, already imagining how the residence would be if they made an entrance between the two rooms. He walked to the wall and knocked hard.

“In the fortress beyond the little woods where we hid with the Lasconians and Turlans, they had fireplaces on every floor without so much as a chimney,” Gargarin said. “They used vents in the wall. We’ll put fireplaces in both these chambers.” He liked the idea. “And I daresay I think we can make another entrance into the room adjoining the next. All three could make a strange private residence.”

Quintana seemed pleased. She held Tariq out to Gargarin.

“My arm —” he said.

“You won’t drop him, Gargarin. Froi would want you to hold him.”

Phaedra wondered what had taken place when Quintana escaped with Froi, Gargarin, and Lirah all that time ago. They shared a bond, a secret. She knew that Froi was the father of the child. Very few did, except for Lirah, Gargarin, Arjuro, Perabo, and the provincaro of Paladozza. But there was more, and she knew the answer lay with Froi of Lumatere.

She tried asking once.

“Better that we don’t tell, Phaedra,” Quintana said.

“We’d have to kill you,” Arjuro added, “and we don’t really want to do that.”

But regardless, Phaedra knew she was trusted by them all. She liked the priestling best. Arjuro was besotted by the little king and visited as often as possible.

“Did you see that?” he asked Gargarin one time. “He stared straight at me with understanding when I explained the symptoms of gout. Pure genius.”

But despite some of the compromises, Phaedra could see that Gargarin and Lirah and Arjuro feared for Quintana. The way she had imprisoned herself in the castle with Tariq, and her belief that an enemy had been sent to kill him. It meant that if Phaedra wanted to walk the streets of the capital, she did so with a guard, and not Quintana. At first she had been frightened that the stone walls would come tumbling down on her. As time passed, she was accompanied by Lirah, and she warmed to the people and wished Quintana could hear the yearning in their voices when they asked Phaedra and Lirah about the little king. But no one could convince Quintana. Not even Lirah, whose only means of seeing Tariq was through her nightly visits.

“I’d love to see him during the light of the day, Quintana,” Lirah said one night.

“But you see him from across the gravina, Lirah,” Quintana said coolly. “I hold him up every morning.”

“You know that’s not enough,” Lirah said. “And you know that Dorcas and Fekra and Scarpo and Perabo and his men would never ever let anything happen to Tariq. Even I trust them. How many people have I trusted in my life?”

Gargarin blamed it on the little sleep Quintana had. Arjuro and Lirah said they’d seen her this way before and were lovingly patient, despite not seeming to be lovingly patient people.

“If I don’t guard Tariq, Lirah, they’ll kill him,” Quintana explained. “They’ll kill my guards to get to him.”

“The only person I know who’ll get through those guards is Froi,” Lirah said. “Do you want him to return to this? To a frightened Quintana and an unwashed babe?”

The washing of the babe had become an even bigger issue.

“It’s been months, Quintana,” Phaedra pleaded. “It’s not enough to clean him with a cloth. You need to bathe him.”

“I don’t want his head to go under the water,” Quintana whispered. “You see awful things down there. Those from the lake of the half dead are desperate for him.”

Gargarin later explained to Phaedra about the soothsayer. The ritual that had happened each year before the day of weeping. And it shamed Phaedra even more to have known so little of Quintana’s suffering in the Citavita for all those years. It made her want to take back every moment of their time hiding in the valley when Phaedra and the women had dismissed her as nothing but a delusional, half-crazed girl.

But memories of the valley were dangerous for Phaedra. It was deep in the night when she allowed herself to think of Lucian. Was he thinking of her? Had he moved on with his life? And she thought of the valley and realized that it was more of a home to her than Alonso was and that she missed its people in a way that she hadn’t missed those of her province. When she was young, she had been kept protected from the world outside her father’s compound. In the valley and mountain she had truly begun to live.

And on one such night, Quintana lay beside her, tense with fear of what the unseen enemy would do to her little king. Sometimes when the breeze spoke from outside the balconette and the shadows played with their eyes, Phaedra would hear the hope in Quintana’s voice.

“Froi! Is that you?”

And then the disappointment. Phaedra would take her hand.

“You need to sleep, dear friend.”

“And dream of what, Phaedra?” Quintana asked, getting out of bed. “The provincari are beginning to make suggestions for a consort. Should I dream of choosing the one that turns my stomach least?”

After Quintana had checked Tariq’s breathing for the umpteenth time, she crawled back into bed, exhausted.

“I’ll never leave you,” Phaedra said, tucking the blanket around the princess. “The consort can find himself another chamber.”

“I know you’ll never leave me,” Quintana said. “But when it comes to you, Phaedra, I’m afraid of worse.”


[image: ]

Froi was led through the gilded doors and into the palace throne room. He had never been in here before and marveled at the rich tapestries of fierce men battling impressive boars with bare hands. On the ceiling was a fresco of women, stupendous in their girth and beauty, with serpents they had conquered beneath their feet. Froi understood with great clarity why he wasn’t meeting Finnikin and Isaboe in their private residence. But he had been waiting for this day. Regardless of his time spent with Finnikin, riding around the kingdom; and with Trevanion, fishing in the river; and with Perri and Tesadora down in the valley, laughing with the camp dwellers; and blessed Barakah, translating a journal in the shrine house; and with Isaboe, suggesting changes to her garden; and with Sir Topher, beating him in a game of kings — today they weren’t those people to him. They were the queen, her king, the captain of the Lumateran Guard and his second-in-charge, the queen’s First Man, and the priest-king.

And he wasn’t Froi. He was their assassin who had spent nine months in an enemy kingdom. He had a head full of information they wanted, and this was the time to give it.

“Was the palace exactly as Rafuel of Sebastabol sketched?” Finnikin asked when they were finally seated.

Froi didn’t answer. He didn’t expect them to begin with that question. He had thought they’d skirt around things before they asked him that.

“Froi?” Sir Topher prodded.

“Do you not trust us with that information?” his queen asked.

“I trust you with my life,” Froi said. “But if I answered your question, then the people I love in Charyn would never trust me again.” His eyes met hers and then Finnikin’s. “And in my whole time there, I never once betrayed Lumatere. So if there’s no reason for you needing to know how to enter my son’s home, I’d prefer not to speak of the Charynite palace.”

There was silence. Perri was already on his feet, pacing the room.

“Then, what shall we speak about?” Finnikin asked.

“The weather is always a safe topic,” Froi said pleasantly. “It could lead to some vital information about the storage of rainwater and growing produce. We have different terrain from Charyn’s, and what we grow, they want, and what they grow, we may want.”

“Anything else, Froi?” Finnikin asked dryly. “Any other suggestions?”

“Well, you have invited me here for a reason,” he said with a shrug, “and I have become used to people asking my opinion, so it’s a bit difficult to hold my tongue.”

Sir Topher sat forward in his seat. “And you gave your opinion readily?” he asked. “With them?”

“Most times. I did lose my confidence once . . . after I was injured,” he said, remembering Gargarin discussing Froi’s self-doubt with Lirah that time in Sebastabol.

“After you were betrayed by a Charynite . . . friend?” Isaboe asked.

“Yes.”

“An opportunist? This traitor friend?” Finnikin asked. “Did he do it for money? Lucian mentioned what greedy, ignorant Charynites they were, those who placed themselves in charge of the camp dwellers. Do most Charynites betray for money?”

Froi felt himself bristling. “Well, first, I tend to refer to him just as a traitor these days,” he said. “Not a friend. And . . . no. Most Charynites don’t betray for money. Most Charynites want to stay alive and hold their children in their arms.”

He regretted the words the moment he spoke them. Caught the pain in Isaboe’s eyes. But there was understanding there as well.

“He —the traitor — didn’t do it for money,” Froi said quietly.

“And you know this for certain?” Sir Topher asked. “Someone just wakes up one morning, Froi? And decides to betray those who trust him? But not for money? And you believe that?”

Froi sighed. “No, sir. I’ll explain to you how betrayal happens. A bunch of lads come up with a plan. Quite noble, if naive,” he said, thinking of Grijio and Satch and Olivier. “And then what happens is that one of the lads gets kidnapped as part of a plan hatched between a neighboring enemy kingdom and a very secretive organization. . . .”

Finnikin sighed. “If it’s Lumatere and Rafuel’s people you’re referring to, then let’s get rid of the cryptic references. I get so confused when I haven’t slept.”

“Yes, let’s use names,” Isaboe said.

Froi nodded. “I took Olivier’s place at your instruction, and meanwhile, he was held captive underground, guarded by a man, Zabat, who convinced him that he could make a difference. Except Zabat had switched sides and believed Bestiano of Nebia was the best chance for Charyn. And when Olivier of Sebastabol was released, he became what Zabat, not his original captors, wanted him to be. Which led to betrayal.”

“In what way?” Sir Topher asked.

“Olivier withheld the truth,” Froi said.

Isaboe made a sound of annoyance.

“He doesn’t seem so naive after all,” she said. “If you’re ever writing to the Charynites, Froi, tell them not to execute the smart ones. They do come in handy.”

He looked up at her again. Would Froi’s rotten corpse be lying somewhere in a ditch in Sorel if Froi were less smart?

Yes, of course it would be, her eyes told him.

Froi smiled, half bitterly, half in amusement that he would think she had lost any of her fight or backbone. That he would think that Lumatere’s charming, loving queen and her king were any less than they presented. But they didn’t lie about who they were. They just omitted details.

Finnikin retrieved a letter and passed it to Froi. Froi’s heart hammered at the thought of Gargarin finally writing.

“This came to us yesterday, addressed to you.”

Froi opened it, recognizing the writing from a letter Simeon had sent to Lucian.

“The priests of Trist,” Froi said, reading quickly, his heart heavy by the end.

“Rafuel?” Finnikin asked.

Froi nodded. “They obtained information from one of Donashe’s camp leaders and found Rafuel outside Jidia in a mine shaft with no food and only a little water trickling from a stone — skin and bones. They don’t expect him to live. They want me to pass on the news to the women of the valley as well as Japhra and Tesadora. The priests of Trist found mad ramblings on the walls imprisoning Rafuel, and the names of the women of the valley were among them.”

Froi heard Perri’s sound of regret.

“Tell us about your correspondence with these priests,” Finnikin said.

“The priests of Trist wrote to Lucian first, and I replied on Lucian’s behalf. They wanted to know how the scholars died.”

“Why didn’t that order come from the Charyn palace?” Finnikin asked.

“Because the palace is taking care of political traitors, not personal vengeance, and what happened with the scholars . . . and Rafuel is about personal vengeance. The priests had five camp leaders in their prison. They wanted to make sure those who murdered the lads were tried and executed, and they didn’t want to get it wrong, especially if there was a chance that Rafuel lived.”

“Is Rafuel of Sebastabol’s being alive your business?” Trevanion asked, looking at Froi. “You hardly knew him except for the week he taught you about Charynite customs. You smashed his nose, last I remember.”

Froi felt the regret he always did when he thought of Rafuel these days.

“Let’s just say that Rafuel and I go back . . . nineteen years. If you remember anything about the events I spoke about in the letter I gave to Finn — Your Highness, it was that I was smuggled out of the palace as a babe.”

“By a boy.”

Froi shrugged. “Rafuel was that boy. So yes, his being alive is my business. And for all of your information, it won’t do us any harm finding allies in the priests.”

Isaboe stood and walked to Froi, then sat facing him.

“And that is why we need you, Froi. Talk us through it. What if we want to take a step toward peace? Who has the most power? Gargarin of Abroi? The provincari? The godshouse?”

“The provincari united have the power,” Froi said. “My advice is that you go to Gargarin but that you also establish a relationship with the individual provincari. Deep down, they’re slightly impressed with Lumateran nobility. Take advantage of that. And then remember that the godshouse is important to the people and if you’re going to impress Charyn, you’re going to want to impress the godshouse.” He looked at the priest-king. “They want nothing more than absolution from the blessed Barakah. They understand the pain that took place here at the hands of Charyn’s army and they know they can’t change the past, but they want to acknowledge it.”

“How strong is their army now, Froi?” Trevanion asked.

Froi was dreading that question. His eyes met Trevanion’s.

“Very strong. United, it’s even stronger.”

“If they were ever to attack . . . ?” Isaboe asked.

“We wouldn’t stand a chance.”

He heard the sharp intake of breath around the room.

“So the way I see it, we try very, very hard not to be attacked by them,” Sir Topher said.

“Well, we could see the situation from the side of wonder,” Froi said.

“Oh, there’s a side of wonder in all of this?” Finnikin asked, sarcasm lacing his words. “Charyn has a new army large enough to decimate us, and he tells us we’re going to look on the brighter side.”

They all stared at Froi as if he were some foolish child.

“If we make friends with them, we’ll have a powerful ally in Charyn,” he said.

“Very simplistic,” Isaboe said.

Froi shook his head with frustration. “It’s the way I see things now,” he said. “The simpler it is to keep peace, the better our lives are. You don’t want Lumaterans to die, my queen. They don’t want Charynites to die. Trust me on that. A powerful Nebian captain surrendered and was on his knees because he didn’t want one more Charynite to die. He knew the man he surrendered to was a good man who did not want one more Charynite to die. So when good leaders don’t want their people to die, they spend quite some time trying to work out how to achieve things without going to war. It’s that simple!”

He needed to walk. He needed to count, because his blood was jumping. But most of all he needed to show them that he had control over himself. No counting. You can do this without the counting.

“At the moment, Charyn has a stable alliance among the provincari, and the way I see it, they want peace,” he continued. “They need it. They may have the power to decimate a neighboring kingdom, but they need that power to mend their own decimated people.”

Isaboe took his hand. “You’d be our perfect envoy to them, Froi, and regardless of whom . . . she is married to, you would still have an opportunity to . . . see her. Each time you visit.”

“An arrangement that would work for us all,” Finnikin said with a shrug. Froi shook his head, wondering if his king would ever understand.

“That’s very easy for you to say, my lord,” he said in an even tone. “You’re married to the woman you love, and your daughter sleeps between you.”

“Well, if you’d really like to know, she’s getting used to her own bed now, and I wish everyone would stop going on about it,” Isaboe said.

“Froi —” Finnikin said.

But Froi stood. He needed air.

“Sit,” Finnikin ordered. Gently.

Froi sat.

“So you get half the dream, Froi,” Finnikin said. “You can’t have the whole thing because they won’t let you. Not us. So why the anger toward Lumatere?”

“I’m not angry at you, Finn,” Froi said, frustrated. “But you can’t go around expecting me to spy and be happy with halves and whatnots while you get the whole dream.”

“I don’t get the whole dream,” Finnikin said. “My whole dream is that my wife wakes in the morning and doesn’t have to worry about an entire kingdom. That all she has to worry about is — I don’t know — looking after her husband and child.”

Isaboe choked out a laugh.

“Or her husband looking after her, then,” Finnikin said.

“Wonderful. I get reduced to either a slave or a helpless idiot,” she said with a smile toward Finnikin. But then she was all seriousness. “In the games of queens and kings,” she said to Froi, “we leave our dreams at the door and we make do with what we have. Sometimes if we’re fortunate, we still manage to have a good life.”

She thought about her own words for a moment and smiled.

“We don’t want you in the Charyn palace to spy, Froi,” she said. “Regardless of what you think of the situation with Celie, she is in Belegonia to provide us with an opportunity to talk. Without talk between past adversaries, we don’t stand a chance.”

“If you want peace, you begin with the valley, then,” Froi argued back. “You begin at the foot of your mountain, Isaboe!”

“But there’s more to all of this than the valley, Froi,” Isaboe argued. “If Gargarin of Abroi is as smart and noble as I’m sick of hearing he is, why has the man not written to us? To you?”

Why indeed? Froi wondered angrily.

“When the time comes, will you travel to Charyn and begin talks between the kingdoms?” she said.

“When?” Froi asked.

“Not now. Let’s take the time to get the treaty right. As you said, perhaps we speak his language first. Water and land and how we can learn from each other. In the meantime, you can write Gargarin of Abroi a letter —”

“No,” Froi said.

They all stared at him. Regardless of Froi’s fury and betrayal, it had been Gargarin’s order not to make contact with any of them, and Froi’s pride demanded he honor that.

“I’ll write the letter,” Finnikin said. “Let it be seen that Lumatere was the first to make contact.”

In the weeks that followed, Froi found himself traveling to almost all corners of the kingdom. In the forest of Lumatere, he attended a remembrance ceremony with Tesadora and the novices of both Lagrami and Sagrami. During his first year in Lumatere, Froi had spent much of his time with Perri guarding Tesadora, the priestess, and the girls. He had accompanied them when they moved their cloister back to the forest of Lumatere after ten years near the Sendecane border. Froi knew back then that he had earned trust from these women at a time when he was desperate for it, and each year when they had the remembrance ceremony, they invited Froi along.

The tree of remembrance had been planted in honor of the Charynite who had smuggled the Lagrami novices out of the palace village. It meant more to Froi now, knowing that Arjuro had been part of the escape. That morning, he stood with the priestess watching Perri carry earth to the separate plots surrounding the cloister. The novices had grown a spectacular garden of healing, and Froi knew that Lumaterans from across the kingdom came to these women to cure their ailments.

“Tesadora says you’re acquainted with the Charynite holy man who took us to her,” the priestess said.

Froi nodded. “His name’s Arjuro,” he said. “He never spoke of his time in Lumatere.”

“Yes, well, who can blame him?”

“What happened?” Froi asked.

The priestess held out her hand and he took it, escorting her for a walk around the gardens.

“We met him through John, the Charynite soldier who smuggled us out of the village,” she said. “The lad was working as a scout for the impostor king and heard of the heinous plans in the barracks. They wanted women in the palace as their . . . playthings, and what better girls to have than those of the Lagrami cloister, who were close by in the palace village and not protected by fathers and brothers?”

“How did this . . . John make Arjuro’s acquaintance?” Froi asked.

“Earlier that month, John had been sent on a scouting mission by the impostor king’s captain to check the rest of the kingdom. The Charynites were hoping that the Sendecane and Sarnak borders were free of the curse. Your friend the holy man was camping close to the Sarnak border when John came across him. Despite the distance to the cloisters on the Sendecane border, Arjuro took John to meet Tesadora, for no other reason than that the holy man had read an instruction in his dreams to lead the boy to the novices. It would be a most symbolic meeting between them all because weeks later John of Charyn made a decision that would cost him his life. He smuggled us out of the village, for he had found the perfect place to hide us. He took us to your friend the holy man first, but the palace riders had followed and we had little time for further acquaintance. The man we now know as Arjuro of Abroi drew us a map to where Tesadora was hiding the Sagrami novices, and then he and John became the decoys. We never saw them again. John of Charyn was seventeen years old when he died. Strange to think he’d be a man of more than thirty today.”

Froi looked out at the garden so similar to Arjuro’s on the roof of the godshouse.

“Well, Arjuro survived. He’s a brilliant physician,” Froi said, “and if there’s ever peace between Charyn and Lumatere, he’d welcome some of your girls as his students of healing. Your novices are smarter than the collegiati I came across in Charyn.”

Tesadora and Japhra joined them soon after, and the priestess took Tesadora’s hand. Two very different women stood before Froi, but the respect between them was fierce.

“Are you ever going to allow him a bonding ceremony?” the priestess asked shrewdly.

“Who? Froi?” Tesadora asked, and Froi laughed.

“You know who she’s talking about,” he said, looking over to where Perri was working.

“She asks you every year,” Japhra said, her voice soft.

“I don’t need a ceremony,” Tesadora said.

“And what if a child comes to your union?” the priestess asked.

Tesadora sent her an annoyed look, but the priestess persisted.

“The end of the curse for Charyn means the end of the curse for you, Tesadora,” she said.

“I’m past the age,” Tesadora said. Japhra made a sound of disbelief.

“My mother birthed me at the same age as you,” the priestess said. “And the queen’s beloved mother gave birth to her fourth and fifth children well past your age. He’s very virile, Tesadora.”

As if Perri suspected he was being spoken about, he looked across at them from where he was digging.

“If you allow that man into your bed, be prepared to hold a child at your breast one day.”

“Remember what John of Charyn said, Tesadora,” one of the novices joined in. “That his mother was a midwife and women came to her at all ages.”

“Yes, and his father was a man of horses, and old mares dropped dead when they were carrying,” Tesadora said, her tone tart. “Enough. All of you.”

Froi accompanied Tesadora and Japhra and two of their girls back up to the mountain that afternoon, his mind going over the talk of the day. There were names and facts he couldn’t get out of his head for some reason.

Japhra was quiet, and when they were well ahead of the others, he asked her about Rafuel.

He had spoken to Japhra about Rafuel, the last time he was in the valley and she had introduced him to Quintana’s women of the cave.

“Do you love him?” he had asked. “Rafuel?”

“Does it matter?” Japhra said. “My heart belongs here with Tesadora and my work, and his heart belonged in Charyn with the priests and their work.” She smiled. “But he helped me heal, and one day I want to do something to repay him.”

Down in the valley, he was taken again to the women who once shared Quintana’s cave. Froi always found it hard to believe Quintana had bonded with these three: two who grumbled and argued, one who giggled and preened. But Cora, Jorja, and Florenza loved his girl, and they had taken care of her. If there was any reason to spend time with them, it was that. More than anything, he loved the valley. Because the valley was Lumatere and Charyn. Forest and rock and mountain.

“If I write a letter to the palace,” he said quietly to Cora, “will you sign your name to it?”

“Why can’t you sign your own name to it?” she demanded, making a rude sound any time he attempted to take a blade to one of the weeds in her vegetable garden that now lined the path along the stream.

“Because I promised I wouldn’t,” Froi said.

Florenza of Nebia nudged Cora.

“Of course, you’ll do it, Cora. Or I will. I want to write to Phaedra, anyway.”

Cora grumbled.

“Don’t you go upsetting our little savage,” Cora warned. “That’s all you men are good for. Upsetting women.”

“What’s the letter about?” Jorja asked.

“It’s just a story I heard that may interest them,” Froi said. “About a young man named John. John of Charyn.”
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I start my day counting. And it slows down the rage. And only then, when the rage is a melody, do I go see the little king, so he’ll hear a hum of joy the moment I speak. He knows me, this strange little creature. And it feels good to be known this well. It makes me less lonely. Because I think I’ve lost my song to Froi. It was taken when the spirits of the unborn babes went away. I miss them. I miss blaming them for the rage and my cold, cold heart. In the end, the sum of my vices is all me. I was sired by a tyrant and a gods’ blessed. Sometimes, I’ve no idea which part of me is more frightening.

And most days we’re fine, the little king and me. Phaedra is by our side. “Because I’ll never leave you,” she says, and she fusses and loves, but I hear her sadness deep in the night. There’s sadness all around. During the days, I watch Gargarin write and talk and fight and limp from one tower to the other. Those provincari parrots are the bane of our lives. He goes to appease, to convince, to plan, to build, to try the guilty and release the innocent. Because the trials have begun and there’s death in the air. The provincari have sent a judge from every province to assist Gargarin in sentencing the Charynites who acted dishonorably, or worse. They want to try to execute them on palace grounds, but I don’t want their cries heard by my little king, because the cries of the wretched always find a way to wedge themselves deep in the marrow of one’s spirit. I don’t want that for my boy. And Gargarin wins this first battle and we adopt the Lumateran ways. Our traitors are executed out of plain sight of those from the Citavita.

Olivier of Sebastabol does not become one of those condemned to die. Much to my despair. The provincari pardon him. Brave, brave Olivier, they say. But I remember the eight arrows that pinned Froi down to that rock outside Paladozza. And when he’s a free man, Olivier kneels at my feet and tells me he’ll spend the rest of his life in my service, even as a lowly soldier. Last borns don’t play soldier, I say. They play nobleman. They play merchant. They play landowner. But Olivier will do anything to prove his worth, he tells me.

“Where do you want him?” Perabo asks.

“In the dungeons,” I say. “Because everyone knows the dungeon master is as much a prisoner as those he guards.”

And weeks pass and a letter arrives from Cora. It’s traveled from the valley to Alonso and to Jidia and then it reaches us. The scribe reads it aloud in the great hall because there are to be no secrets from the provincari in Charyn. It’s the story of a lad named John of Charyn, hanged as a traitor fourteen years past. Hanged by his own men for saving the lives of twenty-three Lumateran novices. It’s a letter requesting that the mother and father of such a lad be told of their boy’s courage. But I see the letter, written in penmanship so alike to Gargarin’s that I know it’s Froi’s, and later I show it to the little king so he’ll know his father’s hand. And I see the names of John of Charyn’s kin and I shudder at the power of the gods who steer our paths.

“Do you believe in fate?” I ask Arjuro when he comes to visit and reads the letter with watery eyes. He laughs, shaking his head.

“You ask that of me?”

And more weeks pass and nothing changes, except Phaedra’s cries in the night are more muffled, hidden by her love for Tariq and myself.

“Are you happy here, Phaedra?” I ask one day.

And she looks up from loving Tariq’s perfect face, and I see the fierceness in her eyes.

“I will never leave you,” she says.

“It’s not what I asked.”

And most nights there’s no sleep to be had. There are too many things keeping me awake. Tariq’s cries. The shadow on my balconette that makes my heart leap with one name on my lips. And the cells where the traitors are imprisoned. I wish I could keep away, but I can’t.

Olivier of Sebastabol tells me he knows why I’m there, hovering in the bowels of the palace. He sits at a bench with no more than a flicker of candlelight, recording his facts, his once-handsome face pale and thin.

“Don’t read my mind, traitor.”

“You’re here about the girl, Ginny,” he sighs, looking up. “She cries for you often.”

“Ah, you know her well,” I mock. “She’s knelt at your feet, has she?”

“She’s condemned to hang a week from now,” he says. “That’s all there is to know.”

But they gnaw at my sleep, these two, and I travel there each day before dawn, hovering at the entrance, praying to the gods that Ginny will batter her head against the stone so her death will be at her own hand and not mine.

“This is no place for you,” Olivier of Sebastabol says.

“Do you think your concern for me is going to change my mind about you?” I demand to know.

“No, but I’ll still express it,” he says. “Whatever has happened, my actions will always be determined by my need to keep you safe, my queen.”

“I’m not a queen.”

“You were Tariq’s bride,” he says. “Tariq was a king. You are his queen in my eyes.”

Olivier stands and lights a lantern. “Come,” he says quietly. “You need to say your piece before her death, or it will haunt you for the rest of your life.” And I let him guide me through the damp darkness. It’s a place to get lost, this labyrinth of misery. But I know the way because I’ve been here before. Waiting for a noose. I know the terror that taunts, and the piss that stains your legs from fear. I know the stench wedged deep in the stone. I know the sounds of the rats scurrying, the touch of their whiskers on your skin.

And when I hold up the light and see her huddled in the corner of her filthy chamber, my hatred for her is even stronger.

“I despise you,” I say. “I always did. I despised your lamenting. I despised your need to blame everyone for lost dreams. Poor, poor pathetic Ginny. What a life she could have had if not for the last borns,” I mock. “I despise your weakness. Your desire to satisfy the needs of men, but not your own. I despise that I can’t remove from my memory the image of Phaedra and Cora and Florenza and Jorja on their knees waiting for death.”

And I’m weeping because I’m weak in that way. It’s another unwelcome gift the unborn savage spirits left me with: the need to cry for everything and everyone.

Ginny crawls to the iron bars to speak.

“Not a word,” I say. “I never want to hear your voice again, you wretch. I never want to see your face again.”

And the day is announced by the cock that crows and she’s on her knees begging, sobbing, and I remember the time with the street lords when they took this palace and wiped out my bloodline. I remember the begging. Aunt Mawfa. The cousins. The stewards. The uncles. All begging for life and Gargarin in the cell beside me saying, “Close your ears, reginita. There’s nothing you can do to save them. We’re powerless.”

But I’ll never be powerless again.

“There’s a tailor passing through from Nebia,” I tell her, because today is not a day for dying. My son spoke that to me with his smile. “The tailor needs an apprentice, and you’re going to join him. And you’re going to learn everything you believe was taken away from you by the last borns. So when you fail again, you will have no excuse but your pathetic self.”

And I reach a hand inside the bars and grip at the filth of her hair till it binds to my hand. “Don’t dare show your face in this Citavita or in Phaedra’s valley as long as I breathe, or I will have you cut in pieces and fed to the hounds.”

“Phaedra’s valley.”

I wake with those words on my lips on the day Grijio of Paladozza arrives and I know it’s a sign. I count so I can find a way to breathe, watching Phaedra of Alonso hold Tariq in her arms, and I know I have to do what is right, so I speak the words. And she weeps and she weeps and begs me, but I numb my heart to her cries.

“Go back to where you came from, Phaedra,” I say. “You’re not needed anymore.”

And for days after, I walk through that strange sleep with Tariq in my arms and he takes me places I don’t want to go. Searching for her. Isaboe of Lumatere. She with the stealth and she with the strength. And my son promises me that if we find her, I’ll sing my song again. He knows, because there’s a spirit inside him seeking her. But in Tariq’s waking hours, he wails, and it curdles my blood because I know what is true. They’ve poisoned my son. So we stay in my chamber, Tariq and I, day in and day out, a dagger in my hand as he wails with all his might. Until Gargarin comes and sits by my side and I see the sadness in his eyes and for the first time I’ve known him, Gargarin of Abroi weeps.

“You’re letting the demons win, Quintana,” he says. “He won’t want this for you. Froi won’t want this for you.”

And he holds out a hand and takes me down the tower steps to the courtyard, where travelers have arrived. A man and a woman, their faces gaunt and pale.

“You sent for them,” Gargarin said. “Be gentle, they’re frightened.”

And clutching Tariq to me, I walk to them, because I know who they are.

“Your son was a traitor who was executed,” I tell them, and I hear Gargarin’s intake of breath beside me. I see the woman’s legs crumple beneath her as the man holds her upright.

Tesadora says to coat my words. So I try again. I try a gentle voice. I use the voice that belonged to the reginita.

I tell them about their son who was taken to Lumatere fourteen years past. I tell them that he and Arjuro hid the young novices of Lagrami, who went on to save the lives of many. I tell them their son was arrested and sentenced to hang while Arjuro was imprisoned for ten long years. And I tell them that I want to understand. I beg them to share it with me.

“How do you raise a boy of substance?” I ask her. “Will you stay and teach me?” I look at them both. “Soon we’ll have a stable of the best horses in the kingdom, Hamlyn of Charyn. Is that not what you were known for? The best horse trainer outside Jidia? Will you and Arna stay and teach me how to raise a good man?”

My son wails in my arms. The little king wants to know, too. He wants to be that son.

And Arna holds out her hands to take Tariq in hers, her fingers going to his mouth, holding up his perfect lips, and I see the rawness of his gums.

“Your boy’s teeth are bringing him pain,” she says quietly. “It’s why he cries. And he needs to be bathed.”

And so we bathe him, surrounded by his guards, just in case his little head slips. Tariq gurgles with laughter, his arms and legs flailing like the strange sea urchins I’ve seen in the books of the ancients. And Arna of Charyn places the cloth in my hand. “They love water,” she says gently. “You try.”

We take Tariq from the tub, and Dorcas holds up the blanket to wrap him, all the guards fussing. Arna shows me how to wipe him dry, and I let Dorcas hold him. Because Dorcas is my favorite. He choked the life out of Bestiano of Nebia.

“Can I hold him?” Fekra asks.

“Can I?”

“Can I?”

But then I place Tariq in the crook of his shalamon’s arms, and Gargarin’s mouth twists into its bittersweet beauty.

“When a king hides behind the walls of a castle, his people are frightened,” he says quietly.

So with Lirah and Arna by my side, surrounded by the riders, I travel through the Citavita and we jostle through the people, more people than I’ve ever seen except for the day of the hanging. I hear the weeping and the joy, and I dare not look for the noose because Gargarin says it is not there to be found. But when a woman grips my arm, I jump from fear.

“I’ve not bled for months, Your Highness,” she sobs. “I’m weary all the time, and I don’t know what to do. I’m frightened to squat over the privy in case a babe slips out.”

Dorcas gently guides me along, but I pull free.

“Are you a fool?” I demand to know of her. “It won’t be slipping out for months!”

So I order the girl up to the godshouse, where Arjuro will soften her fears, but the next day in our chamber, I hear a bellow from across the gravina.

“Quintana!”

And I step outside to the balconette and see a furious Arjuro standing on the other side of the gravina.

“Here. In the godshouse. Now!”

When we reach the path up to the godshouse with our guards, Gargarin and Arna and I stop in shock.

“He’ll kill you,” Gargarin mutters, and I see the road is lined with women, weeping. Desperate. Every woman carrying a child in her belly, from the Citavita and beyond, is waiting to see Arjuro. And inside, we push through the long line of people and suddenly Lirah is there, taking Tariq in her arms.

“Arjuro is furious,” she said. “And to make matters worse, the collegiati arrived today, and they may be good at reading books about women carrying babies but they have no idea how to speak to women carrying babies.”

Day after day, we spend our mornings at the godshouse. There’s too much confusion and shouting and crying, most of it coming from the collegiati. And then a week later, while Arna shows the women how to hold Tariq so one day they’ll know how to hold their own, we hear a voice outside from the godshouse entrance.

“I’m here, my loves. No need for despair,” Tippideaux of Paladozza says, and by that afternoon, she’s created rosters and assigned chambers and shouted orders and terrorized the collegiati into submission. She tells us all, because she does enjoy an audience — that since the betrayal of Olivier of Sebastabol, she has no trust in men except for her father and brother.

“I swear I’ll die a barren woman and give my life to those whose wombs bear fruit.”

I see Arjuro and Lirah exchange a look.

“Make peace with Olivier the traitor,” Arjuro mutters. “Or I’ll kill you all.”

Later, Arjuro walks us down to the Citavita, and I let him hold Tariq because it brings them both pleasure. We pass more women with swollen bellies hurrying toward the godshouse, and Arjuro presses a kiss to Tariq’s outstretched fingers.

“She’s mocking me, runt of our litter,” Arjuro tells him. “The oracle is mocking me for choosing a man to share my bed. And her punishment is that I spend the rest of eternity staring between the legs of women.”

And for the first time since I can remember, I laugh, and I watch my little king leap in his uncle’s arms at the sound of it.
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When Perri arrived at Lord August’s farm one morning while they were fixing the fence, Froi knew it was time.

“Can we borrow him, Augie?” Perri asked.

“For how long?” Lord August said, not looking up from his task.

Perri didn’t respond.

“Last time you rode by to ‘borrow’ him, we didn’t see him for nine months and he returned with a body full of scars and an awful Charynite accent,” Lord August complained, glancing at Froi. “When do you get to be ours for always?” he asked, his voice low.

“Do I have to be here to belong to you?” Froi asked. “Can’t I belong to you wherever I am?”

In the kitchen making honey brew with the village women, Lady Abian had the good sense not to ask too many questions.

“Is August blustering out there?” she asked quietly.

“A bit,” Froi murmured. “A gentle early-winter bluster, I’d call it.”

She pressed a kiss to his cheek and he went to speak, but she held up a hand.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

At the palace stable, Perri insisted on Froi taking Beast as Trevanion fitted him with his weapons.

“Your — Gargarin never wrote back,” Finnikin said, standing beside Isaboe and Sir Topher.

“After the letter Finnikin wrote promising to share ideas with Charyn about reservoirs and waterwheels and anything else we’ve been able to translate from the chronicles Celie stole — I mean, borrowed from Belegonia,” Isaboe said.

Froi was confused. “Gargarin loves talk of reservoirs and waterwheels.”

Sir Topher handed him a satchel of documents. “Tell him we don’t beg, and if he chooses not to respond to our attempts of peace, we won’t offer again.”

Finnikin nodded. “First time. Last time.”

Froi placed the satchel in the saddlebag.

“You travel through the Osterian border. It’s quicker from here than if you travel from the mountain through the valley,” Perri said.

Too many abrupt instructions.

“You tell them that under no circumstances will the queen travel to Charyn, so not to make that part of their terms,” Finnikin said.

“Anything else?” Froi asked, mounting Beast.

“Yes, you can at least look upset about leaving,” Isaboe said.

Froi rolled his eyes.

“Did he just roll his eyes at me?” she asked the others.

“I’ll be back in two weeks!” Froi said.

“Yes, I think you said that last time we sent you off to meet with Gargarin of Abroi and he cast a spell on you,” she said.

Froi held out a hand to her, and she looked away.

“I don’t shake hands. I’m not a Charynite.”

He sighed and dismounted, embracing her.

“Trust me when I say that Gargarin of Abroi’s spell has well and truly worn off.”
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Phaedra and Grijio reached the rocky outcrop that marked the beginning of the road from Alonso to the Lumateran valley. They had left the Citavita days ago, and Phaedra’s heart had hardened the farther they traveled away from the palace. She didn’t know what faced her in the valley. It had been more than six months since she’d left, and she was frightened that everything had changed. But how could it have stayed the same, when she herself had changed? Who was Phaedra of Alonso after all this time? She had lived her entire existence as a last born, controlled by Quintana of Charyn’s curse.

“Are you sure you don’t want to visit your father?” Grijio asked as they glimpsed the walls of Alonso in the distance.

Phaedra nodded. “I need to write to him first. There is much distance between us, and it won’t be solved with a visit.”

They continued riding toward the valley, and she felt the anger build up inside her.

“I hate her,” she suddenly announced.

Grijio stared at her, taken aback by the outburst.

“You don’t mean that,” he said patiently.

“Oh, I do,” Phaedra said. “She’s cruel and she’s cold and she doesn’t understand love. Look at the way she treated you, Grijio. You come for a visit and she sends you away instantly.”

Grijio shrugged. “I can see her anytime. Gargarin’s offered me a place in the palace as an envoy. And anyway, I jumped at the chance to see Froi.”

Grijio dismounted his horse and shuffled through his pack. When he found what he was looking for, he held out a letter to her.

Phaedra recognized the writing and refused to take it. She refused to be controlled by another’s cruel plan or by a pledge made before she was born. But Grijio continued to hold out his hand.

“Quintana gave me four absolute instructions,” he said firmly. “And I’m not to return until my work is done.”

Phaedra walked away and sat on the rock face that gave her a view of the caves. On a clear day, she’d be able to see Alonso to the west, and she wondered if she would be better off there. Grijio came to sit beside her. He took her hand and placed the letter there.

“She’s playing with you, Grijio,” Phaedra warned. “It’s what she’ll do now with the little power she has.”

“If you say another word, Phaedra, I think you’ll have much regret,” he said sadly.

Phaedra refused to open the letter. In the distance, she could see Lucian’s mountain, and she kept her gaze fixed ahead. The sun was setting early and her body was beginning to feel the cold, and all she could think of was Lucian’s fleece that made him resemble a bear.

“Did I tell you that once I sat out on a rooftop in early winter and got a chill and almost died?” Grijio said with an exaggerated sniff. “We’re very fragile, us last borns.”

She glanced at him and could see that, despite the soft, fair curls and gentle face, this lad was steadfast in his decisions, and she knew he would not move until she read the letter. So she opened it.


Dearest Phaedra,

I asked Grij not to give this to you until you reached the ridge before the valley, so you wouldn’t turn back. Because I know you well, and I couldn’t bear your not taking the journey back to the valley where I know you belong.

I remember on the day I was separated from Froi outside Paladozza, I learned that I could be loved. That was his greatest gift to me. From you, I learned that I could love my people. Don’t ever underestimate the power of that. I needed to learn. How can I guide the little king without that lesson?

We speak the words gods’ blessed again and again in this kingdom. I’m not sure what they mean. But know this. That what you have in spirit is a gift indeed, Phaedra of Alonso. It’s a true blessing from the gods. It’s one I will be grateful for each day of my life. My king will be raised with the privilege of his mother having known you.

When I saw the list of consorts, I knew I would never have true happiness in my spousal bed. But you love your Mont, Phaedra. So it’s only fair that one of us finds deep happiness. You said repeatedly that you’d never leave me, and I knew you’d keep that pledge. But what I feared most is that you’d come to hate me for trapping you in the Citavita.

As I write this, I feel as if I’m broken in all these pieces that only you and Froi and little Tariq can put together. I will miss your presence every day of my life.

Quintana of Charyn



Phaedra stared at the words. Read them again and again. She scrambled to her feet, hurried to her horse, and mounted it.

“Take me back, Grijio. I’m begging you.”

Grijio shook his head and got to his feet.

“She said that if I returned you to her, she’d never speak to me again.”

“Take me back,” she cried. “Please. You don’t know her, Grij. You don’t know how lonely she can get.”

“I’ve lost too many friends, Phaedra,” he said. “Through betrayal or distance or circumstance. I couldn’t bear to lose her.”

Grijio was resolute as he mounted his horse. “My pledge to Quintana was that I’d get you to your valley.”

They arrived later that afternoon, and her heart leaped to see the busyness of the camp dwellers’ day from where they were standing on the path behind the caves. Their lives seemed full of talk. It’s what she had noticed these past months. That Charynites had found their voices. But she wondered how long the valley dwellers would stay here. Perhaps a new Charyn meant there was a place for them across the kingdom. Gargarin’s focus was to bring the dry lands back to life for farming. It would take the pressure off the overcrowded provinces. In the months to come, when children were born to this valley, the people would have to leave and find a home, not a temporary camp. Phaedra wondered what would become of them all.

She led Grijio between the caves and saw Cora and Jorja in a vegetable patch crowded with produce and color. Close by, a few of the men were roasting a boar on a spit, and women were scrubbing clothes by the stream. Phaedra’s heart leaped to see one or two of the camp dwellers with swollen bellies. She gave a sob of laughter, and then someone pointed up to where she sat astride the horse, and as Phaedra dismounted, the valley dwellers rushed to greet her from caves above and below. Cora and Jorja heard the commotion and turned, and suddenly she was running toward them and she was clasped in their arms, weeping.

“Look at you,” Jorja said.

“You’ve a bit more weight,” Cora joined in.

“Well, there’s a bit more food to be had in the palace.” Phaedra laughed, looking back to search for Grijio.

“How is she?” Jorja asked. “How are they both? Is he as beautiful as they say?”

Phaedra held a hand to her chest. More tears because there would never be words to describe the little king.

“Enough of the crying,” Cora snapped, but she hugged Phaedra all the same.

Grijio reached them as Harker and Kasabian approached and Phaedra completed the introductions.

“We’ve met, sir,” Grijio said to Harker, shaking his hand. “On the day you took this valley.”

“How are things in the Citavita?” Harker asked.

“Hopeful, sir.”

Grijio searched through his pack and handed Harker the mail. “These are for the Lumaterans. Is there a chance they can reach the palace soon? Gargarin of Abroi was very insistent.”

Harker shook his head. “When it comes to messages and mail, we have to wait for the Monts to visit, and then it’s up to chance when they next visit their palace. Sometimes a week passes. But we’ll do our best.”

“I’m presuming that I’d be expecting too much if Froi of Lumatere was here in the valley?” Grij said.

Harker shook his head again with a grimace. “He’s on his way to Charyn, the way we’ve heard it.”

Phaedra turned to Grijio, understanding his disappointment.

“Rest first and then go,” she urged, knowing he’d want to see his friend. “You may catch him in the Citavita if you’re lucky.”

“And which of you is Cora?” Grijio asked.

“Me,” Cora snapped. “Why?”

He retrieved a tiny purse from his pocket and held it out to her. Everyone crowded around Cora, curious to see what it was.

“She’s rewarded you with gold,” someone murmured.

“Perhaps a trinket.”

They waited as Cora emptied the contents into the palm of her hand, and soon there were sighs of disappointment. But Cora looked up and caught her brother’s eye, and Phaedra saw a smile on both their faces as they studied the seeds.

“Where would she have found herself a pair of klin tree seeds?” Kasabian asked as Cora placed them in his hand. He clenched a fist and pressed a kiss to it. “These seeds grow hope,” he said.

“I have one more letter,” Grijio said. “Quintana said I had to deliver it by hand. To Florenza of Nebia.”

“My daughter?” Harker asked, perplexed.

“By hand, you say. Why?” Jorja asked.

Grijio shrugged. “Quintana said I could not leave until the letter was read out loud, and then I had to wait for Florenza of Nebia’s response. So then Her Highness would be sure it was delivered.”

“I’ll go find her,” Harker said

More of the valley dwellers came to greet Phaedra, and she introduced them to Grijio, who seemed fascinated by the way they lived.

“For now, every family is assigned to their own cave, with ample privacy,” Jorja said. “It was difficult for us during the time of Donashe and his friends. Families were separated.”

“But still a blessing that our Quintana found herself in a cave with you women,” Grijio said.

“Phaedra!” they heard Florenza cry, and, the next moment, they were in each other’s arms, laughing and crying.

“I was with the Mont girls when we heard the news,” Florenza said. “Are you back for good?”

“I am indeed.”

“And how is she?” Florenza asked solemnly. “I dream of them both. All the time, I do. Is she happy?”

Phaedra didn’t know how to answer that truthfully.

“The little king is the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen in my life,” she said. “Is that not true, Grij?”

Grij was staring at Florenza, who was now staring at Grij with a hand held to her face to hide her nose, which had survived its ordeal in the caves with quite a large bump.

“Yes . . . yes, of course,” he said, flustered, clearing his throat.

“Father said you have something,” Florenza said, and Phaedra watched as Jorja’s hand brushed a leaf from Florenza’s hair surreptitiously. Cora exchanged a look with Phaedra.

Grijio removed a letter from his pack and handed it to Florenza.

“She requested that you read it aloud before me,” he said. “So then she’d be sure that it was read.”

“Why?” Cora asked bluntly.

“Hurry up and read it, Florenza,” Jorja said.

Florenza broke the seal of the letter.

“Dear Florenza,

“I hope all is fine with you. Phaedra will tell you more about life here. The weather is quite unspectacular and so are most of those who live in the palace —”

“They are,” Phaedra agreed.

“Of course, I’m yet to meet a girl such as you, Florenza, who crawled through the sewers of Nebia to save the life of those Serkers and whose nose was broken as she fearlessly fought a man who was a threat to myself and the future king of Charyn. . . .”

Florenza touched her nose again self-consciously.

“You crawled through the sewers?” Grij asked in awe. “To save the Serkers?”

“And broke her nose as she fearlessly fought a man who was a threat to Quintana and the future king of Charyn,” Jorja reminded him.

Florenza removed her hand from her nose and continued reading.

“Anyway, enough of all that. I was wondering if you’d like to come and visit sometime. You can give your response to Grijio, the brilliant scholarly son of the provincaro of Paladozza and one of the heroic masterminds of my rescue in the Citavita.”

Phaedra burst out a laugh and stared at Cora. This time it was Florenza who looked up in awe.

“You were the mastermind?” Florenza asked Grijio.

He waved a hand in embarrassment. “One of them, anyway,” he murmured.

“Our little savage has turned matchmaker,” Cora muttered. “What have they done to her?”

Lucian finished helping Orly with the fence post, and they both stood back to assess the work. Lotte joined them soon after and handed Lucian a hot brew. There wasn’t much talk among them, although he could sense that Lotte was dying to say something and Lucian knew exactly what that was.

“Lady Zarah,” Lotte said politely. “She seems a fine girl.”

“Yes, indeed,” Lucian said curtly. He was sick and tired of being asked at every turn if it was true that he was betrothed. No, he wanted to shout. Fabrications from an overzealous lord who wants a cut in our fleece market!

But he held his tongue.

“Some are saying she’ll be your new wife, Lucian.”

Orly muttered something rude, and Lucian had to agree.

Lotte peered beyond him toward the path that ran through the mountain.

“Is that one of your aunts?” she asked, somewhat alarmed. “Is she running? Sweet goddess, Lucian. Something’s happened.”

Lucian leaped over Orly’s post to reach his aunt.

“Lucian, Lucian,” she called out, her face lit with excitement. “Phaedra’s returned to the valley!”

His mouth was suddenly dry. His heart was pounding too fast, his face felt aflame. Lotte and Orly caught up with them, Lotte trilling with excitement. He had to get away from them all to think clearly. He had to work out what to do and how not to ruin things. But he couldn’t do it here, and it was clear to Lucian that there’d be no more work done with Lotte and Orly, so he gently steered his aunt back home.

“Too much work to be done around here to be wasting time,” he said to her calmly. They passed Jory and the lads, who were rounding up the sheep on Yael’s spread.

“See?” he said, pointing. “The lads have got the right idea. Work and no talk.”

“Lucian,” Jory hollered, jumping from his mount and running toward them. “Phaedra’s back.”

“Be quick! You’ll lose her again!” another cousin shouted.

In the Mont market square, Lucian was surrounded instantly. By everyone. He hadn’t seen such a gathering since Isaboe had returned for the first time since the death of her child. The mountain had celebrated that day. Finnikin had begged Lucian, “Tell them that their sorrow will break her. She’s come for their joy.” And the Monts had tried.

Today, he saw a truer version of that joy.

“I’m going down to Lumatere,” he muttered, and there was a collective sigh of annoyance.

“Lucian, don’t be ridiculous,” his cousin Alda snapped. “If you’re going to betroth yourself to that useless Tascan’s daughter, you’ll be insulting the women of this mountain and the memory of your poor mother.”

“Don’t know what was wrong with the first wife,” Pitts the cobbler said.

“Yes, yes,” most agreed.

“I always said that if Phaedra of Alonso’s people weren’t cursed, those hips of hers were made for childbearing,” Ettore the blacksmith piped up.

Lucian caught his yata’s eye, and he could see she was seething about something. She turned to them all, fire blazing in her eyes.

“When Lady Zarah visited last, the little miss turned up her nose at the food on our table! I jest you not!” she said.

There were gasps of outrage all around.

“A good riddance to her now that Phaedra’s back!”

There was a cheer at Yata’s words.

Goddess forbid, Lucian had to get off this mountain.
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Most things had changed.

At the bridge leading to the Citavita was a guard station. No one was permitted to cross without dismounting. A garrison was camped on a piece of land by the road, swarming with soldiers asking questions and allowing entry onto the bridge, one person at a time.

“What’s your business?” Froi was asked. He recognized no one among the guards.

“I’m from Lumatere,” he replied. Lies only created problems. Even so, the man looked at him suspiciously. He indicated that Froi was to raise his arms.

“Shoulder, ankle, and here,” Froi said, patting the sword in its scabbard at his side. “All weapons revealed. Is there a rule about being armed?”

“No, but there’s a rule about having a smart mouth.”

And some things stayed the same.

Unlike every other person before and after him, Froi found himself escorted across the bridge. Beast was just as disgusted. Halfway across, Froi stopped, daring to look down the gravina and then ahead through the mist at the splendor of the Citavita’s stone piled high.

How could he have imagined that Gargarin’s sigh that first time they arrived here was of anything but pleasure?

He continued walking, his heart thumping with anticipation. Home, it sang. You’re home. But he argued back with that part of his heart that couldn’t let go of the Flatlands. Until he stepped onto the Citavita. Home, his heart sang.

He steered Beast off the bridge and looked around. There were no street lords demanding a coin for use of the bridge. There was no wretched line of Citavitans desperate to leave the carnage behind. Instead, a marketplace was set up at the base of the rock and there was haggling and shouting. And laughter. Froi had never heard laughter in the Citavita.

He saw the sentinels instantly, guarding the roof of the Crow’s Inn. He imagined Scarpo’s men would be swarming the capital now that most of its people were returning to their homes. As he was led toward the walls of the city, a dozen or so soldiers came striding toward him.

“Now, that doesn’t surprise me,” the guard escorting him said. “A welcoming party.”

“My favorite type of party in the world,” Froi muttered.

Could he expect less, leading a Serker horse?

“I’m actually on my way to the godshouse to see the priestling Arjuro,” Froi explained. He wasn’t much in the mood for being interrogated by a group of soldiers who didn’t know him and wouldn’t believe a word he said.

“The priestling’s a busy man.”

Before they could exchange another word, one of the approaching soldiers broke free and lifted Froi off the ground in an embrace.

Mort.

“Where you been, Froi?”

Mort was shoved out of the way, and Florik was there.

“We’ve been taking odds to see whether you’d return,” the Lasconian said.

Froi looked from one to the other, laughing. “You’re both on the same duty?”

Mort and Florik placed arms around each other’s shoulders. They looked strange in uniform, but it suited them.

“I’m teaching him a thing or two,” Mort said. “Lasconian lads know nothing.”

“Except how to speak better than Turlan lads,” Florik said. “So I’m teaching him a thing or two.”

Within moments, more of the fortress lads were surrounding him, and Froi embraced and shook hands with as many as he recognized.

“We take things from here,” Mort told Froi’s guard. Mort moved in closer. “I got rank,” he whispered. “Turlans outrank everyone on this rock.”

“Who says?” Froi asked.

“She say. She don’t get much power, but she picks whoever protects Citavita, and our Quintana pick the Turlans.”

Smart girl. No one would protect Quintana and Tariq better than her kin.

“How are things here?” Froi asked.

How are Quintana and Gargarin and Lirah and Arjuro and my son? he meant.

“Gettin’ there slow-wise,” Mort said. “But gettin’ there all the same.”

“What you doin’ here, Froi?” another Turlan asked. “You here for the —”

The lad was nudged into silence. Froi saw their unease, so he held up his pack. “Palace business from Lumatere,” he said.

Mort shoved Froi playfully. “Told you lads this one no soldier boy. He’s a palace big man.”

Froi laughed at the description.

“We’d take you up there, but Scarpo would skin us if we left our post,” Florik said.

Mort pointed up to the roof of the Crow’s Inn. “That’s where I aim from, and if there a problem, fastest lad in Charyn here races to the castle and let ’em know,” he said, shoving at Florik’s head.

Florik looked slightly sheepish. “Second fastest.”

“Did you see Grij on your travels?” one of the lads from Lascow asked. “He was on his way to Lumatere to deliver Phaedra of Alonso back to the valley.”

Froi shook his head, annoyed to think he missed seeing Grij in Lumatere of all places.

“He would have traveled another path,” he said. “I came through Osteria.”

“He’ll be back soon,” Florik said. “So you wait for him, Froi. He’ll not like missing you twice.”

“And come see us at our post.”

Froi promised to return to the inn and made his way up the city wall to the road that led to the godshouse. He couldn’t avoid seeing the castle battlements, but he forced himself to look away.

On the path above the caves, toward the godshouse, he was bewildered to see a cluster of women coming and going.

The priestling’s a busy man, the soldier had said. Busy doing what?

Inside the godshouse, it was stranger still. More women, as well as the collegiati Froi recognized from his days in the caves under Sebastabol. The entire lower level of the godshouse was bustling with activity. Questions were being asked; orders were being given. And then Froi noticed the swollen bellies and understood why.

He gently pushed past the women, up the steps, and at each floor, Froi glimpsed well-lit rooms and once-empty cells now decorated with a sense of home. He thought of these steps. Where he had first discovered that Gargarin was his father. The cells where he had found out for certain that Lirah was his mother. Each flight he climbed was a memory, and the closer he got to the top, the more hurried his steps became. Because he had missed them all with an ache that had never gone away, and he was desperate to see them. That was it, he convinced himself. Just one glance at them all. The higher he climbed, the less noise he heard, and by the time he reached the Hall of Illumination, the godshouse had returned to its quiet self.

Inside the room, he could see through the windows out onto the Citavita, and from the balconette out onto the palace.

Arjuro sat at a long bench, head bent over his books; plants and stems spread across the space before him. Froi caught his breath.

“If you’re here about the Jidian invitation, tell them I’d rather swive a goat,” Arjuro murmured, not looking up.

Froi stepped closer.

“Must I, blessed Arjuro?”

Arjuro looked up in shock.

Froi grinned. “For those of us at the godshouse are well known for swiving goats, and I’d prefer not to give them weapons of ridicule.”

Arjuro stood and grabbed Froi into an embrace, his arms trembling. Froi pushed him away, unable to get rid of the grin on his face.

“Sentimental, Arjuro? You of all people.”

Arjuro studied his face. “Me of all people can be as sentimental as he pleases.”

And then he was taking Froi’s hand, leading him to the steps of the roof garden.

“Lirah,” Arjuro called out. “Come down and greet our guest.”

Froi caught his breath again.

“If it’s about the Jidian invitation, I said no,” she shouted back.

“The Jidian provincara’s in town, I’m supposing,” Froi said quietly.

“They’re all coming to town,” Arjuro said with a grimace. “And everyone wants to visit the godshouse.”

Froi nodded, and suddenly he understood. It’s what Mort and Florik stopped the lad from saying outside the inn.

“They’re here for her betrothment?” Froi asked.

Arjuro nodded. “Five days from now, they decide who he is.”

“Lirah!” Arjuro bellowed again. He pointed up, rolling his eyes. “They say the ambassador of Nebia’s wife has taken over Lirah’s roof garden in the palace.”

“Lirah’s prison garden, you mean,” Froi said.

“Lirah says it’s her garden. She’s livid. So she’s determined to make our garden better.”

Our? Froi shook his head with disbelief. The idea of Arjuro and Lirah having something together was too strange.

“Are you not going to come down for me, Lirah?” Froi called out softly. “I’ve come a long way, and I’d hate to return to the Lumaterans and tell them how inhospitable you are here in Charyn.”

There was no response, but suddenly Lirah peered down the steps, the sun behind her illuminating her face. She had kept her hair short, and without the grime of travel and with her sea-blue dress, she looked regal.

She descended the steps and Froi helped her down the last few, and then she was there before him.

“What’s this?” she asked gruffly, touching the fluff of hair on his chin.

“A pathetic attempt at a beard,” he said. “It’s not working, is it? Which is so unfair when you think of the face of hair Arjuro had when I first met him.”

She smiled. “Regardless of their might as warriors, the Serkan lads could never grow one.”

Lirah reached out and touched Froi’s face as if she couldn’t believe he was standing before her.

“Wait until you see him,” she said, and there were tears in her eyes. “Wait until you see the wonder that’s our boy. Sometimes when they smuggle me into the palace, we lie there, Gargarin and I, with this little bundle between us and we count all his fingers and toes. And in all the joy, it’s only a reminder of how much we lost and there are some days that I don’t think he can bear the memory.”

Froi took her hand and pressed a kiss to it.

“Gargarin thought he found a way,” she said. “But now he believes it’s lost and he’s bitter, Froi. Why were your Lumaterans so cruel? If they loved you, they would not have been so cruel.”

“Cruel?” he asked. “Lirah, Gargarin left me behind without a thought. That’s cruel. The Lumaterans have proved themselves to me over and over again. What has he done?”

Arjuro joined them with a jug of brew and a bowl of broth.

“Have you seen our guest?” Lirah asked quietly, and Froi shook his head and followed her into a chamber. Its walls were adorned with rugs on one side, books stacked high on the other. A cot and fireplace occupied one corner. At first Froi thought there was a child lying on the bed, but then he realized the truth.

“You can speak to him. He can hear you.”

Froi took a step closer, wincing at the skeletal figure that lay before him.

“Hello, Rafuel. Do you remember me?” Froi asked, his voice catching to see the man in such a state.

Lirah took Rafuel’s hand. “He’s to save his breath and get himself well,” she said. “If anyone can get you back on your feet, it’s Arjuro, isn’t that so, Rafuel?”

There was no response. Just the stare. Rafuel was all eyes in a shrunken body. His left eye was half-closed, and there was a scar across his lip.

“Let’s get you seated upright,” Arjuro said to Rafuel. Froi helped, suddenly overcome by emotion. He couldn’t recognize Rafuel as the same animated man who had shown him the way a Charynite danced, even though he had been in chains. Froi sat down beside Rafuel on the bed.

“This one loves nothing better than when the little king visits,” Arjuro said, placing a spoon to Rafuel’s mouth. “His eyes light up like a beacon.”

Froi looked away, unable to watch. He had never seen a man look so much like death. It almost seemed too cruel to keep him alive.

“How did you come to be here, Rafuel?” Froi asked, knowing that it would be one of the others who would answer. But he didn’t want to insult the man into believing he didn’t exist.

“Gargarin demanded it the moment we found out he lived,” Lirah said. “Rafuel belongs here with us. It all began with him, didn’t it, dear friend, with those silly cats? Where would we all be without Rafuel?”

“I can take over here,” Froi said, holding his hand out for the bowl. “I’ve got much to tell you, Rafuel. About the valley and the women who beg for news of you.”

He returned to where Lirah and Arjuro sat in the hall, his emotions ragged.

“Will he get better?”

Arjuro shrugged. “We don’t know what’s broken inside of him up here,” he said, pointing to his head. “We don’t know how much of it came from the beating he received upon his arrest or from being left for dead in that mine shaft.”

“But when he arrived, he could barely open his eyes,” Lirah said. “Quintana visits with Tariq every day, and it’s been a revelation to see how much he’s changed in the presence of the boy.”

Froi was suddenly envious of them all. Even Rafuel with his decrepit body. They had each other, despite the fact that they lived in separate places. Quintana and Tariq and Lirah and Arjuro and Gargarin and even Rafuel hadn’t needed Froi. They had begun to thrive without him.

“Will she want to see me?” he asked quietly.

Lirah didn’t respond.

“Would that stop you?” she asked.

“That means she doesn’t want to.”

“I didn’t say that at all.” Lirah sighed. “I think . . . I think Quintana believes you’ve forsaken her.”

“Me?” he asked. “I’ve been waiting for Gargarin to do something. He promised to do something! I’ve been waiting.”

“Gargarin said he wrote,” Lirah said.

“Well, he didn’t. He lied.”

“No,” Lirah said firmly, “he doesn’t lie to me.”

Froi made a sound of disbelief.

“Especially about our son!”

Froi was on his feet pacing.

“Do you think you can get me into the palace without the provincari’s people knowing?” he asked

Arjuro chuckled. “It’s our favorite sport,” he said, winking at Lirah. “And you’ve picked an easy night.”

An easy night, Froi learned, was when Perabo was on watch. The keeper of the keys studied him intently at the gatehouse, a lantern in his hand held up to Froi’s face.

“You took your time,” Perabo muttered as he escorted him to the second tower. “Head down. Let them think you’re Arjuro.”

It was Fekra who guarded the second level of the second tower. His eyes flashed with surprise to see Froi.

“We have to be careful of the provincari’s people,” Fekra told him. “They don’t have a life of their own, so they’re fascinated with everyone else’s.”

Once they reached her chamber, Fekra poked his shoulder with a finger.

“Don’t wake the boy. It took Dorcas all night to get him to sleep.”

Froi tiptoed into her room. At first he wondered why Gargarin would have kept her in this chamber and not a larger residence. Until he saw the fireplace and then the archway between Quintana’s chamber and the room Froi once shared with Gargarin. He crept to its entrance. He knew what was in there . . . who was in there. He could hear the steady breathing of the boy, the strange little sounds of sleepy satisfaction.

An arm was instantly around his neck. A dagger to his throat. A savage noise in his ear. Sagra. How he missed her.

“You’ll only make a small hole there,” he whispered. “Not fatal. Inconvenient, really.”

He leaned his head back onto her shoulder, exposing his throat to her blade. He felt her arm linger, her cold cheek against his. They stayed there for a time with trembling bodies.

And then he turned to face her. How could he ever have thought this face plain? How could he ever have imagined that the savagery would leave her, just because she birthed a child?

“You’re a stranger,” she said coldly, but her body spoke of warmth, pressed so close that the thin fabric of her shift seemed not to exist.

He saw tears in her eyes, anger. Sadness. He searched her face in the light from the godshouse across the gravina, his fingers on her cheeks, mouth.

“Who do you see?” she demanded. “Am I a stranger in return?”

He took her hand and linked his fingers with hers.

“Why say that?” he asked.

“Because I calculated,” she said coolly. “I’ve become good with your counting. You and I have known each other for fewer days than we haven’t.”

“Does that matter to you?” he asked as she clenched their hands together. He sensed his arousal, knew she felt it strongly pressed against her.

“I can live without you,” she said. “I can live without a man I’ve only known for one hundred and eighty days.”

“And how have those calculations helped?” he demanded to know.

She didn’t respond except for a look down her nose at him and a curl of her lip. So much for the angry half spirits being responsible for the savages within them both. This was pure Quintana.

“Then step away,” he taunted. “If you can live without me, step away.”

He felt her warm breath on his throat.

“Because you can’t,” he said. “You think you can, but we’re bound, and not just by the gods or by a curse or even by our son. We are bound by our free will. And you can’t step away, because you are not willing.”

He bent, his mouth close to hers.

“Step away,” he whispered. “If you step away I’ll learn from you. I’ll find the desire in me to live without you. Much the same as you want to live without me.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to live without you,” she said, angry tears springing in her eyes. “Only that I can. I’ve practiced. I’ve been very good in that way.”

She stepped away, but not too far, and his eyes traveled down her nightdress, transparent in the moonlight. He could see the fullness of her beneath it all. He reached out a tentative hand to her breast, but she flinched and this time he stepped away.

“It’s full of milk, fool,” she said. “It’s tender. You’ll have to find another place to put your hand.”

“You tell me where?” he said, his voice soft. “Because it’s not in me to be gentle.”

“Then you’ll just have to learn, won’t you?”

She swayed toward him, playing with him. Had she turned temptress, this cat of his? And then their mouths were fused, the cloth of her nightdress bunched in his hands, his arm a band around her body, lifting her to him as one tongue danced around the other, until her legs straddled his hips and he dragged the shift over her head, desperate to remove anything that lay between them, his mouth not wanting to leave hers as he fumbled with the drawstring of his trousers. Soon they were skin against skin and he tried to be gentle, chanting it inside his head while saying her name, and they rocked into each other with a rhythm played out by the gods who had guided their wretched way. Where have you been? Where have you been? I’ve lost our song, he thought he heard her cry inside his heart, until finally Froi felt her shudder, her fingers gripping the place her name was etched across his shoulders.

“Our bodies aren’t strangers,” he said, his voice ragged. “Our spirits aren’t strangers.” He held her face in his hands. “Tell me what part of me is stranger to you, and I’ll destroy that part of me.”

And she wept to hear his words.

Later, as they lay in silence, Quintana kissed each one of his scars from the eight arrows.

“Do you want to see him?”

He nodded like a hungry man, and they shivered naked in the cool night air as she led him into the other room.

“We’re not to wake him,” she said firmly. “I’m very strict about rules, you know.”

She lit a candle, and Froi stared into the crib and saw the most amazing creature he had ever seen, the babe facing them, his arms outstretched.

“What kind of rules?” he whispered.

“Well, I don’t wake him just because I want to hold him. I wait until he wakes on his own. And I only give him four or five cuddles a day. Sometimes a few more if he’s fretful. We don’t want to spoil him.”

He smiled.

“And look,” she said. She pointed above the little king’s crib where a cutout piece of parchment hung from the ceiling. Froi’s eyes followed her finger across the ceiling to the wall, where the light from the moon made a shape of a rabbit.

And because Froi was overwhelmed with emotion, he buried his head into her shoulder.

“Are you crying?” she asked.

He didn’t respond, but his tears were wet against her and he felt her pat his back. “He likes me to do this,” she said, her voice practical. “It calms him down if he wakes up with the night terrors.”

They watched Tariq for a long time until he woke and Quintana reached out to pick him up, and Froi’s son suckled as she fed him on her bed.

“Does it hurt?” he asked, fascinated.

“It did to begin with.”

When she was finished and Tariq burped in a way that would have made Arjuro proud, she held him out to Froi. He took his son gently, and Quintana placed his hand securely against Tariq’s head.

“It used to roll all over the place if I didn’t put my hand there. Sometimes I fear it still will,” she said, and he stared in amazement as Tariq stared back at him.

“Sagra,” he muttered. “You’ve gone and stolen Lirah’s face, you thief.”

The three fell asleep in one another’s arms, and when the sun began to rise, Froi woke and kissed Quintana and Tariq, then dressed quickly. He stepped out into the hallway and found himself face-to-face with Gargarin.

“So it is true,” Gargarin said, furious. “I thought the guards were making up stories.”

Froi shoved past him. Six months without a word and that’s all Gargarin could say to him.

Gargarin dragged him back. “Where are the Lumaterans?”

“In Lumatere! Where else?” Froi said, pulling free and walking away.

“So they had to have you all to themselves?” Gargarin demanded. Froi stopped and turned back to face his father. There was no amount of counting that could control him.

“They have me all to themselves because my real father doesn’t want me! He never did. He regrets not tossing me out —”

“Don’t!” Gargarin shook his head with disbelief. “Don’t say those words to me.”

“If you weren’t a cripple, I’d beat you senseless,” Froi said. “What would it have taken for you to acknowledge me? That’s what I wanted. To hear those words from you. And all you could say to me through Scarpo was that in weeks to come, not to make contact with the Charyn palace. ‘You wait,’ Scarpo said. ‘Trust me. These are his words.’ I know them by heart, Gargarin. And I waited and waited.”

Gargarin gripped Froi’s cloak, pulling him closer, tears of anger in his eyes.

“I begged them for you because I thought I found a way,” Gargarin whispered. “That despite never being able to claim you as mine or Lirah’s, I found a way for my son to get everything he wanted. Here. In this palace.”

“You’re lying.”

Gargarin shoved him away.

“Go back to your greedy dishonorable people who’ll do anything to keep you away from those who love you. And you tell them that Lumatere has made an enemy of me, and they’ll regret that for the rest of their lives.”
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Phaedra spent the next few days in the valley being visited by the Monts. Many of them. All expressing disappointment in Lucian.

“He’s an idiot,” Constance said to Phaedra. “I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again,” she continued, taking one of the honey cakes Florenza had made. They were sitting inside Jorja and Harker’s cave with Tesadora and anyone who came to put their thoughts into the matter.

“What’s she saying?” Cora demanded.

“Lucian’s an idiot,” Tesadora translated with alacrity.

Cora sighed. “I’m biting my tongue because of a vow I made when he carried our little savage to safety,” she said.

Phaedra had refused to condemn Lucian’s absence. She had made the choice to follow Quintana to the Citavita. It was Lucian who had been left behind. He owed her nothing.

“I understood his pride,” she told anyone who asked. “And I’ve changed. I’m a different Phaedra,” she said with determination. “No more weeping. No more begging the gods for what I want and can’t have. We learn to live with our disappointments. It’s one thing I’ve learned from our brave Quintana.”

The others, Charynites and Lumateran alike, stared at her disbelievingly.

Goddess. Gods. Anyone listening, she cried all the night long. Let him come down the mountain tomorrow.

Tomorrow came and there were more Mont visitors. Jorja borrowed rations from the other valley dwellers because it was rude to have visitors, especially foreigners, and not feed them. They were all forced to move outside the cave, where there was more room. Harker built a fire, and everyone seemed happy enough discussing Lucian out in the open.

“Is that Orly and Lotte?” Sandrine exclaimed as they watched the Mont couple cross the stream, leading a cow.

“Orly doesn’t come down the mountain,” Constance said.

But today Orly and Lotte had decided to pay their respects.

“A gift,” Orly said to Phaedra. “She belongs to Gert and Bert.”

Phaedra embraced them both. She understood the significance and worth of this cow.

“The milk will come in handy once you all start breeding like normal people,” Orly said, pulling away from Phaedra, not liking the fuss. “I’ll be off now.”

“Orly! Stay awhile,” Constance argued, rolling her eyes at the awkward ways of her kin.

“We’re to go now,” Lotte said woefully. “He’s feeling this very strongly, Phaedra. He thought the moment you returned, Lucian would take you back up to the mountain, but the lad’s gone to the palace village and we are fearing the worst, we are. The worst,” Lotte cried.

“What is she saying?” Cora asked. “This one talks too much.”

“That Lucian is still an idiot,” Tesadora said.

Another day passed. Another set of visits from the Monts. The Charynite valley dwellers also joined the discussion. The men lay bets.

“Five days,” one said.

“Ten,” another argued. “She was the one who left him this time.”

“But he sent her back the first time, so he’ll feel contrite for that. Seven.”

It was neither five nor ten nor seven days. Kasabian guessed it right.

“When the lad sorts out what he needs to sort out, he’ll come for you, Phaedra.”

Everyone was on their feet in shock and surprise when Lucian appeared on the third day. Phaedra watched him cross the stream, his eyes taking in the large party staring his way with curiosity. She could see by the set of his shoulders that he was dreading whatever he was about to face.

He greeted them all politely with a nod of his head.

“I want to speak to Phaedra,” he said, his eyes firmly on hers. She could read nothing in them. No, there it was. Panic.

“Alone,” he said, holding out a hand to her.

No one moved.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Cora said, pulling Phaedra away. “Kasabian’s her chaperone in the place of her father.”

Florenza snorted out a laugh. “That is so not true —”

But Jorja hushed her daughter.

“What you have to say to Phaedra you can say in front of everyone, cousin,” Constance said. She received instant approval from the camp dwellers, who understood exactly what she was saying.

“I agree,” Pitts the cobbler said. He came down most days to enjoy Jorja’s hospitality.

Phaedra took pity on Lucian and held out her hand. He looked too nervous for any of this to turn out right, and she had an awful feeling that she was going to cry in front of everyone.

“This is a matter of privacy between two people,” she said firmly.

There was a chorus of disapproval at the suggestion, but she could feel the tears burning her eyes and she wanted to leave. Lucian was staring down at her, horrified.

“Enough!” he shouted at the crowd. “You’ve all made her cry.”

“I’m not crying,” she cried.

“You’re the one who made her cry, running off to the palace the moment she arrived,” Constance said.

Lucian was shaking his head with exasperation.

“I thought it best that we make our marriage official,” he blurted out. “The first time it was in Alonso and . . . quite a miserable affair. My cousin insists we make it less miserable, and I couldn’t agree more.”

“Your cousin Jory?” Phaedra asked, her heart hammering to hear the words.

“No,” he said with a sigh and Phaedra could see how uncomfortable he was under everyone’s scrutiny.

“What cousin?” Cora asked.

Lucian pointed across the stream. Isaboe of Lumatere stood on the other side of the stream with her child on her hip and her consort by her side, surrounded by the Lumateran Guard.

“That one.”

The queen looked annoyed. “Lucian!” she called out. “What’s happening over there?”

Lucian turned back to Phaedra and the others. “The priest-king is coming, too. To conduct the ceremony,” he said.

Lucian waved the royal party over, and suddenly Jorja was taking deep breaths from the shock of seeing the queen of Lumatere walking toward her cave.

“I don’t want any fanfare,” Lucian said gruffly when his cousin reached them. “Nor does Phaedra. Is that clear, everyone?”

“You can’t speak for her,” Constance said.

“I don’t want any fanfare,” Phaedra said, and she caught Lucian’s grateful smile.

“No, none at all,” the queen of Lumatere joined in, accepting Jorja’s invitation to sit down. “Although we’ll have to wait for everyone on the mountain to come down. Balconio, too. They’ve all promised to travel up . . . and down for the wedding. As has August and Abian and their lot and Trevanion and the rest of the Guard. Very small. Compared to ours.”

The queen turned to her consort.

“I think the whole kingdom came to that one, didn’t they, my love?”

“No, some of the Flatland lords boycotted it because they thought you were marrying beneath you,” Finnikin of Lumatere advised her.

Jorja was looking flustered, and Phaedra knew she had little to serve as refreshments.

“The groom’s family is responsible for the feast,” Isaboe of Lumatere said, “and they’ll be arriving with the food soon.”

Phaedra knew the tradition was the exact opposite in Lumatere, but she didn’t dare challenge the queen.

“While we wait for the arrivals, we thought we could take time to speak of matters,” Finnikin said to Harker, and Phaedra watched everyone’s stillness as the valley dwellers gathered close.

“To be honest, it’ll be a long time indeed before Charynites live in Lumatere. The wounds cut very deep. But we —” Finnikin looked at the Queen. “My queen and I thought we’d speak to you about ideas for this valley. Perhaps it’s time to build and make plans . . . for permanency.”

There was silence from the valley dwellers.

“It needs a leader, Harker,” Isaboe said. “And you seem to be that man.”

Perhaps it wasn’t exactly what Harker and Jorja and the rest of the valley dwellers had journeyed here for, all that time ago, but they were interested in what the queen and her consort had to say.

“The way we see it, this valley will have the best that Lumatere and Charyn have to offer,” the queen said. “It could become a thriving place of progress. A place where both kingdoms meet.”

Jorja suddenly gasped and jumped to her feet. “How could we have forgotten? It’s a good thing you’ve visited, Your Majesty,” she said. “The Charyn palace has sent a letter. Go get it, Florenza. And then we’ll find you a pretty dress, Phaedra, for the ceremony.”

“Well, if I may,” the queen of Lumatere said, “I brought a dress that belonged to my sister, Evestalina. Lucian was her favorite, do you remember that, cousin? She’d let you get away with anything. Even more than our brother, Balthazar.”

Phaedra saw the emotion on Lucian’s face. The queen rarely spoke of the past, and everyone present knew the importance of her speaking her family’s names on the Charynite side of the stream.

“Well, she would have wanted your wife to have it.” The queen looked at Phaedra. “It shames me that it has taken me so long to acknowledge you, Phaedra of Alonso.”

Phaedra shook her head. “It shames me to have spoken to you the way I did in the caves after you put your life at risk for Quintana of Charyn.”

“Enough said.” The queen’s voice was brisk but filled with emotion.

Florenza returned with the letter and handed it to the queen. The princess Jasmina cried to have it.

“Jasmina likes the pretty seals on the letters,” the queen explained, “especially those that are red.” There was much oohing and aahing from the valley dwellers, who were besotted by the little princess.

The princess Jasmina took a liking to Florenza, gripping her hand tightly, trying to drag her away.

“Be careful,” the queen said firmly. “She’ll try to control you.”

“Has she a gift?” Florenza asked.

“Yes,” the queen said, her tone dry. “The gift for . . .”

“Stubbornness,” Finnikin said.

More people arrived from over the mountain, and on a cold night under a full moon, Phaedra found herself wed to Lucian for the second time. He wore a royal-blue doublet and his trousers tucked into his buskins, and Phaedra’s dress was fitted to the waist, in soft pink. She wore flowers from Yata’s garden in her hair. He was very solemn; she wasn’t. Phaedra couldn’t stop smiling.

While the celebrations continued well into the night, they sat by the stream alone.

“I think this party will last for days,” he said. “And we’ll never be alone together.”

“Soon enough,” she said. “I don’t think tonight is just about us.”

He pressed a kiss to her lips.

“We’ll have to visit my father, Lucian. There’s too much anger between us all, and I can’t begin my life with you this way.”

He nodded. “Then we’ll visit your father soon,” he promised.

Suddenly Finnikin was at Lucian’s shoulder.

“Lucian, we have a problem,” the queen’s consort said, holding the letter from the Charynite palace in his hand. “A big one.”

“Can it not wait until the morning?” Lucian asked.

“Apparently some of our mail has gone astray.”

Lucian laughed, his eyes never leaving Phaedra’s.

“Finnikin, unless it affects the future of this kingdom, I’m going to have to say no to whatever you’re about to ask me to do,” her husband said firmly.

Finnikin placed an arm around them both.

“Cousins, I’m afraid it affects the future of both our kingdoms.”
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On the day the provincari of Charyn were to choose Quintana’s consort, Froi sat on the roof of the Crow’s Inn with Mort and Florik, the lads staring down at every potential suitor who arrived in the Citavita. Each candidate brought with them a large enough entourage to impress, and Froi’s heart sank with every step they took closer to Quintana and his son.

“The Osterians,” Florik said somberly, indicating the procession crossing the bridge with great ceremony. Froi had come to realize that the more banners a kingdom had, the more useless they were.

“They say he could be the one,” Froi said. “The Osterian.”

“Why?” Mort asked.

“Apparently no mad blood or inbreeding for the past hundred years.” Froi watched the Osterian prince as he stepped onto the rock of the Citavita.

Mort stood and walked to the edge of the roof. “Easy if a bolt flew out of my longbow, right between Osterian’s legs. Accidents happen, lads.”

“You’d start a war with the only kingdom who hasn’t gone to war for its whole existence,” Florik said. “Not your best idea, Mort.”

Mort looked back at Froi and managed a grin. “Gods are smiling, Froi. Think I see our Grij.”

It was both Grij and Satch who arrived, and Froi had never been so happy for their company.

“Why did you stay, Froi?” Grij begged to know as they made their way up to the castle, arms around each other’s shoulders.

“She w-w-won’t want you th-th-there,” Satch said. “T-too painful.”

“Then what are you both doing here?” he asked.

Satch shrugged.

“C-couldn’t bear for her to b-be alone this day.”

When they reached the drawbridge, they lined up behind a crowd of foreigners waiting to enter. They had left their weapons with Mort and the lads, knowing that only the little king’s palace guards would be allowed into the palace armed. Everyone who traveled through the gates, whether prince or servant, was checked for weapons. Today, every soldier in the palace was on guard and tension was high among Scarpo and his men. Froi finally reached the portcullis, but Olivier appeared before him. He had seen glimpses of the last born since his arrival five days ago, but it was the first time they had come face-to-face.

“Let me pass,” Froi said, his tone cold.

Olivier looked beyond Froi to where Satch and Grijio stood.

“You call yourself his friends and you bring him here?” Olivier demanded.

“You try stopping him,” Grij said.

“It’s not right!” Olivier said.

“Let me pass,” Froi said again, but he couldn’t find the anger anymore. He just felt the tears biting at his eyes.

Inside the great hall, there was barely room to move. Froi and the lads found themselves close to the back, fighting for space among horses and hounds. Some of the suitors had animals with them, until Perabo ordered anything on four legs to be taken to the stables or their two-legged owners would be removed themselves. The fool Feliciano of Avanosh joined them soon after, and Grijio, always diplomatic, allowed him to stay.

When Quintana entered the great hall holding the little king, a hush came over the room. Some had never seen Tariq before. As the only babe in Charyn, people were in awe of him wherever he went. The provincari followed, and each acknowledged Quintana and the boy with a bow before being seated on a raised platform. Froi was pleased to see Ariston and Dolyn there to represent the rights of Turla and Lascow. He watched Tariq squirm in Quintana’s arms, and she placed him on the ground and Dorcas and Fekra had a hard time trying to keep up with him as he crawled among the provincari’s feet.

“They’re saying the prince from Osteria will win the day,” Feliciano said.

“We’ve heard,” Froi muttered.

“He’s brainless, according to my father,” Grij explained.

“Exactly what the p-provincaro wants,” Satch said. “Someone they can all control.”

“And why aren’t you in contention?” Froi asked Feliciano coldly.

“My uncle owes money,” Feliciano admitted. “A lot of it. He believes we have a better chance of paying his debts if I marry the daughter of the Osterian archduke. We’re in with a very strong chance. They’re taking marriage requests for her in three days’ time.”

“Then why are you here?” Froi asked.

“Avanosh has been accepted as a province. My uncle will have a vote in the decision.”

Another candidate and his entourage entered through the great doors behind Froi and his friends. They were from Sarnak. Froi would know a Sarnak in his sleep. They had ruddy cheeks and high foreheads. And they married young.

“I don’t have much experience determining the age of people younger than us,” Grij said, catching a glimpse of the new arrivals, “but is he —”

“Twelve. Possibly thirteen,” Froi said.

“F-F-Froi,” Satch said quietly. “L-let’s go. This will only end in heart-b-break.”

Froi dismissed the suggestions. Whether he stayed or went, the heartbreak would be the same.

They saw Olivier again, pushing through to oversee the ever-growing crowd by the doors.

“Olivier!” Grij called out. “Olivier. What are they saying? We can’t hear a thing.”

Olivier reached them, trying to catch his breath after being squeezed between two large Sorellians.

“The Yuts of the Nord walked out,” Olivier said. “Your father, Grij, asked them what they had done with the heir of Yutlind Sud. They didn’t like the question.”

The crowd surged forward. There seemed to be a commotion at the entrance. Olivier was gone within moments.

Froi’s eyes followed him.

“What’s happened to his family? The provincaro of Sebastabol claimed to have expelled them from the province.”

Satch and Grij exchanged a look.

“Desantos has t-taken them in,” Satch said. “I will always underst-st-stand your anger, Froi, but in t-trying to make amends, he risked his life again and again.”

“He’ll never be the same lad,” Grijio said. “He refuses to befriend any of the Guard and keeps to himself. He’s a stranger, this Olivier. I don’t think he’ll ever forgive himself for what he did.”

There was a surge forward again and shouts of exasperation. At the front of the hall, people were oblivious to the disturbance at the back.

“Probably another mountain goat from Osteria and his herd,” Grijio muttered.

The noise at the entrance became louder.

“Something’s happening back there,” Grijio said. “Hitch me up so I can see.”

Froi and Satch hitched Grijio up onto their shoulders, and he peered over their heads toward the grand entrance. Grij’s peering turned into shock as he looked back down to Froi.

“What is it?” Feliciano asked.

“Froi,” Grijio said calmly. “I think I recognize your queen’s cousin from my time in the valley after the battle. He’s just shoved his way into the hall.”

“What?”

Grij climbed down, and they lifted Froi up onto their shoulders. He looked toward the crowded entrance. He could see nothing but an irate crowd being pushed forward. Olivier and one of the guards were attempting to shove their way through the crowd to see what was taking place.

And then Froi saw Lucian.

And Finn.

And Perri. The three of them were searching above the heads of those around them.

Sagra!

“Here!” Froi shouted, holding up a hand. “Lucian!”

The Lumaterans had managed to cause a small riot near the entrance, and there was too much noise to be heard. Meanwhile, the onlookers standing around Froi yanked him down.

“We can’t hear a thing, you fool,” one snapped.

Froi climbed back up again, slapping away at the hands that were pulling at him.

“What can you see?” Grij shouted.

Froi could still see Olivier shoving his way toward the entrance to investigate the small brawl that seemed to have taken place.

“Olivier!” he shouted. The last born must have heard, because he turned, and Froi pointed toward the entrance and then to himself.

“Lumaterans! They’re with —”

He was yanked off Grijio’s and Feliciano’s shoulders before he could speak another word. So he pushed headfirst into the crowd, telling himself he could have imagined one, but not all three. Close to the entrance, he hit a wall of a man. One who was determined Froi would not pass him by. Until a hand covered the face of the man and shoved him out of the way.

“Lucian? What are you doing here?” Froi asked.

Grij, Satch, and Feliciano had followed, staring at the Lumaterans just as incredulously. Lucian waved away the question with irritation.

“You,” Lucian said, pointing to Feliciano. “Get your jacket off,” he ordered the Avanosh heir. Feliciano pointed to himself, stunned. Lucian stared down at Feliciano’s tights. “Just the jacket.”

When Feliciano was too slow, Finnikin was there, yanking Feliciano’s arms out of the sleeves.

“Follow everything we say, Froi,” his king said. “Put this on. Ask no questions.”

And then Lord August stumbled through the crowded entrance, followed by Lady Abian and Talon and the younger boys, their faces soaked with perspiration. And just when Froi thought nothing could shock him more, he saw the priest-king.

The Lumaterans looked disheveled. Froi was so confused, his arm half stuck in a jacket that was far too small.

“You,” Lucian said, pointing to Olivier. “Get us to the front.”

“Just agree with everything,” Finnikin said. “Let me do the talking. There’s no time for an explanation. Do you trust us, Froi?”

“With my life,” he said.

The path to the front seemed never-ending.

“Excuse me.”

“Excuse me.”

“Out of the way.”

There was shoving and cursing, and Froi’s heart was pounding. Lady Abian was adjusting her dress and hair and swiping at the dirt on Lord August’s face.

“Blessed Barakah is going to faint,” Froi said, trying to hold on to the old man’s arm.

“They dragged me off the carriage as if I were a sack of potatoes,” the priest-king complained as they stumbled to a standstill at the front, facing a shocked provincari.

There was furious whispering all around him. Froi heard someone gasp.

“It’s the queen of Lumatere’s consort.”

“No!” another replied.

“Yes. Look at the hair.”

Froi glanced at Finnikin, and already his friend’s face was a mask of arrogance. Finn said it worked well in negotiations. Isaboe said she hardly recognized him when she first saw it appear with the Belegonians.

Before them the provincari and the other leaders were staring their way. Quintana stood to the side. Tariq was on the ground, tugging at Gargarin’s leg. Gargarin’s stare was fierce. Angry. Hopeful?

“Introduce me,” Finnikin ordered Froi in Charyn.

Froi cleared his throat.

“My lord Finnikin, consort of Her Majesty Queen Isaboe of Lumatere, may I present to you the provincari of Charyn.”

Froi held out a hand to indicate the Lumaterans.

“Lord August of the Flatlands. Lady Abian of the Flatlands; the lords Talon, Duret, and Ren of the Flatlands. Lucian, leader of the Monts. And the blessed Barakah of Lumatere.”

There was a stunned hush as the provincari leaped out of their seats to offer the priest-king one of theirs. But despite his limp, Gargarin beat them to it.

“You’re late,” he hissed, glaring at Finnikin.

“We had a slight problem . . . locating the letters you sent,” Finnikin whispered back. “Explanation later,” he added. “Go. Away.”

The provincari were staring at the visitors, intrigued.

“I’d prefer to speak Charyn so there’ll be no misunderstanding of our intention,” Finnikin said to the provincari. “I will be translating for Lord August and Lady Abian of the Lumateran Flatlands.”

Lord August stepped forward while Lady Abian was still swiping at his face with her kerchief. Finnikin gave the nod for Lord August to speak.

“As stated, my name is Lord August of the Flatlands. Today, my wife and my family present to you our eldest boy as a prospective consort to Quintana of Charyn.”

Froi was speechless. He thought he would be sick on the spot. He could hate anyone, but not Talon, who was a brother to him. Finnikin translated and glanced at Froi, who hadn’t taken a breath. Froi felt a pinch on his arm.

“Don’t you dare faint,” Finnikin whispered.

Lord August continued.

“My eldest boy may not share my blood, but he is part of our life and has been since the rebirth of our kingdom. When we chose four years past to give him our name, we never imagined that we would be presenting him to a foreign court.”

August caught Froi’s eye. Him? They were talking about him. Not Talon. But Froi had never been given Lord August’s family title. Who had hatched up this lie?

Before them, the provincari were bewildered by the turn of events. Gargarin wasn’t.

“That doesn’t count,” Vinzenzo of Avanosh said.

“How does that not count?” Lucian asked politely.

Finnikin nudged Froi. “Which one’s Paladozza?” he whispered.

“Fourth from right.”

Finnikin stepped forward.

“My father is the captain of the Lumateran Guard,” Finnikin said coldly. “Don’t let me have to go home and tell him that the child he calls his own is not a daughter to him just because she doesn’t share his blood.” He looked at De Lancey. “Provincaro De Lancey,” he continued. “I’ve been told your children are not of your blood. Do they not count?”

De Lancey was livid. “They’re my children,” he said through clenched teeth. “Regardless of blood ties, they have my name. They have my land. They have my title.” De Lancey stared across at Avanosh. “Are you questioning the rights of my children?”

“No one is questioning the rights of your children, De Lancey,” the provincara of Jidia said, trying to placate him.

“It’s not enough,” Vinzenzo of Avanosh shouted.

“He’s the son of a Lumateran Flatland lord,” the provincaro of Sebastabol said. “How much more do we want? The Belegonians turned down our invitation to be here today. It will turn them green with envy to have our Quintana wed to the son of a Lumateran Flatland lord.”

“Don’t trust a Lumateran,” the provincaro of Alonso said, eyeing Lucian. “They lie.”

This time Lucian stepped forward.

“For the sake of my beloved wife, I will forgive my father-in-law’s words,” Lucian said. “And offer a hand of friendship to my neighbors in Alonso.”

“Your wife?” Alonso shouted. “The one you sent back and then claimed was dead? And then let go to the palace? And where is she now? Is my daughter a toy to be passed around?”

“Your daughter is a woman who makes her own choices, sir,” Lucian said. “And it was her choice to sacrifice her safety for Quintana of Charyn in the valley, and it was her choice to rightfully travel here and settle the first mother and child of Charyn into their home. I would never ask my wife to choose me over her king.”

Lucian stepped forward and bowed to Quintana. “And I will always be indebted to Quintana of Charyn for allowing Phaedra to return.”

Froi was most impressed with Lucian.

“So you married her again?” Quintana demanded to know.

“Yes, I did.”

“Good,” she said, looking away.

“We don’t trust this lad,” Vinzenzo of Avanosh said, pointing to Froi. “He’s lied and he stole the princess from under us in Paladozza. I was there.”

There was more hushed talk.

“Louder!’ someone from the back called out. “We can’t hear.”

Froi felt as if he were part of a pantomime, placed in front of a crowd hungry for entertainment.

“I was there, too,” De Lancey said. “And I don’t recall her being stolen.” He looked across at Quintana. “Stolen, Your Highness?”

The Nebian provincaro spoke up. “If I may be so bold as to say that our Quintana may not be the best person to ask whether she was stolen or not?”

Finnikin made a rude sound of disbelief.

“Can I be even bolder and ask why she can’t be asked?” he shouted, for those at the back. “All we hear about is Quintana the brave, Quintana the mighty who broke the curse. It turns my queen’s stomach to hear all the praise. Yet here, a provincaro calls her a dimwit who can’t answer a question about whether she believes she was stolen or not!”

Finnikin received a round of applause. The crowd liked the ginger king.

“A dimwit?” De Lancey asked the Nebian provincaro.

“I didn’t call her one at all,” the man protested.

“What of a dowry?” the provincara of Jidia demanded to know. “What has your son got to offer Charyn, Lord August?”

Finnikin translated, but first answered himself.

“The benevolence of Lumatere,” he said. “Is that not enough?”

“And an invitation to your little king’s regent into the Belegonian court,” Lord August said. “If I understand rightly, the Belegonians refused your offer to be part of today’s proceedings.”

Finnikin translated. The provincari exchanged looks with one another.

“Nothing more than what the Osterians are offering,” the Nebian provincaro said. “Haven’t they promised to assist making peace with the Belegonians?”

Froi couldn’t imagine what else Finnikin had to offer.

“The valley,” Lucian said, exchanging a look with Finnikin.

Froi shook his head with disbelief. “One moment!” he shouted, ushering the Lumaterans aside. There was a sound of irritation from some of the provincari and furious talking from the crowd. They wanted to hear every word.

“Land?” Froi whispered. “You’re giving them land? I’m not worth the valley.”

“You’re worth a kingdom,” Finnikin said, turning back to the crowd. He had a better chance of impressing them.

“We offer the valley between Lumatere and Charyn,” Finnikin shouted to the crowd.

There was a hushed silence. Even the provincaro of Alonso was speechless.

“With a stipulation,” Finnikin said.

“Charynite people, governed by Lumaterans?” Vinzenzo of Avanosh scoffed.

“Charynite people governed by their own provincaro,” Lucian said.

“And the stipulation?” Gargarin asked Finnikin.

“That under no circumstance will the valley ever accommodate an army. Yours or ours.”

“And what will you name the valley? Little Lumatere?” Sol of Alonso scoffed.

Froi noticed Arjuro push through to the front of the crowd. He wondered if one of the lads had gone to find him. Arjuro had professed that he’d have nothing to do with this day, but here he was.

“They will name it the Valley of Phaedra,” Quintana said, her eyes meeting Lucian’s. Froi could see that Lucian was moved by her words.

“I think my queen will approve,” Lucian said quietly.

Vinzenzo of Avanosh was whispering to Sol of Alonso. Froi knew that Avanosh could poison any bitter man’s heart, regardless of what was being promised.

Froi sighed loudly. “We need to hasten these proceedings, Father,” he said to Lord August. “And my king,” he added to Finnikin, who looked at him curiously.

Play along with me, Finn.

“Remember? The Osterian archduke’s daughter is receiving suitors in three days’ time, and we may have a better chance with her. You did spend many years in exile among the Osterians with Sir Topher of the Flatlands. And they do love you so.”

“True, true,” Finnikin said.

“No!” someone in the audience shouted.

Froi chanced a look at Quintana and saw a show of vicious little teeth.

“Let us go, Lumaterans,” Finnikin said, enjoying himself.

“No!” someone else in the crowd shouted out.

But it was Vinzenzo of Avanosh who was on his feet in an instant.

“No need for that. No need at all,” Avanosh said, adopting a good-natured tone. “Only testing your worth. I say we talk about this. Have we seen all the candidates?”

“One more question,” Orlanda of Jidia demanded. “What was the son of a Flatland lord doing in Charyn?”

Everyone stared at Finnikin and Froi, waiting. Finnikin stepped up to the platform and managed to address both the crowd and provincari.

“Why question what Froi of Lumatere was doing here?” he asked. “When you should be questioning what would have happened to Charyn if he hadn’t been here. Who else would have saved Gargarin of Abroi from the street lords? He’s now the little king’s regent,” he said, pointing to Gargarin. “Who would have saved Quintana of Charyn from hanging? Who would have rescued her from Tariq of Lascow’s compound? Who would have sent her to a safe place to birth the curse breaker? Blah, blah, blah. I’m bored now,” Finnikin said, looking around. “Are we here for a wedding, or are we off to Osteria for the archduke’s niece?”

“Daughter,” Froi corrected.

Finnikin stepped toward the provincari, and Froi could sense his friend’s anger.

“My queen offers you peace. Your dead king ordered the slaughter of her family, and his army tortured her people. This is our peace offering,” Finnikin said, pointing to Froi. “Take it or leave it. We’re busy people.”

He turned his back on the provincari and joined the Lumaterans.

The provincari and the other leaders rose and walked to a corner. Froi watched them argue vehemently. Suddenly Arjuro was there beside Froi and the Lumateran lot.

“This is all too much for me. My heart is hammering.”

The priest-king stood and the two men embraced and then Gargarin was there. He bowed to Lady Abian and turned to Lord August. Both men acknowledged each other with a wary nod.

Finnikin held out a hand. “How could you take such a risk?” Gargarin whispered angrily, shaking it hard. “I wrote to you months ago and you sent him here on an errand about water fountains.”

“He said you loved water fountains,” Finnikin argued, but when he saw the fury on Gargarin’s face, he sighed.

“We had an issue,” Finnikin said.

“What type of an issue?” Gargarin hissed.

“A very substantial one,” Finnikin said. Froi and Gargarin waited.

“If you must know . . . your letters went astray.”

“The Belegonians?” Gargarin asked.

Finnikin shook his head ruefully. “My daughter likes . . . red seals. She chews at them. She must have come across your correspondence in our residence.”

Sagra.

“Jasmina stole the letters he sent?” Froi asked.

“Ridiculous,” Gargarin whispered.

“Yes,” Finnikin said, leaning closer, “And your grandson is chewing the provincara of Jidia’s pearl shoes. Equally ridiculous. Try controlling him.”

Finnikin stepped away. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to speak to the king’s mother. Can you reintroduce us, Froi?”

Froi did just that, and Finnikin bowed to Quintana.

“A trinket from my wife to your son,” he said, holding out a little purse.

Quintana stared at it.

“A trinket?” she said. Froi could see she was hurt. She wanted more from Isaboe. “I would have preferred a letter addressed directly to me. If the queen of Lumatere wants a friendship between us, then she must learn to communicate, not send trinkets.”

“Hmm, yes, I’ll pass that on,” Finnikin said. “She’s always so appreciative of being told what to do.”

The provincari returned, and when they were all seated, Orlanda of Jidia stayed standing. Not a good sign, Froi thought. If it was good news, De Lancey would have been chosen. Not Orlanda. Froi’s stay in Jidia was disastrous. Lirah had attacked Orlanda; Orlanda had insulted Quintana and Lirah. Gargarin had rejected Orlanda. It couldn’t get much worse.

“We have many strong young men presented here today,” Orlanda said over the noise of the room. “All with so much to offer us, in what we call . . . our infancy. For we are infants in many ways, and we must choose well.”

She looked back at Quintana.

“If there is one thing I am certain of — we are all certain of, based on the events of this kingdom during the months before the little king’s birth — it’s that we need to ensure Charyn’s safety. There’s no better way of doing that than to keep the king well taken care of under the guidance of his mother’s consort . . .”

Her eyes met Froi’s.

“The Lumateran has already played a great role in Charyn’s peace and will play a greater role in our future.”

There was silence. Froi’s eyes met Quintana’s and then Gargarin’s. He blinked. Once. Twice. And there it was. The moment Lirah had spoken of that day in the fortress beyond the little woods. Froi shook his head with wonder. But then he saw Quintana’s face. She was confused. Disbelieving.

“One moment,” he called out.

There was an uproar.

“What? What’s he doing?” the Nebian provincaro asked.

“I would just like to speak to Quintana of Charyn. Can we have a moment or two? Talk among yourselves,” Froi suggested.

He leaped onto the platform and took her hand.

“What is it?” she whispered.

“Do you want this?”

“What a thing to ask, you fool!”

“I just want you to feel normal for a moment.”

She shook her head, confused. “Normal? Why are you using that word? To taunt me?”

He laughed. Only Quintana would consider being called normal a taunt.

“Will you be my wife?”

She looked taken aback.

“You’re asking me?”

“Well, no one else is.”

They turned back to see the entire room watching them.

“What are you doing over there?” the provincara of Jidia demanded to know. Froi shrugged.

“I just wanted to ask her to be my wife.”

“And what say you, Quintana?” the provincara of Jidia asked.

“Well, if the truth be known, I’d very much like him to be my husband,” Quintana said coolly.

And then everyone was shouting and jostling to surround them and Froi was separated from Quintana, and he found himself embraced by Lord August and Lady Abian and the boys, stunned by how quickly the events had unfolded.

“We lose you, Froi,” Talon said. “How can we celebrate when we lose you?”

“You will never, ever lose me,” he said.

Lord August took him by his shoulders.

“I’m angry at myself, Froi, because it wasn’t my idea,” he whispered. “It should have been. I should have done this years ago, but I didn’t. It was his. Gargarin of Abroi. In his letter, he wrote that I owed him because of the water system introduced by the Charynites that saved our first crop. He wrote, Give my son a name that will buy him happiness. Have I done that for you, Froi? Is this what you want?”

“It’s everything I want.”

And then the Charynite last borns were lifting Quintana on their shoulders and the Lumaterans had Froi on theirs, and she was laughing and he thought he’d never seen her look so beautiful. And over everyone’s head, Froi could see Gargarin and Arjuro staring up at her with their bittersweet smiles, and Froi imagined two boys with the same face all those years ago in a filthy cave beneath the swamps of Abroi, praying for a better life.

Later in the night, Finnikin was there, gripping his arm.

“We’ll be leaving tonight, Lucian and I, and Perri. We’ve invited the provincaro of Alonso to travel home with us, and Lucian wants to see Rafuel before he leaves. The others will stay.”

Froi nodded, his throat constricting. He wasn’t ready for this so soon. He hadn’t even had a chance to speak to Perri.

“Come,” Finnikin said, leading him outside of the great doors. Finnikin retrieved his dagger, and a moment later they were surrounded by Scarpo’s men, who were surrounded by Finnikin’s guards, all ready to attack.

“Sagra!”

“Mercy!”

“Go. Away,” Lucian shooed the guards back.

The three stood alone in the alcove. Finnikin cut into both Froi’s hands and then into one of Lucian’s and finally his own. Froi clasped both their hands.

“A pledge, with your blood mixed with ours,” Finnikin said.

Froi nodded, unable to speak.

“Brothers always. Balthazar is with us, too. We make this work,” Finnikin said fiercely. “We bring peace to these kingdoms. We deserve it. Our women do. All of us have lost too much, Froi. We’ve lost the joy of being children. Let’s not take that from Jasmina and Tariq and those who come after them.”

The three embraced and Froi felt the tremble in their arms and then he followed them to the stables, where Perri was waiting for them with their mounts. And it was only then, when Perri gripped a hand to Froi’s shoulder and pressed a kiss to his brow, that Froi wept.

He stayed there awhile at the portcullis until he could see nothing more of his friends in the darkness. Behind him, he heard voices, and Gargarin, Arjuro, and De Lancey approached with Tariq in Arjuro’s arms.

“You may need to go inside,” Arjuro said. “She’s surrounded by the provincari parrots and she has that caged-animal look that’s beginning to frighten everyone.”

Arjuro placed Tariq in Froi’s arms.

“Tell Lirah we’ll visit with the Lumateran Flatlanders tomorrow,” Gargarin said quietly. “We’ll celebrate among ourselves then.”

They watched Arjuro and De Lancey leave, and Froi felt awkward alone with Gargarin. He didn’t know what to say. Not after the last furious words he had exchanged with his father. But it was Tariq’s strange little chatter with himself that made them both smile.

“At least I get to be with Quintana and Tariq,” Froi said quietly as they returned to the great hall. “What will you possibly get out of all of this, Gargarin? You don’t have Lirah. You hold such little power, and you’re as much a prisoner here as you were nineteen years ago. It’s like the dead king won.”

Tariq had recognized his name and chortled. It brought a soft smile to Gargarin’s mouth.

“I get to raise a king, Froi. We all do. We’ll make a good king. And when he comes of age, his shalamar will live with us in the palace because I can’t imagine Tariq wanting it any other way.”

Gargarin reached out a hand and touched Tariq’s face. “Your priest-king told me just now that he once dreamed that you would hold the future of Lumatere in your hands. Perhaps Tariq is Lumatere’s future. As a powerful neighbor, he will ensure that Lumatere will always be protected. Because regardless of everything, yours is still a small kingdom and any one of us larger kingdoms can crush Lumatere at a moment’s notice.”

Gargarin’s eyes met Froi’s. “They know that. It’s why their queen gave you to us. Because she and her consort trust that you can raise a good and powerful leader. That’s how I’ll win against the dead king, Froi. We share a grandson, and I’ll live to see him become a great leader.”

Froi remembered what Lirah once told him. Don’t ever underestimate him. He’s the most powerful man you’ll ever know.

Gargarin turned toward the revelry. “It’s best that we get back to your Lumateran family.”

“They’re good people,” Froi said.

“Very demonstrative,” Gargarin said. “All that embracing Lord August does with you. Are all Lumaterans like that with their sons?”

Froi shrugged. “That’s just Lord Augie. He’s like that with everyone. He says he wasn’t embraced enough as a child and he’s making up for it now.”

Froi stepped forward. He pressed a kiss against Gargarin’s brow much the same as Perri had kissed his. Then he pressed one against Tariq’s.

“That’s how Lumaterans give thanks between fathers and sons.”

Gargarin looked away, overwhelmed.

“You make sure our boy learns the Lumateran ways, then,” he said.


[image: ]

There’s a song that I hear at the back of my heart that I feared for so long, when I sensed you were there. And I think of those times when you crept into my dreams and I thought you a threat to curse my sweet king. But it was the boy in your belly that whispered to mine, and even before that, you lived in my spirit.

Because I think of those times when I was a child. I prayed to the gods and I begged for a sign. I know that they sent you, despite the blood of all those you loved shed at the hands of my kin. For you were the one who found him in exile and though it took time, you led Froi to his home.

And you’ve sent me this trinket that hardened my heart, because I wanted your words and a sign of true peace. But I’ve opened it now after all these long weeks, and Froi stares at it, speechless, when I hold out my hand. And we see it before us, our spirits shaking. The brilliance of color: the same ruby ring.

Oh, you’ve outdone me twice now, you queen of forgiveness. The ring’s a promise of peace, and I’m greedy with hope. It’s a song that we sing in a tongue that we share. And though you say it’s a gift from a king to a king, I say it’s a sign from a queen to a queen.

In the palace of Lumatere, Finnikin woke to the sound of Jasmina crying.

“I’ll pay you all the gold in the land if you get out of this bed and see to her,” Isaboe said sleepily.

“I don’t want all the gold in the land,” he said, placing his pillow over his head. “It’s your turn, anyway.”

He felt her lift the pillow to place lips close to his ear.

“I will do anything you want.”

In her little bed, Jasmina stared up at Finnikin from under the blankets, refusing to surrender their warmth until she was certain to get what she wanted in return.

“Isaboe,” she whimpered.

If there was one thing Finnikin understood, it was the yearning in his daughter’s voice when she spoke her mother’s name. He held out his arms to her, saw the smile of satisfaction on her beloved face. He chuckled at her brazenness.

“You’ll make a brilliant queen one day, my love,” he whispered.

“Finnikin!” Isaboe reprimanded from across the residence. “Remember our rules.”

Finnikin kissed his daughter’s cheek. “But for now, there’s room for only one queen in this kingdom.”

He waited until she slept and then returned to their bed.

“So you’ll do anything I want?” he asked, trapping Isaboe, a knee placed each side of her body. “Can we play any game?”

“Which game were you thinking of?” she said with a laugh.

He pretended to think deeply. “The one where you are a novice named Evanjalin.”

In the dark, he kissed the smile from her lips.

“And you’re a farm boy named Finnikin?” she asked.

“No,” he scoffed with arrogance. “I’m the king.”

“Ah,” she said. “That game.”

On Lucian’s mountain, someone hammered on the cottage shutters.

“It will be for you,” he said drowsily.

“No, it will be for you,” Phaedra said, wrapping the blankets around her.

“It’s your turn,” he insisted.

Phaedra pulled the blankets from the bed, leaving him cold and exposed as she wrapped them around herself. She was back soon enough.

“Sheep. Looting. Cousins.”

Lucian cursed and got out of bed.

It was too cold a morning to be settling disputes between two neighbors over marked sheep, but he knew he would have to see to it. The mountain was still dark, but down in the valley he could see the twinkle of lantern light as they woke to milk the cows.

Back inside their cottage, the fire was lit and Phaedra was dressed. As always, she left for the valley before first light.

“Can they not go one day without you?” he asked gruffly.

“Can yours not go one day without you?” she asked.

She took his hands and wrapped them in a cloth warmed by the fire. “They’re ice,” she murmured.

“You’re going to have to learn to ride a horse on your own, Phaedra,” he said. “It will make the journey faster.”

“The mule and I have an agreement.”

“The mule and you have similar traits,” he said.

He helped her with the fleece Yata had made for her, and then he warmed her face with his hands. “If I don’t get called to the palace and if Raskin’s sheep don’t take all day to birth and if the Mont cousins don’t create a drama, I’ll come down the valley to collect you. The days are getting shorter, and I don’t want you to travel in the dark.”

She pressed a kiss to his mouth, and then she was gone. Sometimes when he watched her ride away on these cold mornings, he’d want a better life for her, but then she’d return at night and they’d dine with Yata or visit the cousins or feast with friends and Lucian would hear her laughter, and he imagined that this was the better life.

In the Citavita, Froi lay beside Quintana, both knowing that any moment now a cry would be heard from the other room and one of them would need to leave the warmth of their bed.

“What’s creasing your forehead this morning?” he asked.

She turned on her side to face him. “I was thinking of all the babes to be born today in this kingdom and what if you and I were to have another and it was a girl with Solange of Turla’s eyes or a boy with Arjuro and Gargarin’s face?”

“I can see your concern,” he said, nodding. “An awful thought. The idea of a babe born with Arjuro’s beard.”

She laughed. “Fool.”

He kissed her dimpled chin. “Let’s not worry about having to explain the past. If the palace does the right thing by the people, they won’t care who our children resemble.”

“It’s still a worry, isn’t it? All this talk about balance of power and neutral consorts and neutral regents and there’s nothing neutral about this household at all.”

“Everything’s a worry if you let it be, Quintana.”

“But what will you do today when the Nebian ambassador’s wife asks you if her garden is better than Lirah’s? Will you choose hers over your mother’s?”

He was trying not to think of that.

“How did I get to be the judge?” he asked, suddenly worried.

“Your Lord August was speaking to the Nebian ambassador’s wife about your skills in the garden when he was here, and one thing led to the other.”

The cry sounded from Tariq’s chamber.

“I’ll go,” Froi said. “He may shine light on the matter.”

“He’d choose Lirah.”

Froi stepped out into the cold morning air with Tariq in his arms. Gargarin was already on the balconette beside theirs and the palace was beginning to stir.

“My lord,” Froi heard Dorcas call out from the battlement above.

“Yes, Dorcas.”

“You’re going to have to cover his head. He’ll catch a chill. Fekra made him a cap.”

“Thank you, Dorcas.”

Gargarin laughed softly.

Quintana joined Froi soon after, placing a thick woolen cap on Tariq’s head, and then she took him and wrapped him in a blanket against her, murmuring to their son. Sometimes when she spoke to Tariq, she sounded like the reginita.

“Good morning, Gargarin,” she said.

“Good morning, Quintana.”

She looked above to the battlements. “Good morning, Dorcas,” she called out.

“Good morning, Your Highness.”

“Good morning, Fekra. The little king loves his cap.”

“Good to hear, Your Highness.”

Froi wrapped all three of them in his fleece, and they watched Lirah and Arjuro step onto the balconette across the gravina. Today Rafuel was there, leaning on them both. But he was standing, and that was enough for now.

Little steps led to big achievements, the priest-king would always say, and sometimes Froi had to remind himself of that. The days here were long and full of work to be done and worries to be had. Today no less than any other. There were talks with Osterians about a cotton crop, and arranging with Perabo and Hamlyn about the arrival of Serker horses from Lumatere, and the first planting of maize across the bridge, and helping Scarpo train the riders, and scribing for Gargarin’s well project, and provincari demands, and merchants to be placated. And, of course, the impending births. They frightened and thrilled people at the same time. And then soon they would take Tariq into Charyn’s provinces. Quintana wanted to meet the men and women who had lost their babes on the day of weeping. She wanted to introduce Tariq to them because she believed he would bring the living some sort of peace. They would also visit Serker. After months and months, Lirah had recorded as many of the names found in the journals Perabo gave her that night in her province as she could. Arjuro had promised to sing those names home.

“Why are you smiling?” Gargarin asked Froi from across the balconette. “When you’re going to have to learn a lesson in diplomacy today and choose between the gardens of two women?”

Froi laughed, his chin resting on Quintana’s head, his eyes taking in the joy of their son, despite the ridiculous cap that covered the babe’s eyes. He looked across at Lirah and Arjuro and Rafuel, and then back to Gargarin, who was smiling himself, because he knew the answer to his own question.

“Because today, I think I’m leaning on the side of wonder.”
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because I've always loved being a Marchetta sister .
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and New York playlists





OEBPS/images/9780763663605_c02.png
CHapter 2





OEBPS/images/9780763659660_c43.png





OEBPS/images/9780763659660_p01.png
pPart ONe
The Curse Maker





OEBPS/images/9780763659660_epl.png
epiLogue





OEBPS/images/9780763663605_c11.png
CHapter 11





OEBPS/images/9780763659660_p02.png
part two

The Reginita





OEBPS/images/9780763663605_c10.png
CHapter 10





OEBPS/images/9780763663605_c09.png
CHapteRr 9





OEBPS/images/9780763659660_prl.png
prolLOGUE





OEBPS/images/9780763663605_c08.png
CHapter 8





OEBPS/images/9780763659660_p03.png
Part tHRee
Quintana





OEBPS/images/9780763663605_c07.png
CHapter 7





