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To my readers—thank you for chasing true love with this band of rascals (and me).





THE CONTINENT OF THE SAND AND SKY



KINGDOM OF ARDENIA

Prime Rulers: Queen Amarande; King Sendoa, the Warrior King (deceased); Queen Mother Geneva (missing); Prince Ferdinand

Sigil: Tiger

Location: Eastern coast, in mountains sandwiched between Pyrenee, to the north, and Basilica to the south.

Castle Seat: The Itspi

Prime Export: Diamonds

Attributes: The untimely death of the self-styled Warrior King Sendoa, coupled with the unwed status of the young Princess Amarande, placed Ardenia under the regency of General Koldo and made it a tempting, jewel-filled prize for its greedy neighbors. After a series of continent-shaking events, Amarande is to be crowned an unwed queen.



KINGDOM OF PYRENEE

Prime Rulers: King Louis-David (deceased); Dowager Queen Inés, regent (deceased); Crown Prince Renard (deceased); Prince Taillefer (deceased)

Sigil: Mountain Lion

Location: Mountainous northeastern coast of the continent, sharing borders with both Ardenia and the Torrent. The kingdom abuts a deep strait called the Divide. The Kingdom of Eritri is on the other side of the waterway.

Castle Seat: The Bellringe, atop King’s Crest

Prime Export: Gold

Attributes: Wealthy and insular, Pyrenee rules the northern tip of the continent and has a natural alliance with Ardenia as its mountainous neighbor, but the two have a frosty relationship. Currently headless, Pyrenee is governed by the remaining members of its Royal Council until an heir can be determined.



KINGDOM OF BASILICA

Prime Rulers: King Domingu (deceased); dozens of descendants—children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren

Sigil: Bear

Location: Southeastern coast; mountainous border with Ardenia and the Torrent to the north; Myrcell borders the west side; the Kingdom of Indu is across the sea to the south.

Castle Seat: The Aragonesti

Prime Export: Steel

Attributes: Rich in iron ore smelted into much coveted weapons-grade steel, Basilica enjoys a robust exports business despite recently deceased King Domingu’s reputation as greedy, scheming, and ambitious. The royal family tree is a sprawling one, with Domingu’s descendants seeded within every Sand and Sky kingdom, making his bloodline nearly as prevalent as his famed weaponry. Currently, it is ruled by the Royal Council, while Domingu’s extensive bloodline is studied to determine proper succession.



KINGDOM OF MYRCELL

Prime Rulers: King Akil (deceased); Dowager Queen Sumira

Sigil: Shark

Location: Southwestern coast; mountainous border with the Torrent to the north; Basilica borders to the east; the Kingdom of Indu is across the sea to the south.

Castle Seat: The Miragua

Prime Export: Pearls

Attributes: This beachfront kingdom is closely aligned with its southern neighbor, Basilica. Rich in both hemlock and pearls, it is often targeted by pirates seeking both poison and riches, who had hoped to take advantage of its young, inexperienced, and newly married king, Akil, until he perished. He is survived by Dowager Queen Sumira, who has no claim to the throne, but is working with the remaining members of the Royal Council to determine succession.



THE KINGDOM OF TORRENCE

Prime Rulers: The Otsakumea, Luca

Sigil: Black Wolf

Location: Central portion of the continent; Basilica and Myrcell to the south; Ardenia to the east; Pyrenee to the north.

Castle Seat: The Otxazulo (destroyed)

Prime Export: None

Attributes: Previously under the dictatorial rule of the masked Warlord, the Kingdom of Torrence has recently been reformed under its lost heir, the Otsakumea, Luca. The Warlord is still alive and threatening this arid desert state as it attempts to formally rejoin the union of kingdoms in the Sand and Sky.






PROLOGUE


AS the Sand and Sky found new footing, midnight came quietly to the Bellringe.

The moon was high and no longer weak, the clouds gone, the night ripe with silver energy. A platinum light slithered across the summer-dry landscape of King’s Crest and the Pyrenee mountains beyond, bathing everything it touched in glitter beneath a million stars.

Those stars had power too, as all in the Sand and Sky knew—the night sky marked by departed souls, looking down, watching over those below. As designed, the Bellringe’s chapel’s windows were especially good at capturing the glow from above, being so much closer to the sky than any other kingdom—even Ardenia.

Tonight, the windows shimmered a little more than usual.

For on the table beneath those great star-born windows lay the body of Crown Prince Renard.

Stinking of herbs and tinctures, shirtless, the gaping wound under his ribs sewn closed, skin puckering under the pull of sutures, Renard appeared just the same as when the medikua had left him days before, taking her bags and talents with her for the royal ship in the Port of Pyrenee.

Yet, in that gleaming moonlight, things were not the same at all.

No, that silver light beamed across his unshaven face … and the air charged, suddenly full with all the power of the stars and their peculiar magic.

And there, alone in the silence, the mostly-dead would-be king opened his eyes.

—From the final page of The Queen Will Betray You





CHAPTER 1


HIGH in the hills of Ardenia, a queen and a king met swords in the meadow they’d always called theirs.

Amarande and Luca each wore chest plates and pained grins, color flush in their cheeks as they sparred with blunt blades as they’d done for years.

Whenever she had too much on her mind, all Amarande needed was Luca and a good fight. To work out her nerves, her thoughts, her feelings—all the inconveniences she often kept buried so deep. She had dreamed of today for ages, but troubles still nipped at her, and the most soothing combination in the world was the movement of her body and a dimpled smile on Luca’s face.

Even better—they were blessedly alone.

Well, almost. Beltza, the black wolf, watched from the trees on the far side of the meadow. She’d been Luca’s shadow since the Otxoa supporters’ arrival. As the breathing symbol of his fallen family, perhaps Beltza thought it her duty to keep a watchful eye on the last Otxoa in existence. Still, the wolf always gave them space, so long as she could keep her golden gaze pinned to Luca.

It was close enough to being alone for Amarande and Luca—because, for all the power that being royalty provided, solitude was hard to come by.

They had an hour, maybe two, and they would make the most of it. In fact, they had already, proof in the slick of sweat glinting in the cloudless sun as they raised their blades and crashed together yet again.

“What hurts more, your arm or your leg?” Luca inquired, his mouth curling along with the jest in his sweet voice as they met in a body-jolting high cross, Amarande’s face just inches from his. He hit as hard as he was handsome, but Amarande was stubborn and Luca was fighting with as many injuries as she was. He’d just had a head start in healing, that was all.

“Nothing hurts.”

Luca pivoted to the left, forcing Amarande to hack across her body in such a way that tested both her arm and leg—straining Ula’s careful sutures with the brunt of the blow. Amarande’s teeth ground together as she attempted to muscle Luca’s sword away.

It didn’t work.

Her guard failed, and Luca tapped her waist with a hit.

“Stars and dragon’s piss,” Amarande grit out. With her good arm she smashed the blunt tip of the practice sword into the dry summer earth. The hit bruised her pride much more than her body. Luca wasn’t one to gloat, but he did pause before returning to his starting stance.

“Do my ears deceive me or have you perhaps picked up a colorful phrase or two from Urtzi?”

“It’s useful.”

“Yes, for when things hurt.” Luca’s dimples flashed and Amarande knew she’d laid her cards on the table.

It did hurt.

It’d been three days since they’d won back the Itspi—when her mother had stabbed her in the leg, and four days since her arm was mangled in a rescue from sure death in the Warlord’s firepit.

She grimaced up at him and grumbled, “Don’t be easy on me. If Geneva shows her face, I won’t be allowed a breather in the middle of the battle. Be brutal, just don’t rip my sutures.”

Luca scoffed. “Ula would have my head if I ripped yours—or mine.”

“That is precisely why I didn’t tell Ula we would be here,” Amarande answered. “Besides, she could just sew your lovely head back onto your body. You know she would. You’re more her king than I am her queen.”

Luca laughed and backpedaled toward the edge of the trees that lined the meadow to reset his stance for the next parry to her attack. “Ah, but she’s loyal to both of us. And we’ll face equal fury.”

Amarande arched a brow. “Then let’s not rip our sutures, shall we?”

The words were barely out when Amarande charged without warning, blade held high in a double grip, stabilizing her weak points as much as possible. As she barreled toward him, Luca raised his weapon, angling it to again strain her injured arm, pulling the crux of their sword clash from the center of their bodies out to the side.

The force of his blow not only pushed her sword in a useless wide arc but whirled her around.

In a blink, Amarande was pinned against a juniper tree. Her arms were wrenched over her head, one wilting under the strain of the sutures along it, Luca’s angle much more comfortable because of his height. Worse for Amarande’s situation, he’d changed his grip—one hand pushed against the hilt, the other using the lack of sharp edges on the practice sword to his advantage, grabbing hold of the blade, and pressing it hard against the trunk at her back, the leverage terrible on her position.

Luca was close enough now that she could either kick him or kiss him.

Honestly, Amarande wasn’t sure which she preferred in the moment. She hated to lose a fight but even with the painful torque against her shoulders, she was already lost in Luca’s golden eyes. Warm, inviting, safe. Hers. She was a well-trained fighter, but there was no defense against what she felt when he looked at her like this.

In the end, Luca chose for both of them.

With a quick shift in pressure, he swept both swords aside. They dropped in a metallic thump to the fallen juniper needles that littered the meadow from seasons past.

Luca released her hands and pressed his lips to hers.

All the fight fled out of her as Amarande’s arms fell first to her sides, and then around Luca’s waist, struggling to gain a grip against the smooth metal of his chest guard as it clanged into hers. Her hands snaked up Luca’s neck, finding better purchase to deepen the embrace. His skin was flushed with the salt of sweat, but the taste of him sweet.

Amarande felt as if she could stay in that moment forever, warm and sheltered, and whole. One heartbeat, one suspended breath, one experience under the sun.

After a time—too soon, in her opinion—Luca pulled away, shifting his hands so that they could protect her head from the scratch and tear of the tree bark at her back. At this changed distance, Amarande could look into his eyes again, and brush a lock of black hair from his brow. “Luca, do you remember when we fought here the day my father died?”

She watched as his golden gaze disappeared, eyelashes brushing his cheekbones. “That is not something I will ever forget.”

Oh, this softhearted boy. “That day, I had you pinned to the ground, a knife to your throat.”

He laughed a little. “I haven’t forgot that either.”

Amarande arched a brow, though she knew he wouldn’t see it. “I’d imagine not—a knife to the throat isn’t easily forgotten.”

Luca grinned then as he lifted his eyes to meet hers. “Well, it’s not the knife, but the closeness of you with the knife that, um, is the memorable combination.”

“For me too.”

She wet her lips to continue, only to have him swoop in and kiss her again, quick and insistent. Amarande laughed against the press of his mouth because she hadn’t been trying to entice him, but kissed him back with enough force that she was able to gain leverage, spin him around, and pin him to the tree.

They stumbled over one of the practice swords, but steadied like the quick-footed fighters they were—Luca pressed against the trunk, and Amarande enjoying every moment of it as she gazed up at him from this new vantage.

Luca’s breathing was still labored from sparring, and Amarande relished the rise and fall of his chest against her own, despite the metal protecting and muffling their hearts. Her hands slid down Luca’s neck, his pulse thrumming under her palms. Her forearms draped across the solid cut of his collarbones and chest, his stable-built body as sturdy as the tree at his back.

Amarande sunk into the gold flecks shimmering in the depths of Luca’s eyes. They were the same as they always had been. The only difference was now that she could not misread the love there as anything but his heart on display. That love had been in his tender gaze for so long, and yet she’d been blind to it, thinking it was only her hopes reflected back.

“Luca—”

The exaggerated clearing of a throat cut off her words. Both of them wrenched around to the entrance of the meadow, where General Koldo stood, inspecting one gloved hand as if she had not just witnessed such a private moment.

Just as she had on the terrible day of King Sendoa’s death, Koldo knew exactly where Amarande would be.

In the meadow, with Luca. Always with Luca.

There was no reason to question the how or why about Koldo seeking them here. Of course, she knew. In fact, it was likely the entire castle knew. A queen and a king could not merely escape together unnoticed, even if those who loved them let them. Perhaps solitude was a myth in their new stations.

Luca and Amarande pulled apart, straightening their clothes and protective gear for a moment until Koldo looked up from her glove. The general already had donned her finest garnet-and-gold regalia—and did not comment as to their current royal entanglement. “It’s time, Ama. The gates will open soon, and we must get you properly prepared.”

Amarande gestured to her sweat-stained clothing. “Perhaps I should be introduced as their queen in my training gear. That would be more truthful to my nature. Not in a gown and diamonds, but in the trappings of one who will fight for my people.”

Koldo gave a typical inclination of her head, her dark braid settling across her proud shoulders. “While the metaphor is much appreciated, I do believe the maids who have been hard at work on perfecting your coronation gown the past three days would be terribly upset if you left it hanging in your quarters.”

Indeed. There were some concessions a queen must make.

“Fair enough.”

Amarande gathered her blunt sword and stepped into line with Koldo. Luca caught her in stride and the three of them pointed themselves toward the towering red spires of the Itspi. From behind them came the soft steps of Beltza, who had a habit of escorting her wolf cub to the castle doors before returning to the Otxoa encampment set upon the grounds.

“However,” Amarande continued, catching eyes with the general, “I think the next time I represent my people, I’d like to wear a uniform like you.”

And like her father.

King Sendoa had many fine suits but the one the Warrior King wore the most often and most proudly matched Koldo’s own.

The general actually smiled—a rare and stunning sight.

“It would be most fitting, Ama.”





CHAPTER 2


HOURS later, Amarande and Luca stood together in a changed world.

One where a woman could gain power without marriage, and an orphaned stableboy could raise a dead kingdom from the bowels of the earth.

Both tales seemed woven by starlight and dropped into a storybook, but they were as real as the citizens of Ardenia milling about the grounds of the Itspi. By the thousands, those Ardenians poured through the gates and into the arena, the tiger’s-head flags of the kingdom’s official sigil flying high above the topmost rows. They climbed up to their seats, the mountain winds whipping the hair from their faces as they settled in, hoping for a decent view of history.

For, in minutes, Amarande of Ardenia would no longer be a princess, but a queen.

The last time Luca had been in the arena at the Itspi, he’d watched Amarande state her case for consent in the marriage required to become queen and promise the assembled crowd she would not settle for a union beneath her or her people. She’d been scoffed at—of course—by the old guard of the Sand and Sky, and in a bid to prove the seriousness of her request, Amarande went so far as to steal a sword straight from the scabbard of Crown Prince Renard and hold the point against his skin.

Luca had left the arena that day with a bubble of laughter on his lips, because though it wasn’t funny, he believed Amarande would kill that boy if Renard were ever stupid enough to attempt to marry her.

It turned out he was right.

That wasn’t funny either, of course. Though it was exactly what had happened.

Much more had happened after that, too.

Little more than a fortnight later and Luca was in the arena once more. This time, standing at Amarande’s side, as requested, wearing fine clothes tailored to him from King Sendoa’s closets. Everything Luca wore was black, as was the custom for the Otxoa royal family, or so he had been told.

He stood at her right shoulder—Beltza sitting proudly at his feet—while Ferdinand and Koldo anchored Amarande’s left side. Councilor Joseba sulked in the back, extremely displeased with the break in both tradition and proportional balance, but given he was still healing from a near-fatal stab wound, he couldn’t stand for the length of the ceremony. And so Joseba sat aside, the only remaining member of the Royal Council, as Satordi and Garbine were freshly buried on the grounds, victims—along with a myriad of guards—of Geneva’s escape from the Itspi less than a week ago.

Currently, the crowd before them was stunned to silence, the only sound the flapping of the tiger flags in the mountain breeze. Not simply because Amarande was alive and standing before them in garnet lace and diamonds, but because their newest king, fifteen-year-old Ferdinand, had just told them the truth—he was a bastard, born of General Koldo and King Sendoa. Then, as that heavy admission blanketed the masses, Ferdinand ceded his crown to Amarande, placing it straight on her head with the kind of gentle touch almost unheard-of among the royal blood of the Sand and Sky.

Diamond-and-garnet circlet catching the late morning light in the summer air, Amarande stepped to the podium, grasped the sides with her swordswoman’s grip, and looked out upon her people.

Just as at King Sendoa’s funeral, visiting nobility and councils were seated in the front rows on the arena floor, though the individuals present were almost entirely different. The representatives from the other kingdoms were the survivors of the poisoned wedding reception that killed King Domingu and King Akil and made Queen Inés ruler of three of the five kingdoms in very short but dramatic order. They had arrived on ships with the now-deceased Inés and her soldiers—ships that still stood in Ardenia’s harbor. And all would be headed home after a coming meeting to discuss next steps.

In fact, the only person in the audience with a royal title was Dowager Queen Sumira, consort to the recently deceased Akil. She did not have the blood to be called outright ruler of Myrcell, but that would be something to discuss later.

Also upon the arena floor and close at hand were Luca’s advisors and confidants from Torrence—Tala and his former resistance seconds. Pirates Ula and Urtzi, and former watcher Osana, were seated in the front row, friends of both Torrence and Ardenia, even if their official capacity had not yet been named.

Amarande took in the packed stands, her chin held with a confident tip. As always, and forever, Luca marveled at this love of his—so small but so strong in every way that mattered.

“Guardians of the Sand and Sky and loyal citizens of the Kingdom of Ardenia, the last time I stood before you, I pledged I would not sell the good people of Ardenia to the highest bidder, that I would not let a usurper sit on our throne through marriage, that I would not settle for less than what my people deserve. And, as my brother so carefully explained,” she gestured to Ferdinand, his shaggy, strawberry-blond head bowing in a nod, “you deserve the truth.”

Amarande paused as her words washed over the assembly. Reading their faces; lingering on the row of castle workers in the far center stands—Abene, Maialen, old Zuzen, and others who were family to Luca as much as to her.

“The truth of the matter is that my brother was a fine king. I believe Prince Ferdinand to be a skilled and loyal decision maker, and you must not hold the deception he has described to you against him. The reality of his parentage was kept from you by my mother, Geneva, who had her own lies in play. To solidify my belief that Ferdinand is a loyal servant of the Kingdom of Ardenia, as of this moment, as your queen, I hereby announce that I am naming Ferdinand First Knight and Protector of the Crown. This is a title that has not been used for three hundred years, and one which is most appropriate for his skill set, station, and proven loyalty. His Highness the prince will lead my castle guard and Ardenia’s internal security, while working hand in hand with General Koldo on all matters of protection of Ardenia.”

At Amarande’s pause, the crowd erupted into polite applause for their brief king. He accepted both the adoration and title with yet another simple nod, standing proudly next to his birth mother, whose stoic face happened to crack into a grin so slight that Luca was sure only those standing on the dais could detect it.

“I appreciate your applause,” Amarande responded in a measured voice, her shoulders back and long auburn hair rustling in the breeze, “but as part of this exchange of power, you, my people and those with us from other regions of the Sand and Sky, must understand the gravity of what nearly transpired as much as you must know what actually happened. I stand before you as queen not simply because of my brother’s good-heartedness and an informal change to laws written a millennium ago. No, I stand before you because the Sand and Sky was a hair’s breadth away from total takeover.”

Silence again descended over the arena. All eyes were trained upon the dais. Some somber, some disbelieving, some clearly entirely aware of what their new queen was about to say. Amarande inclined a delicate hand in the direction of the Port of Ardenia, several mountainous miles to the east.

“In our harbor sits a would-be armada, fashioned by Inés of Pyrenee, who for a short time—thanks to a marriage contract and copious amounts of poison—was able to take control of not only Pyrenee but also Basilica and Myrcell. Inés then sets her sights on Ardenia, bolstered by the news of my supposed death. With the majority of our great Ardenian army spread along our borders rather than holding down our castle seat, it is very likely that with a day’s fighting, Inés could have taken the Itspi, and the throne, making Ardenia her fourth conquest.”

Amarande nodded, punctuating just how close her kingdom had come to invasion.

“In doing so, Inés also would have believed she had taken the Torrent as well, because among Geneva’s many lies, she was serving as the acting Warlord concurrently with her status as Queen Mother.”

The silence now was heavier, it seemed.

“It was only by sheer fortune that this did not happen. Instead, Luca,” Amarande turned in profile to him, smiling like the sun, “the Otsakumea and last of the Otxoa, bested the Warlord’s proxy in the Torrent, reclaiming the land as the Kingdom of Torrence, and reinstalling the Otxoa monarchy. In that same battle, Luca and his seconds rescued me, and in the chaos, Prince Taillefer of Pyrenee escaped, only to reappear on his mother’s ship in the harbor. In short order, Taillefer dispatched Inés, and regained his kingdom for a brief time before succumbing to battle wounds.” This description, while true, made Luca’s stomach drop, because though Taillefer’s damaged lungs had him at death’s door, it had been Luca’s knife that slammed it in his face. “While,” Amarande continued after a deep breath, “we were able to wrest complete control of Ardenia.”

Again, she nodded at the gaping and wide-eyed faces. Even the pro-Otxoa rebels seemed stunned by the wild cadence of the action, though they already knew the general timeline.

“I am telling you this now for the same reason I will tell you the rest of it—you deserve to know. You also must understand the gravity of the other lies you have been fed and the rumors you’ve heard.”

At this, Amarande gave a sign, and garnet-and-gold-clad soldiers entered the crowd in an orderly manner, handing out neat squares of parchment, each written in heavy and unerring ink.

“What you will find on the sheets of parchment being distributed now is the official account of the past weeks, beginning with the death of my father, King Sendoa, may he rest in the stars, and ending with this ceremony and the transfer of power from King Ferdinand to myself. This document has been approved by the guardians of the Sand and Sky and details the cascade of action throughout every corner of the continent.”

Amarande paused again as the people took in the account, those knowledgeable of their letters reading out loud to those who were not, scrolling through the highlights of the continent-shaking saga that had occurred since King Sendoa’s final breath on the summer solstice.

After a long moment, as heads lifted slowly from the parchment, Amarande spoke again to her people.

“Read each word, to yourselves, to your family, to those who do not know their letters. It is right there in plain verbiage, how our entire country teetered on a knife’s edge, all within the council room of the Itspi. We are fortunate to have survived it. As a people, as a kingdom.” Amarande nodded to them, the crown atop her head catching the sun and radiating light like a star in broad daylight. “The elevation of my status to queen without a marriage is not an ending. It is a beginning—for Ardenia and all our sister nations—”

“A parchment?!” A voice as loud as it was irate cut through Amarande’s planned statement—close to the dais and easily heard. On the heels of its echoing indignation, a man shot to his feet, red-faced and wiping spittle from his chin, the paper crinkling in his furious grip. It was the lead councilor from Pyrenee—Menon. “Your Highness, this is highly unusual!”

The councilor flung his hands out wide in exasperation and turned toward the Ardenian crowd, seeking support from the masses.

Luca had witnessed the outburst in real time, with a front-row seat, and yet he could hardly believe it. Such an exclamation was done solely because this man believed himself safe from repercussions despite questioning the word of an outright queen in her own home. During her coronation, no less.

Anger gathered under Luca’s skin as his eyes slid to his queen—this was her fight and it would only make things worse if he intervened. Amarande’s beautiful face hardened into the sharp smile Prince Renard had witnessed in the moment between when he’d questioned her publicly on this same dais, and when she’d threatened him with his own sword. Luca knew the Pyrenee councilor’s challenge would not end better for him than it did for his now-deceased crown prince.

“Then we should make it more common, Councilor Menon,” Amarande answered, baring her teeth in a way that had Beltza tensing by Luca’s side. The black wolf had once fought Amarande and knew her strength. “It is crucial that after so much secrecy and misinformation, as many people are as well informed as possible at the same time. No hearsay. No rumors. Facts. Distributed to everyone within the Sand and Sky.”

Amarande raised her eyes from Menon’s reddening face and looked out to the remaining leaders of the Sand and Sky. “We have produced additional parchments that will be loaded to your ships ahead of your return home. Please distribute them in the most efficient way possible within your own kingdoms.”

Indeed, she’d approved the handouts herself, and a knot of men were already aboard each delegation’s ships, installing reams of parchment along with strict instructions for distribution. Luca thought it had been a stroke of genius, a way to toss open the doors of the castles and level the playing field across a continent so changed. Amarande and Luca ruled for their people, after all.

Yet the advisor from Pyrenee stood firm. Defiant before the crowd, defiant before the Sand and Sky’s first unwed queen. This councilor had no qualms about testing Ardenia’s ruler before her own people. This struck Luca as both incredibly entitled and incredibly stupid. Menon nearly stamped his foot as he lifted his chin to project loudly toward Amarande’s perch. “Pyrenee disagrees and will not.”

“That is interesting, Councilor, as the delegation of Pyrenee agreed to this timeline of events in a meeting before my coronation—”

“Yes—I did, but you did not tell us it would be distributed like a two-for-one deal at the fish market!” the man sputtered, loudly, reminding Luca very much of the departed Satordi—they were men cut from the same cloth, their egos forged deeply from years adjacent to extreme power.

Amarande blinked at Menon, her visage cool in a way that clearly annoyed him further. Luca muzzled a grin. “You mean equitably and open to all?”

“Well, no—yes.” The man did not know which answer was correct. Finally, he flung his arms out wide again. “Not like this.”

“Then how?” Amarande raised a sharp brow. “Because knowledge is not something you can tax at port, nor turn away at your border. Everyone in this arena now knows the truth. Refuse my handouts, fine. But the people of Pyrenee will now learn exactly how they lost three leaders in short succession, and then they will compare it with the tale you lay at their feet. Is your pride worth so much that you might wager the trust of your people, who are reeling from the top down? Geneva made that bet from this very stage and if you’ve been paying attention to this ceremony, you know that these pieces of parchment are just the first step in atonement from the Crown to the people of Ardenia for the lies she told.”

Amarande’s was a brutal response, as cutting as the Basilican steel she’d used to threaten Renard. The queen knew it, the councilor knew it, the crowd, too.

Luca tried very hard not to smile.

Menon’s pride sagged, his anger receded, and Luca waited to see if the man from Pyrenee was stupid enough to take a swipe from another angle in this fight he would not win.

In the end, Menon sank to his wooden bench with a creaking sigh, no response ready or available. When he was fully put in his place, Amarande lifted her chin and again addressed her most important audience—the people of Ardenia.

“I cannot command Pyrenee or any of the other kingdoms within our great continent to share the knowledge given to you in this arena.” Her eyes fell to Menon and the other aubergine-clad representatives of Pyrenee for a pointed moment before she continued. “But as your queen, I pledge from this moment forward that the loyal people of Ardenia shall know the truth of what has happened and not simply that we managed to survive it. That is my promise to you, whom I have the duty and honor of serving with my life.”

She nodded, firm, and clarified and confirmed her oath.

“You do not serve me, I serve you, Ardenia.”

And with that, Amarande took a step back from the podium, slipped her hand within Luca’s for all the world to see, and accepted the applause of her people.





CHAPTER 3


COUNCILOR Menon greeted Queen Amarande in her own North Tower with a renewed objection and a toss of crumpled parchment upon the high shine of the council room’s oval table.

“That timeline makes the Kingdom of Pyrenee look absolutely terrible!” The councilor was red-faced and decisively pointed at the paper as if it had personally injured him.

Beyond Menon’s agitated form, the Itspi council room was brimming full—the remaining advisors and royalty from the Sand and Sky in attendance for a meeting called for the express purpose of discussing next steps in the future of the continent. They and the military from each kingdom were to set a course for home straightaway once they’d adjourned.

Amarande took her time cutting a path through the bodies to her father’s tiger’s head chair. Luca politely pulled it out for her, and she quietly arranged her voluminous gown as he helped her forward before settling in to her right. There’d been no time to change clothing, or celebrate, or even have a morsel to eat after the ceremony—the continent could not wait. And here was this man still aching from the truth and his own well-deserved embarrassment before thousands of Ardenians.

“The only reason Pyrenee looks absolutely terrible is because the rulers of Pyrenee did absolutely terrible things.” Amarande made it a point to gesture to Luca. No one could see the extent of his wounds beneath the well-tailored black tunic and doublet adapted from King Sendoa’s collection, but the queen’s intent was clear. What Pyrenee had done was literally marked across his chest. “Documented things.”

Menon accepted her answer like a kick to the gut. Breath frozen in a gasp, his face as sour as if someone had replaced his sagardoa with medicinal sagardon.

She wasn’t done. The queen had planned to enter this meeting without a single look back, but if this was where Menon and the rest of Pyrenee’s representatives wanted to go, she was certainly going to take the opportunity to dig in the knife. The future of the Sand and Sky was here and now, and he was glaring at it—at her—with flaring nostrils and spittle stuck in the corners of his mouth.

“As you can see, Ardenia is no cleaner. If you took time to actually read more than the Pyrenee portion of the timeline, you would see it is right there in ink that I killed Renard during our wedding. My terrible choice is etched into that parchment just as it is on the backs of my eyelids. We all must live with what has happened the last few weeks. And by ‘all’ I do not mean everyone in this room, but the people we serve as well. The unrest will always be worse for those with the least. And here you mock their sensibilities and mine with your lack of respect.”

“Disagreement is not mocking.”

“The way you disagreed with me certainly was. Menon, I acknowledge that your judgment is likely clouded with mourning for your queen and perhaps her sons, too, but would you have questioned a king so publicly at his coronation?”

Menon seemed surprised when Amarande finished with a true pause, waiting expectantly for any answer. Just as in the arena, the councilor took a moment to glance around, searching for support from the remaining decision makers in the room. All he received were averted eyes and uninviting glares.

“The queen requests an answer,” Luca prodded.

The councilor’s eyes flicked to Luca’s, the disdain in them flaring brightly enough that Amarande bit her tongue before the councilor accepted his fate, drew in a breath, and insulted her yet again. “A king wouldn’t have been so cruel to his peers.”

Amarande bared her teeth. “Says the man who only survived Domingu’s reception regicide plan because his queen figured out the plot and bested the king at his own game. Inés may have benefited from the wedding massacre, but make no mistake, the cruelty there was an idea borne from a king.”

Silence settled about the room—for nearly everyone here was a survivor of that particular cruelty—and in that brief pause, Amarande’s mind corrected her own words.

An idea not simply borne from a king, but kings. For as conflicted as she’d been about Taillefer, Amarande could not deny the last, brief king of Pyrenee and his understanding of the natural arts was the centerpiece of Domingu’s plan. It was Taillefer’s poison. His willing relationship to learn at the knee of the ruthless old king—and to help him. Taillefer died with the blood of those wedding guests on his hands.

And Amarande blamed herself for his death. She gave the order to retain him. Luca did. And the second son of Pyrenee had bled out with a confession upon his lips. It was his poison that had killed her father as it had Domingu and Akil, though it had been Renard who’d done the deed.

Something flared within Amarande and she pressed her hands to the table to steady them, turning that spark in her gut upon Menon. She could dig in further here—swipe her claws at the blatant sexism of his behavior, the clear revisionism in his denial of the timeline parchment, and his particular brand of egoism related to working in proximity to power—this smacked very much of Satordi, may he rest in the stars—but, this meeting had been planned to discuss the future.

The one they were to build.

And Amarande would not waste any more time arguing with a man forged in the patriarchy she was taking active steps to kill.

“We owe it to our people, and to the future, to rise beyond the past.” Rather than address Menon, Amarande appealed to the room at large. To the royalty, councilors, confidants, and soldiers. “What we must discuss now is succession. Ardenia and Torrence are sorted. Pyrenee, Basilica, and Myrcell need immediate attention. Which, Councilor Menon, is the point of this meeting.”

“And, as a matter of special interest, I would like to discuss succession of Myrcell first.” This from Dowager Queen Sumira, seated to Amarande’s left. She was young and pretty, all smooth tawny skin and cascading black curls. Sumira had not been married to King Akil for long, but she was noble, intelligent, and had outlasted him even though he had been prepared to wed Amarande if his contract had been accepted by Ardenia’s Royal Council after Sendoa’s death.

“Your Highness,” the single surviving Myrcellian councilor piped in over her shoulder, “with all due respect, we should table this discussion—these measures cannot be examined fully here, hundreds of miles from the Miragua and the family scrolls located there.”

Sumira smiled at this man like the shark on Myrcell’s sigil. “I am aware of these difficulties, Calan. However, what you are not aware of is that there is a less contentious solution right before your eyes.”

The man tilted his chin, unsure if he was following her line of thought.

In answer, Sumira stood. “Calan, there is a reason I did not ingest the wine in Basilica.” Here, she turned in profile, and swept a hand across the skirt of her dress, pressing the drape of the green fabric taut against the swell of her belly. “I am pregnant with King Akil’s heir.”

These were high-born people and trained fighters with reflexes and wherewithal that kept them alive—and, thus, not a soul gasped at the shocking news. Instead, the entire room was still as stone.

Sumira smiled further. The resounding silence was all the reaction she wanted.

“Here, before our sister and brother protectors of the Sand and Sky, I request immediate regency control of Myrcell in the name of King Akil’s child.”

Amarande and Luca barely had to exchange a glance before Luca nodded softly to Sumira. “First, my sincerest congratulations, Your Highness. This is wonderful news. Of course, Torrence supports this request.”

“As does Ardenia—congratulations. We would also support any amendment needed to Myrcell’s laws of succession to ensure this babe rule no matter their sex.” Amarande made it a point to meet both Calan and Pyrenee’s Menon in the eye before sweeping an enthusiastic nod toward the dowager queen. “Excellent. One less succession to untangle—”

“Now, wait, if I may,” interjected Calan, daring not only to interrupt but to raise an outstretched hand as if physically halting the queen’s words. “I must concede that while the Sand and Sky may accept Her Highness’s request for regency, the Kingdom of Myrcell may … not.”

The councilor did not dare look directly at Sumira, nor at Amarande. Rather, his stricken gaze landed on Luca, almost as if he would find sympathy there—he didn’t.

When would these men learn?

Instead Calan was met with a hardening of Luca’s handsome features, his body visibly stiffening as if he were about to enter a fight.

“On what grounds, Councilor Calan?” Luca asked, the sweetness in his disposition veering toward a sharp edge. “The Dowager Queen Sumira has made a request well within her rights in the eyes of the rest of the Sand and Sky; what objection might the Kingdom of Myrcell have to a regency agreement elevating a mother until her child comes of age? If it’s another situation like we saw previously with Inés, surely your dowager queen would not object to additional safety measures ensuring the proper passage of power?” Luca made it a point to cross looks with Sumira, who nodded accordingly.

Councilor Calan tugged at his collar and straightened in his seat. After all that adjustment, he placed his folded hands upon the table and trained his gaze exclusively on his own knuckles while getting the next words out. “While this joyous news would certainly straighten out the Myrcellian line of succession, please understand that the kingdom reserves the right to confirm this pregnancy.”

Amarande frowned. “While it is likely unnecessary because I’m certain Her Highness has a fine grasp of her body’s nature, Dowager Queen Sumira, if you would like the council of Medikua Aritza before your departure, that can be arranged.”

Sumira’s lips dropped open for what was likely to be a polite refusal of such an offer, but then Councilor Calan pointedly cleared his throat—a favorite preamble of many of the councilors, it seemed, no matter the kingdom they served.

“While that is a generous suggestion, Your Highness,” Calan started, his straw man body going rigid beneath his dense green robes as if bracing for a blow, “it is imperative that the Miragua’s resident medikua investigate and confirm that this progeny is, in fact, the continuation of King Akil’s family line.”

Amarande inhaled sharply. Of course, Calan readied for a blow—he knew every woman in the room wanted to punch him. It was all Amarande could do not to draw the knife from her boot and fling it at this man. “Councilor, are you insinuating that your resident medikua has the ability to see both into the past and into the marriage bed? How incredibly insulting that you would not believe the dowager queen at her word and instead imply that she is both lying and an adulteress.”

Calan did not respond to this. Instead, he returned to staring at his hands in such a way that Amarande nearly believed he was not hearing her at all. This would not do.

“All of you were ensconced in the Aragonesti that night, watching your friends and loved ones die by poison or the sword. By all accounts, it was horrific and terrifying.” As cruel as a man like Domingu could have dreamed. “Imagine watching the light go out in your husband’s eyes as his child grows within you. Imagine having to bow to the woman who killed him.” Her eyes speared Calan. “Now imagine having the gall to question a woman who has been through all that and suggest that she does not have her late husband’s nor her kingdom’s best interests at heart.”

The room sat in silence.

Good.

Amarande continued, catching every eye brave enough to watch the frustration build beneath her skin.

“The fact that anyone would question the word of this widow in such a foul way is beyond me.” Her gaze returned, unflinching, to Calan. “But as the Warrior King’s daughter, I understand a thing or two about Ardenia’s position as protector of the realm. Given that there are likely to be more questionable objections to perfectly reasonable matters of succession, and, apparently from the royal advisors of multiple kingdoms when a noblewoman is involved,” here, she speared Menon in her sights because that man deserved it, “I would suggest Ardenian support for Myrcell, Basilica, and Pyrenee as they discuss and certify succession from their kingdom seats.”

Menon spoke first, beating Calan to the punch, his opinion clear in the unmasked frustration in his tone. “Are you suggesting occupation, Queen Amarande?”

That building frustration spiked, hot and wild in her veins as she gritted her teeth.

Was he even listening? Or did he simply want to pick a fight?

Perhaps he hopes a war might make him king.

Inhaling deeply—which did far too little to cool the surge of flame within her—Amarande explained it as if he were four years in age, not forty.

“No. Envoys. Simply eyes in the room—a neutral party, representing the union of the Sand and Sky kingdom states.”

Menon chuckled mirthlessly, all that entitlement and brass returning full power after she’d put him in his place twice. This was a battle he truly thought he could win.

“‘Eyes in the room’ such as they are here.” Menon made a point to glance behind him at the sprawling collection of people supporting both Amarande and Luca—from the former pirates to the former rebels, to the Ardenian military presence.

In that moment, Amarande realized how it might look—she, and Luca by association, outnumbered the other kingdoms’ parties in this room three to one.

Still, as a matter of practice, Amarande thought her suggestion of envoys was a decent concession, one her father would’ve made. Koldo’s stoic nod was enough of a confirmation that this was indeed a decent recommendation. But the reaction of the others at the table did not reflect Amarande’s expectations.

Finally, after a series of tightly pursed lips and askance glances, the sole young female councilor, a woman from Basilica, piped up. Kirana—she was the same age as Koldo, old enough to be wise, but young enough to still see the world with fresh, unsettled eyes. “With all due respect to Ardenia’s generous history of protection, an envoy from any other kingdom present during these delicate discussions would be highly unusual.”

“I will say it plainly,” Menon spit with a flick of a hand. He speared Amarande and Koldo in a joint glare. “It is an overreach.”

Amarande sucked in a steadying breath and resisted the urge to catch eyes with the general for additional guidance. “How so?”

“Ardenia is our traditional continental protector, yes,” Calan agreed from his side, “but no one representing Ardenia could be called neutral.”

“Look at it as we see it, Your Highness,” Kirana offered calmly, her attitude much more agreeable to Amarande than the others’, even as she was clearly arguing her case. “In this moment, Ardenia is the only kingdom on this continent with a functioning government. I do not mean that as a slight to Torrence, my Otsakumea, but there is much to be done to establish a formal kingdom in your name before Torrence will function as it did before the Warlord took control and the Torrent was born.”

Luca held up both hands, placating. “It’s not a slight—it’s true.”

Kirana looked to Sumira. “And Myrcell is also acting in a limited capacity for the time being. Meanwhile, Basilica and—if you do not mind my assumption, Pyrenee”—Menon inclined his head in agreement—“are much more unstable. Though we sit at this table as a union in name as we always have, we have just survived a seismic upheaval, as you so pointedly described it during your coronation speech, Your Highness. While Ardenia is firmly settled, the rest of us are still extremely vulnerable. Not that we believe you have the same designs that Inés or Domingu showed in recent weeks, but … you must understand our general reluctance to having any one kingdom impress its influence on our unstable states.”

Amarande could see that. She could see it exactly as Kirana explained it. More so, she knew that if she were in a similar position, she would never agree to someone from literally any of the other kingdoms save Luca’s own sitting in on these discussions.

The queen gave a curt nod. “Understood.”

Next, Koldo entered the fray in her stoic and solid way. “For the continent to properly stabilize, we must not allow the succession matters to stay unsettled long. We should meet again and soon, allowing only enough time for research and reporting on matters of succession. Extraneous time leaves openings for bad actors.”

The other kingdoms reacted favorably to the general’s assessment. Amarande nodded again. “Agreed. It is crucial not only that each kingdom have a succession plan, but also that we agree to any and all amendments to the laws set forth in the new Sand and Sky. If we are to rebuild the continent and make its union stronger, we need to do so from the bottom up. Any law that has stood for a millennium that affects the continent should only be in place if we desire it to be. We must bring the continent in line with the wills and hearts of the people who live here now, not the ancestors who became stars a thousand years hence.”

A throat cleared, old and slow. “That is the second step, yes.” This from the ancient Pyrenee councilor, Laurent, who had likely seen more new kings in his lifetime than he could count on his fingers and toes. “Succession, and then a conclave and reaffirmation of our continental covenant.”

Fine.

Amarande addressed the room. “Given the speed at which this continent has changed in less than a month, we must work quickly. Would a week be long enough? By ship from Ardenia, the farthest port—Myrcell—is three days, yes?” Sumira confirmed this with a dip of her chin. “Three days there, a day to confirm with meetings what could not be verified during travel, and three days back?”

It was a brutal pace, but possible. And most practical, considering the circumstances of a continent held together like lemon cake pinched between a child’s fingers.

Perhaps this was why, though the others looked particularly aggrieved, no one verbally objected.

A week, then.

“Queen Amarande,” Kirana began gently, “your hospitality has been lovely, especially after all we have been through; you must beg my forgiveness but we cannot meet here again so soon. It must be at another kingdom. This is how it has been accomplished in the past—a rotation of sites for a conclave of the Sand and Sky.”

That was a problem.

Not because Amarande did not want to travel, but because that meant either walking into enclaves that held vicious tragedies for all of the players—the Bellringe in Pyrenee for Amarande, Luca, and the Pyrenee councilors; the Aragonesti in Basilica for everyone else plus Pyrenee yet again—or they would be forced to congregate at Miragua in Myrcell, which could be an asp’s nest if Akil’s more distant family held the same convictions as Calan in questioning Sumira on her joyous news.

No one had to say it. In the silence, the guardians of the Sand and Sky sat with that truth.

Then, surprisingly, the leader of its newest kingdom spoke up.

“Perhaps,” Luca began, raising his steady golden gaze to the crowd at large, “we can convene at the Hand. It’s a neutral site, accessible within two days’ time or less from every kingdom seat and is completely open on all sides—as neutral a site location as we can have for such a conclave.”

Amarande nodded feverishly, hoping to will the others into doing the same, though also knowing it might put them off because of her perceived power. She didn’t care.

It was a perfect idea.

Luca grinned a little sheepishly and tight-lipped as others began to confirm their agreement. “And, selfishly, it would also allow Torrence to fully and publicly embrace its reentry to the Sand and Sky as a standing kingdom.”

“Basilica agrees to this plan,” Kirana announced, the remaining male Basilican councilors nodding with her.

“And Myrcell.” Sumira did not even look at Calan before answering.

That left Pyrenee. And even Menon and the sour cut of his expression could not say no. “Pyrenee will attend.”

Luca nodded. “It is done. In a week’s time, the Kingdom of Torrence will happily welcome our sovereign sisters within the Sand and Sky.”

And though no one raised a glass—and they might well not for many years after the disastrous wedding of Inés and Domingu—his words were as good as a toast to new beginnings.





CHAPTER 4


THE Bellringe was not as Renard had left it.

His brother was gone. His mother was gone. And all the councilors who trailed in her wake, too. The soldiers hadn’t returned from the front. The castle guards not about.

It was odd—but so was everything.

Renard had this ringing sensation as if his own mind were stuffed to brimming with both linen and anger. His memories were clouded and dark. His orientation was off. He felt almost as if he were the maiden from a tale his governess Alisea used to spin when he couldn’t sleep—a girl who was bewitched to dream a thousand years while the world lurched forward without her.

The best clue was his rage. Threaded through with memories built in flashes.

A knife. Blood. Amarande’s furious eyes.

I would rather die.

The sutured skin under Renard’s ribs proved the princess had wanted to die only after killing him. The wound was precise—angled so that her blade would find his heart and lungs with no pesky bones to impede its aim.

And yet, he breathed. His heart beat. His anger pulsed.

Renard’s mind grasped at the edges of life, his body stiff from disuse and recovery. But he did not know how many days had passed. Or what had happened after his lifeblood left him. Or truly if he was alive at all—he felt alive, and when he caught his reflection in the chapel windows, it was haggard but there, just like his thoughts.

And so he haunted the grounds of King’s Crest for clues as much as answers, inspecting the chapel where he’d been kept, the food that had been laid out for the wedding in the antechamber rotting into the fine rugs. The chapel itself had also been left in disarray, pews knocked over, blood trailing across the floor and through the aisles. But he had awoken on a table laid out on the dais as if at a morgue—or in Taillefer’s workshop.

Renard descended the steps to the workshop carefully, as if they might lead straight to the underworld, one final step for him and his grave injury. Rather, the stairs came to an end five flights down, just as they always had. The door to Taillefer’s chamber was unlocked, and, in fact, propped open. Inside, every bottle had been removed from the shelves along the curved walls. His inspection table was clear, the blood and sweat of the stableboy still marring the straps Taillefer had used to hold him down.

The anger that thrummed under Renard’s skin spiked then, fury a current in his bones as sure as his blood still moved.

He should have killed the stableboy when he had the chance.

He should have killed Amarande.

He should have killed his mother.

Though it should have been, his wound was not painful. Nothing hurt. Yet everything hurt.

As he left the echoing quiet of Taillefer’s workshop, Renard realized there was one place within the castle grounds where he might find people willing to give him answers. Not just willing—motivated by the same fury that propelled him.

Everything was fuzzy at the edges, yes, but people were all the same. They wanted to survive. They wanted revenge on those who wronged them. They wanted the freedom that seemed to come with both.

And so Renard ascended to the grounds, wove his way through the rose gardens Taillefer had carefully cultivated to reflect the aubergine and gold of Pyrenee, and descended another set of deep and winding stairs. These led into the lowest bowels of the Bellringe, down to where one would find veins of gold if his family hadn’t bought their riches with it long ago.

There was no guard posted, yet the torches flickered—the dungeons were occupied. Not by the stableboy and the princess, nor anyone else of note—his mother and brother certainly weren’t rotting away in here. No, nearly everyone currently ensconced were members of his hired princess-retrieval crew.

Or at least, he thought that was who they were. The faces from that memory seemed separated from this current moment as though hidden behind every storm cloud strung like pearls across the Divide during the swell of summer.

Renard claimed a dying torch from the wall to allow him a better view of the inhabitants and approached the first person his hazy memory could pluck out—an Eritrian boy with healing bruises about his grimy face. Despite the recent head injury, the boy saw an immediate opportunity and shot first to his feet and then to the bars of his cell. He wore a soiled Pyrenee guard’s uniform and smelled of horse dung.

“Prince Renard, sir,” the pirate fumbled, clearly shocked but unafraid.

Revulsion simmered under the fury that coursed beneath Renard’s skin. He could not remember this pirate’s name—only that he’d once thought about killing him under the Torrentian sun. Somehow his fingers still itched to do it, that wrath within him aching for a quick release.

The pirate’s accomplices were not about. There had been two with him—a Torrentian girl and a Myrcellian with shoulders that could topple a tree trunk if given a running start. Staring at this boy somehow made it easier to remember them by association.

“Where are your friends?” To his own ears Renard’s voice sounded like it was powered by smoke rather than breath.

“I—I gave that captain my report, uh, Your Highness.” Better with the title, but Renard did not react. This seemed to bother the boy as if he had been expecting some sort of praise. “The big guy with the blond hair—Nikola. Your mother had the dragon’s piss scared out of him.”

At the mention of Inés, Renard’s focus sharpened on this boy. He reacted visibly to this change—lips stammering and gaze dropping nervously. Well, at least he was pliable.

“But I will give it to you again now, if you like,” he offered, hurriedly. “My acquaintances stole the harbor note I carried and likely my ship, too. The Gatzal, that is its name. They stole my rings, too! Right after my own guy smacked me.” Here, he tapped at his mottled temple. “Hard to find good help these days, isn’t it?”

The pirate laughed as if they had this in common and inspected his hands, which were bare, as he said, but pale above each knuckle. Renard did not laugh with him. This kidnapper seemed to think cracking jokes would make this more comfortable for him or somehow endear himself to Renard. It would do neither. He was either too stupid to know this, too desperate, or simply could not help himself.

The boy’s laughter quickly died, and he tried to school his face to match Renard’s.

Finally, the prince asked, “What happened to me?”

“Um…” The boy’s pale eyes lingered on Renard’s naked chest and sutures in the torchlight.

Renard lifted an impatient brow. “Do you know or shall I offer another prisoner the chance at freedom simply for telling me?”

“Oh, no, yes, I can tell you.” The Eritrian presented a slick smile that did not have the effect he clearly hoped it would. “It’s just that I wasn’t in the chapel when it happened, Your Highness. All I know, I know from what I have been told and deduced. Your man, Captain Nikola, he questioned me on your mother’s orders about my ship and the manner of our relationship—the contract. They wanted that for some reason.”

The fury beneath Renard’s skin pulsed. “Please get on to what happened to me.”

The boy gulped.

“Well, I learned you died.”

This wasn’t a shock so much as a confirmation. The snatches of memory and unending anger pointed to this truth.

The kidnapper blanched, his eyes again pinned to the puckered skin about Renard’s naked chest, clearly concerned that Renard might kill the messenger. And though it had crossed his mind, Renard needed more facts as much as the confirmation of his death.

Renard spun his fingers in a gesture that he hoped the boy would read as “get on with it.”

Another hurried gulp and then a rush of explanation.

“You died, the princess killed you, and then my acquaintances and her stableboy rushed in dressed as Pyrenee guards and managed to get her out. They escaped the Bellringe, eluded your soldiers, and it seems, stole my ship. It is likely they returned to the Torrent or Ardenia. Though, maybe they’re simply circling the continent, living off fish and anonymity.”

Again, the Eritrian chuckled here at what he clearly thought was a clever turn of phrase. Renard did not laugh.

“And my mother and brother?”

The boy regained a serious expression. “Your mother was leaving immediately—the captain was in a great hurry to spin his interview with me into a plan and—”

“Where did she go?” Renard cut in, tired of the boy’s asides. “If you don’t know, it would be best you didn’t guess because I have no patience for being led astray.”

The boy nodded. Wet his lips. Swallowed. Answered clearly and more succinctly than Renard believed him capable. “To Basilica.”

Of course, that was where she went.

That fury spiked again, and Renard’s free hand formed a tight, hard fist.

She finally got her wedding. The first step in her plan. The next would be tricky but not impossible. Taillefer was sixteen—that gave her nearly two years to sire an heir that could straddle Domingu’s throne as well as her own.

Unless …

Unless Taillefer and his affinity for the natural arts was the reason Renard’s heart now beat in his chest. Not every tincture bottle in his workshop was meant to maim or kill.

Renard unhinged his jaw. “What of my brother?”

“From what I could gather, he was not present.”

“Not present?”

The boy nodded. “Nikola was to find him. Possibly the princess, too. This is the part I must infer—to be clear, I’m not guessing, you told me not to guess. But it’s reasonable to assume—”

“How many days ago was this?”

“I … I don’t know, sir—Your Highness. The passage of time down here is tricky, to say the least. They don’t seem to feed us often and there are no windows.”

Renard’s scowl deepened in the torchlight.

“But I could help you find out,” the pirate rushed to offer with renewed vivacity. His filthy hands clung to the bars as if the solid steel poles could save him. “I could help you find everything. I want to help you find everything. If I’d known you were alive, I would’ve helped you. I would have. If I were conscious, of course. I would’ve told you about their plans, and Taillefer’s plans with the stableboy—”

“What plans?”

“Taillefer … he made it look as though the stableboy had died, and ordered us to parade the ‘body’ underneath the princess’s window. Needless to say, she was fuming when she saw. And … it seems, she took that frustration out on you.”

Renard’s breath caught as snatches of his final visit to the workshop came back, more vibrant than when he had stood in the space only an hour ago. Of the stableboy injured and strapped to the table, Taillefer’s plaything. Renard had underestimated Taillefer’s desire for his unique brand of torture—his younger brother must have thirsted after a human test subject for much longer than Renard had deduced. The little rat didn’t even wait until after the wedding to get started.

 … She must see him in the audience. The threat must be clear.… As long as this boy and his stupid dimples are alive, my hold over the princess is enough that she will marry me.

“I told Taillefer to keep him alive. I asked that the stableboy be brought to the wedding to taunt her.”

“He taunted her, all right. Just … not in the way you might have wished?”

The raw wrath in Renard’s veins spit and popped now. Taillefer always had his own plans and notions but this—this was a traitor’s move. Not Domingu stabbing his own brother in the back on their father’s deathbed, but damn well close. Though with Taillefer there was always more than met the eye. If he did have reason, means, and time to revive Renard, surely it was yet another move for his own gain. Not remorse. Never that.

Renard’s gaze narrowed on the Eritrian. “And Taillefer is missing? With the princess?”

The pirate shook his head. “I don’t believe so. She tried to stab him, too, from what I understand. Same knife, different brother, different circumstance.”

The knife. The blood. The princess—rushing away from his guards, off the dais, and into the pews. Yes, somewhere Renard’s vision had snagged on her form before it all went black. He lay on the dais, his men looming over him, his head lolled to the side, and she was on the floor in her wedding dress, knife raised for another stab.

“How is it that she didn’t kill him?”

“I don’t know.” The pirate’s energy surged again, slick smile widening as near-transparent eyebrows pinched together sternly. “But I’ll help you find them. We’ll find him, we’ll punish him. And the princess. And my acquaintances for what they did in aiding her wicked ways. And that stableboy. I want them all to suffer for what they did to you.”

This pirate thought himself clever, but he was not. “I told you not to guess and a lie is worse. You want your ship and their punishment for abandoning you. Do not make this about me.”

The kidnapper seemed to choke on his spit but then quickly recovered. “See, though our goals may be different, our motivation is the same—revenge.” The boy smiled, confident he was selling his point. “Revenge is my favorite. And freedom—you mentioned that earlier?”

“I am a man of my word,” Renard answered, and he did intend to be. “Help me exact revenge and you shall have your freedom as long as you do not guess, you do not lie, and you do not cross me. Understood?”

“Yes. That is so generous of you, Your Highness.” The boy’s groveling was disgusting. “By the way, my name is Dunixi, and I’ve admired your work for a long time. That’s why we took the job, after all, you just seem as if you’re cut out for leading—not like most on this continent.…”

Renard did not hear the rest of whatever heap of praise the pirate was shoveling because he walked away to grab the ring of keys from where the guardsmen had left it. Dunixi was irritating and a poor substitute for a clever second like Taillefer, but at least his motivations were transparent, he had knowledge he was willing to share, and no one would miss him if and when he died.

Now, the other inhabitants of the Bellringe dungeons were openly watching with interest, their fingers flashing white as they gripped the bars, their eyes shining in the pale light. Yet Renard did not engage. He simply unlocked this boy’s cell without a promise or taunt to the rest of them.

There would be time for that later. This pirate could be dead by sundown or he could be enjoying the most restful night of sleep he had in a long time. It was up to him.

The cell door swung open, and the boy nearly ran out, as if it were a trick. Renard did not say anything, he simply turned and began to walk toward the exit. For all his speed in getting out of the cell, the boy hesitated this time, as if walking out behind Renard were suddenly the wrong thing to do.

“Revenge awaits and I will have it as soon as possible. If you are slow you will lose your feet. If I have truly come back from the dead, it is for a purpose and I will not have your dawdling and indecision slowing me down.”

That was all the encouragement the pirate needed, and he hurried behind, suddenly too close. Close enough that Renard could easily melt his features straight off his face with a mere flick of the torch. Again, the fury itched to do just that, as if it had a mind of its own, buzzing beneath his skin. Perhaps he lived only for the likes of that fury. Like a ghost unmoored and wandering, looking for closure unfound in the mortal body before becoming the newest star.

“It’s just … did you want to get a shirt before we do that?” Dunixi asked, not even pretending to skew his direct inspection of Renard’s naked flesh. “I could use new clothes myself, Your Highness. These smell like piss and dung, though obviously not my piss or dung, I was in the stable and—”

Renard lunged to the side, pinning the boy with one bicep, crushing his windpipe, and the other arm holding the torch flames so close to the pirate’s filthy Pyrenee guard’s uniform that the aubergine fabric began to shimmer with heat, one step from singeing and burning.

“Keep prattling on and I’ll cut out your tongue and force you to write down your knowledge,” Renard whispered tightly in the boy’s ear as he gasped and attempted to mute his struggle, knowing that it was quite possible his reflexes were about to set him on fire. “And if you refuse, you’ll lose your hands. If you don’t figure out another way to share that knowledge, your pain will be in vain because you’ll simply lose your life and I’ll move on to another twit eager to see the sun before a journey to the stars. Understood?”

A quick nod, and Renard dropped the pirate. Dunixi doubled over, gasping for breath and aimlessly rubbing the spot in his clothes that was no doubt as warm as candle wax under a flame. Still, the boy had the wherewithal to give a more definitive answer, pinching two fingers together before bringing them across his lips as if he’d sealed them shut.

Good. Dunixi wasn’t as clever as he assumed he was, no, but he did not have a death wish. Yet.





CHAPTER 5


AS the leaders of the three unsettled kingdoms of the Sand and Sky left for the Port of Ardenia to point their ships home, Amarande, Luca, and their allies stayed within the Itspi’s council room to discuss the biggest threat to their supposedly stable existence.

Geneva.

Amarande would have preferred the library, with its maps and tomes on strategy, for this discussion, but given how many ears were still moving about the castle, this room was the safest option for such a delicate discussion. The chairs were shifted yet again so that everyone could huddle close. Amarande, Luca, Koldo, Ferdinand, and Joseba along one side of the great oval table, and Ula, Urtzi, Osana, Tala, and General Koldo’s right-hand woman, Captain Xixi, on the other. Second Captain Pualo and the other members of the Itspi castle retinue and the Ardenian military previously in attendance were put on guard.

When the doors were closed and the people settled, Amarande addressed General Koldo.

“What word have we on Geneva?”

Beyond where she had to clarify, as she’d done in the arena, Amarande refused to call that woman anything but her name in a public capacity. Not mother, and certainly not Warlord—Geneva might see herself as Warlord still, but in Amarande’s eyes as long as Luca stood, the Warlord’s title and power had been disposed.

As usual, Koldo was prepared, and her answer was immediate. “The Itspi grounds and the Ardenian countryside are clear. She has crossed no border within sight of our regiments. Nor has she entered Torrence from any viable path—we have resistance fighters manning each of those.”

“And the water?” Amarande asked.

Here, the general inclined her head, only slightly. “The harbormaster reports all ships are accounted for that were granted a harbor slip. The issue we are facing is that Inés did not obey the harbor protocol, as it were.”

“Can’t imagine anyone with an armada would deign to pay the harbor fee during a hostile takeover,” Ula joked through one corner of her mouth.

“Indeed.” Koldo’s tone shifted so slightly that anyone not familiar with her stoic professionalism might not register it as amusement. The general had become fond of the former pirate in the short time they’d known each other, this despite the fact—or possibly because of it—that Ula had threatened to run Koldo through if anything happened to Amarande when they met. “We are working to verify the numbers Inés brought with her before the ships vacate. That said, it is possible that Geneva slipped aboard a ship that left the harbor as expected, the crew none the wiser.”

Yes, Amarande was afraid of that.

“And it’s not possible the harbormaster was bribed? By Geneva or a ship knowingly carrying her?”

Koldo didn’t blink. “We have questioned harbor regulars, Your Highness, and it appears he is telling the truth.”

Amarande nodded, angry at herself for the time lost in the chaos of Geneva’s flight. If she had not been so terribly injured, the pursuit might have happened immediately. Although soldiers were sent out before her sutures had even been settled, they’d already lost valuable time. And now it had been days of searching to only find shadows. “So, as of this moment, she is a ghost.”

The Runaway Queen, once more.

Amarande swallowed the sting of frustration within her and directed every ounce of her newly gained power down the line of the oval to her brother.

“Ferdinand, as First Knight and Protector of Ardenia, I would like you to lead the investigation into where Geneva has gone.” Her brother took this news with a determined tilt to his chin, his green eyes hardening under his ginger brow. “You know her better than any of us, and the details, too—where she might go, who she might rally, how she makes and executes plans. Though she was once the Runaway Queen, I don’t believe she will go quietly into the night this time.”

“Nor do I.” Ferdinand’s voice was deep and grave.

Beside him, Koldo agreed. “As long as Geneva is able to work undetected, she is a danger. To Ardenia, to Torrence.” Around the table, heads bobbed. “We must not allow her to strike—or slip away.”

For a moment, Amarande pictured the Harea Asp nest in the Oiartzun Forest the morning she rescued Luca from the pirates. Fire and luck had bested those asps, but that copse of trees would never again feel like a refuge from the blinding Torrence sun as long as the snakes lurked in the shadows and crevices, able to strike.

“Yet,” Koldo continued, “we must handle this with discretion, Your Highness. Geneva has an extensive network of support.”

The queen’s eyes narrowed. “Supporters? Or simply those who fear her?”

“In this case it doesn’t matter because both groups will protect her,” Ferdinand answered, voice firm and gaze slipping into the middle distance, the past fifteen years welling up within him. Amarande hadn’t asked him to detail the horrors he’d witnessed as a growing child—bodies burning night after night, and other cruel acts. Quietly, he continued. “It doesn’t matter if they’re protecting her to save themselves or because they believe in her. We have to assume that for every Torrentian who now sees Luca as king, there are just as many who would not hesitate if Geneva demanded their aid.”

Ferdinand’s answer sat heavily between them on the polished table. Geneva had a vast sandbox in which to hide. But Amarande had a feeling she might seek specific aid from those with whom she had a particular bond of trust rather than throw in her lot with an endless march of fearful plebeians. Perhaps even Geneva herself had hinted her preference while fleeing Amarande in the secret corridors of the Itspi.

As long as I live, I can gather opposition. So can the previous Warlords. They’re alive, you know. And they are not the sort to let their legacy go quietly.

Amarande had called that a threat.

It was.

And yet you let her go.

Now the queen was left with only questions. She’d felt that way when her father died—the unknowns piling on top of each other until they reached Sendoa in the stars. But these questions, this problem, was all of her own making.

Again, she turned to her brother and asked him something she didn’t know, hoping that he would have an inkling of information. “And what of the former Warlords? Would they provide aid, shelter, protection?”

Ferdinand inclined his head, a lock of sunset hair sweeping into one eye as his bear-like shoulders hunched with his line of thought. “It’s possible.”

Now Luca added to the pile of questions. “Do we have any idea where the previous Warlords have gone?”

Luca’s attention swung among Koldo, Ferdinand, Osana, and Tala. These four knew more about the Warlord’s reign than the rest of them combined. Though much of that knowledge was weighted to Ferdinand and Tala.

“Talmage is dead,” Tala answered, unequivocal.

“It is suggested that Talmage is dead, though that is not my belief,” Koldo responded, cool gaze upon the rebel leader.

Something heavy passed between them—and a quick glance at Luca revealed that he was as clueless about it as Amarande. The queen could not let it sit. “What is your belief, General?”

“It is my belief—no, my firsthand knowledge—that Tala bears a striking resemblance to Jericho Talmage.”

Tala’s face broke into a look of mild annoyance. “And, as I told the general, there is a good reason for that.” Here, he addressed both Luca and Amarande, his wizened gaze never straying. “I am Jericho Talmage’s twin brother.”

Amarande’s whole body balled up tight—she’d learned Tala had been the man to shoot her with a dart and use her as penance to the Warlord, and he’d apologized for that. But … this?

Luca’s features blanched and his lips dropped open, no quick dismissal at the ready with an equally speedy grin and shrug. Instead, the first to speak was Ula, her golden eyes crackling with the same furious sarcasm as her voice. “And you never thought to mention that to the Otsakumea?”

At this, the corners of Tala’s lips tipped up, as if he couldn’t help but smile while admitting something so large. “It was common knowledge among the resistance. I’d been there since day one.” He looked to Luca. “My Otsakumea, please understand. My brother’s blood never meant more to me than serving your family. Hitz ematen dizut.”

I give you my word of honor. The code among the resistance.

He had been honorable. Fought seventeen years to achieve what occurred at the firepit just a few nights ago. Saw Luca safely through to victory.

And yet.

Amarande watched the general, stoic and unwavering. She’d clearly stewed over this for days. Clearly brought it up to Tala. But Koldo hadn’t brought it forth to Amarande or Luca. Why now and here?

Amarande’s stomach dropped. She glanced around the table, nearly every seat filled with someone who’d once been an enemy but was now on their side. Perhaps this wasn’t any diff—

“Geneva told our queen both previous Warlords were alive,” Koldo said, her dark eyes unmoving from Tala’s form. “That is correct, is it not, my queen?”

Amarande had just stated as much in her questioning and was slow to answer—but Ferdinand was not. “Geneva believed Talmage to be alive and in hiding.”

Talmage was either gone or on his last days when Geneva and Ferdinand joined the Warlord’s caravan, and Ferdinand had insisted he did not know the man’s face. Amarande very much wished he did in this moment.

“If that is true, where is your brother, Tala?” Koldo asked. Next to her, Captain Xixi added the weight of her practiced officer’s glare.

“General, my queen, my Otsakumea,” the rebel leader responded, meeting each of them in the eye with a calm, clear voice, “the truth is if my brother is not dead in body, he is to me. I have not seen him since he burned the Otxazulo.”

His delivery was straightforward. Unwavering. There was not an askance glance, or hiccup, or anything else that was the mark of a lie. Still, it was clear that Koldo did not believe him. The general’s instincts were rarely incorrect in Amarande’s experience.

Was Tala’s record of service stronger than blood? What was it that Taillefer had said about blood in the Sand and Sky? It was worthless. Amarande was the last person anyone would call an expert in trust, but if they trusted Osana here—and Amarande did—they’d have to trust Tala by the same measure.

Still, her eyes slipped to Luca. Her Luca. She couldn’t take chances with her love.

Yet Amarande knew he would take chances with himself.

And that was when Luca nodded. “Understood, Tala.”

A succession of thoughts seemed to burn through Luca’s mind as he glanced from the leader and his past, before striking out a hand in Ferdinand’s direction and rapping the table. “And the second Warlord? What do you know?”

“The second Warlord, on the other hand,” Ferdinand answered, “freely visited the caravan, though she prefers the lucrative seas to the Torrentian sun.”

Urtzi’s head popped up, disbelieving. “The Warlord became a pirate?”

“Indeed.”

Geneva had told her daughter that she’d been mentored by the second Warlord, the one who’d passed the title to her a decade earlier. Amarande would not put it past Geneva to use this woman’s life as a model of how to both slip away and be close enough to strike at all times. This was an unsettling possibility—and exactly why she’d pointedly asked about a water escape minutes earlier. “You would know her face, then?”

“Yes,” Ferdinand confirmed. “And I know her preferred name—Alasne.”

The resistance had admitted to knowing very little about any Warlord’s actual identity save for Talmage. Now they knew information on each and every one. Eventually Luca and Torrence could use this in a way that would make each one of the Warlords pay for their crimes, but at the moment the priority was Geneva.

From her spot, Osana straightened and directly addressed Amarande. “I would like the opportunity to aid Ferdinand.” This was no surprise. The pair of them had been nearly inseparable since they were reunited. Yet Osana would not and did not build her case by trotting out her clear feelings for Ferdinand. “I was a regular in Geneva’s camp for three years, and privy secondhand to many of the conversations she had with my sister when she was being groomed to take the mantel of Warlord. In addition, I know the ins and outs of her watchers, and may be an additional resource in identifying them.”

“You’re also her niece and a potential heir to the Basilican throne, Osana,” Joseba reminded her.

It was true—they had been over that particular fact in the days after they’d survived the reclamation of the Itspi. Osana’s real father, not the one in the story she’d told as a watcher, was Zavier, Geneva’s older brother. Her mother was Eritrian, and she’d grown up there with her older sister Celia before they were both shipped to the Warlord’s tent by her father, to gain a semblance of power and education under Geneva’s wing. This was something else they’d come to understand—select members of Domingu’s family tree had known exactly where Geneva was the entire time. Which made the current situation quite worrisome, indeed.

“Your claim through your father is better than even Queen Amarande’s, and nearly as good as Geneva’s, though I doubt they would consider her … given the circumstances.” Joseba’s cheeks flushed, and he stared at his pale hands. “It is a less exciting prospect, but it might be more reasonable to stay close at hand should a letter arrive from the Aragonesti.”

Osana’s cerulean eyes narrowed. “Councilor, I will not sit in a tower and wait for a bird.”

Amarande nearly chuckled. Even Ferdinand’s lips twitched in amusement. Poor Joseba only blushed higher in the face. But Osana was not done.

“If I am the right branch on Domingu’s rambling family tree to be made princess, and I highly doubt it, they will just have to wait until Ferdinand and I are successful in capturing the continent’s most dangerous fugitive.”

Osana was not wrong. Amarande nodded at her cousin. “Osana, if you would like, we will defend your succession interests should Basilica reach out ahead of the conclave, or should you not complete the assignment ahead of the conclave, we can represent you there if you wish.”

Osana eyed Joseba.

“I wish.”

“Very well,” Amarande answered, by way of completion. Joseba did not glower—that had been Satordi’s role, but it was not this councilor’s predilection. He didn’t stew about things not going his way nor being called out, he just allowed it to come and spoke when he felt the need. Amarande hoped he would stay that way with age and power.

Luca’s attention swept from Tala to Amarande. “In addition to Ferdinand and Osana’s efforts, I would like to pledge Torrence’s support. Though I recognize we want to keep this effort small enough that it cannot be detected by Geneva or her flock, that does not mean it should be Ferdinand and Osana alone. While it is true that Geneva likely has a chain of aid, it is also true that Torrence has an extensive network of watchers embedded within every corner of the kingdom. We could very easily instruct those watchers to search and report any movement associated with Geneva, Alasne, or Talmage.”

“That support would be most welcome.” Amarande thought it was a fantastic use of resources. Koldo, Ferdinand, and Xixi nodded in agreement.

Ferdinand turned his level gaze to Amarande now as much as to Luca. “And what is the plan when we find her?”

What was the plan? Despite it all, Amarande did not want Geneva dead. Not even when they fought face-to-face, one-on-one did Amarande ever move to strike a blow that would kill Geneva. She knew she never would.

Geneva was still her mother.

And, looking at Ferdinand here and now, Amarande knew he felt the same. This woman had raised him. Alongside her crimes, her schemes, her twisted plans for him built upon lie after lie, she had built him, too. He had betrayed Geneva to join Amarande, yes. But he would not kill her.

“I would propose,” Koldo started carefully, “that the ideal resolution and neutralization of Geneva come in two parts. First, that she is captured alive and taken to the Itspi to be held under lock and key. Once that is achieved, the second portion can come into play when the time is right: extradition to Torrence for trial and likely punishment for her time as Warlord.” The general speared Luca in her sights. “This sort of public accountability and recognition of the crimes committed during her reign as Warlord would go far in setting the tone for a new way of life in Torrence. Though, it would be advised that your government is fully formed before such a trial is to take place.”

Yes, Geneva treated as all the Warlords should be.

“That would be a preferable path to justice from my point of view,” Amarande concurred. “Luca?”

“And mine.”

Yet from his end of the table, Tala straightened his posture and reentered the conversation. “Speaking of setting the tone for a new way of life in Torrence. While I believe a public trial for Geneva—and Alasne, if possible—would be a cathartic experience for many of the people in Torrence, there is immediate work to be done.”

“Yes,” Luca interjected, “which is why I will be spending the next several days with the queen, the general, and Councilor Joseba, determining not only what is needed to solidify our government, but also the best course of action to represent Torrence at the conclave.” Then, as if extending an olive branch across the divide of the previous discussion, Luca added, “If you would like to be part of these sessions, Tala, I would greatly appreciate your expertise.”

Tala’s answer was not immediate—words seemed to collect and rearrange themselves on his tongue. Luca waited, almost as if he expected this, his handsome face open and patient. Next to him, though, Ula’s brow furrowed deeper with every passing moment as she watched Tala figure out how best to defy Luca—because it was coming. That much was as clear as an impending storm gathering over the harbor. Amarande did not even hazard a glance in the general’s direction. She knew exactly what she’d find—stern, stoic skepticism.

“With all due respect, my Otsakumea, you should be in Torrence.” Tala laid out his argument as carefully as he’d chosen his earlier words. “You are mostly healed and victorious. Though I do not disagree that it is important to prepare for the conclave and diplomacy, it is also important that your people not only know that you have won but know you. The people who live in Torrence have spent seventeen years nomadic, fearful, and bitter. You have taken back your kingdom in theory but there is more to it than winning a battle. These people are spread out and have spent so many years being distrustful of a vicious leader who did not show his or her face. In short, these people must see who you are. You need to be with them, my Otsakumea.”

“I am with them, Tala.”

Luca’s reply was quiet yet fierce. Measured. Direct. He straightened in his seat and met the man with the same patient stare he’d used in his previous occupation on unruly horses of a certain age—or at least that was Amarande’s estimation.

“Everything I have done since accepting my place as Otsakumea has been for them. It will take time and effort for them to see that. Perhaps another seventeen years, though I hope it doesn’t take that long. Trust is something that is built quickly out of necessity”—here, he pointedly nodded at the man, because this was the type of trust they shared—“or slowly out of caution, but both kinds are strong. If it takes the rest of my life to build a web of trust across our aching kingdom, so be it.”

The answer was solid, and sound, just like Luca himself. But it did not satisfy Tala, though, given that it ignored the crux of his view on the matter.

“My Otsakumea,” he began, scraping at where his usual whiskers would’ve been—he’d shaved ahead of the coronation, “it is my strong suggestion that you spend the week before the conclave traveling your kingdom, meeting your constituents, showing them who you are and what you stand for. They must see your heart and your actions and your mind. It is one thing to know you have won, that you are an Otxoa, that you plan to restore Torrence to its former greatness. It is another to see it with their own eyes.”

In that moment Amarande realized what Tala was prodding at with this repeated insistence. Tala knew as well as everyone else at this table that Luca and Amarande had no intention of being apart. That their decision had only been strengthened since returning to the Itspi. Amarande had every confidence that they could rule their neighboring kingdoms at each other’s side. Luca did, too. Tala, it seemed, did not think work could be done if it wasn’t performed right in front of the people’s faces.

“I do not like this plan,” Koldo stated firmly. No elaboration.

Luca glanced to her and then a slight smile broke across his face. “Tala, that is something that needs to be done—I see the worth in it. But at the moment I’m not sure it’s practical advice. I must prepare to stand for Torrence against the whims of established kingdoms as we lay down the foundations for our new Sand and Sky. I believe I can educate myself best on the ways to shape both our new government and our priorities for the continental covenant from Itspi for the time being.”

Luca gently laid out his argument and then repeated the advantages he had within Ardenia. “Here, I have King Sendoa’s great library, histories and accounts of the laws as they were previously made, and the minds of Queen Amarande, General Koldo, Councilor Joseba, and others who can provide valuable opinions and knowledge for strategy for the kingdoms and the continent.”

The knot at the base of Tala’s throat bobbed. “If you do not meet with your people, my Otsakumea, how will you know what is best for them?”

“Luca will meet with them, in time.” Amarande’s patience wore thin, and she could not keep this interjection from sounding like a slap on the wrist. Nor did she try. “There is more to running a kingdom than tallying grievances.”

Koldo nodded, and even Joseba seemed to concur with a bob of his chin.

Tala rubbed his whiskers again, words gathering for another parry in this argument, when Ula’s hand flew up and landed upon the rebel leader’s shoulder, though her golden eyes were steady on Luca.

“If it’s so important that the Otsakumea know the needs of his people, I volunteer to shout his praises across the countryside and make note of every whim and nag from his constituents so that Luca may focus on the much larger picture at hand.”

Amarande could kiss her.

Urtzi looked like he might. “I’ll go, too. With Ula.” Then he added, “For Luca.”

Luca was clearly working not to appear so overjoyed by the suggestion as to insult Tala further. “Ula, I appreciate that offer and your understanding of the need for a two-pronged approach. Perhaps you, Tala, Urtzi, and those from the resistance ranks who would like to spread the word can spend the next several days traveling Torrence not only dispensing news of the reborn kingdom, but also inviting them to see my face and hear my voice? I propose to invite the constituents of Torrence to the Hand the day before the Sand and Sky conclave convenes to hear my promises to them as their newest leader.”

“A coronation?” Joseba clarified.

Luca’s cheeks pinked. “It could be that, too. Yes.”

“It should be,” Amarande agreed, while squeezing the meat of his forearm.

Again, Tala straightened. Again, again, again, with this man. He might have earned his place despite his blood and Koldo’s beliefs, but he also would not stand down. Ever, it seemed. “While I do believe it is wise to address your people ahead of the meeting of the Sand and Sky, I must make one final plea to have you meet with your people first. On their terms, in their world, at their level. Let us look at it this way—if we were not teetering on a knife’s edge, I would assume that you, Queen Amarande, would make a procession around Ardenia, meeting with those who could not attend your coronation and hearing their concerns.”

Astutely, Tala glanced to Joseba, the single remaining royal councilor. Though he was barely older than Amarande himself, he was a historian of sorts, the nephew of a longtime councilor and erudite to boot.

“Yes, this would be commonplace,” Joseba confirmed, in his earnest way. He held himself stiffly in the chair, careful of his healing knife wound, as if he was afraid he might become too worked up in explanation. “King Sendoa did as much after ascending the throne, as did Louis-David of Pyrenee. A more recent example, of course, would be King Akil, who did so even while under the regency of his mother.”

Of course, Tala knew all this. And it was probably what Luca’s father had done when he gained the throne his family held for a thousand years. “If Torrence still had standing cities, the first two weeks after your coronation would consist of meeting your people, my Otsakumea.”

“But these are not normal times, Tala.” Amarande understood his point of view, but she wondered if he had been so intensely focused on his goal of repairing the kingdom for so long that he suddenly failed to see how Torrence fit into the continent it shared. “We are on a knife’s edge, as you say.”

“A metaphor I stole from you, Your Highness.” It sounded to Amarande like both a compliment and as if he were purposefully tossing her words from her own coronation back in her face.

Exhausted from the coronation, the stonewalling from her allies, and now the pushback from Tala’s never-ending insistence, Amarande found her thin patience worn entirely. She bared her teeth, ready to leave a mark.

But before she could dull the sharp words that cut across her tongue, Ferdinand stepped in with the same steady cadence as Koldo.

“I must point out to the table that I was most recently crowned king on this continent, and we forwent any tour.” Beside him, Koldo nodded. Even Joseba joined in, his ruddy cheeks paling at the realization that he should have included Ferdinand in his previous list of kings. “We didn’t even have a feast to celebrate—and things were more stable continent-wide when I was crowned than today.”

It was just the type of recent precedent Luca needed to make his support his choice. “Tala, while I appreciate your honesty and persistence, again I must decline.”

Luca was just as level-headed here as he was with everything, even as Amarande tamped down poorly disguised anger beneath her skin. His diplomacy was natural. He was easygoing, yes, and unused to negotiating from a place of power. And yet he excelled naturally. In that moment, Amarande realized that though he had publicly stated he wanted to learn from her, she had much to learn from him.

“There will be time to hear every concern under the Torrentian sun,” Luca continued. “In fact, I have quite the head start after spending so much time with you and your resistance. But we must alter our expectations. Amarande is not going out and meeting with her people, and in the far-flung reaches they might just be getting the false news that she is dead. That is precisely why the dissemination of information through the parchments we’ve created is so important—we need all areas of each kingdom and the entire continent to be on the same page.”

Luca nodded here, watching the man, unflinching as he spoke to him as a partner as much as an advisor. Despite it all. Koldo watched, jaw clenched.

“Additionally, we need the rebuilt Sand and Sky to work for all of us. I must do my part and prepare for the conclave so that I can start Torrence off on the best footing possible during a very uneasy time. Therefore, I would ask that you, Tala, go with Ula to represent me with our people. Find them, invite them to the Hand in six days’ time—we will meet them the day before the conclave—and tell them the good news. The Warlord is no more, the Otsakumea has returned, and their way of life will become easier, calmer, and as they envision it rather than as they are forced to be. They have been waiting for me for seventeen years, now I am theirs. A few days of preparation and study instead of pomp and campaign will not change that even if it is not traditional.” Not yet finished, Luca reached a hand across the table toward Tala, a gesture of solidarity. “Hitz ematen dizut.”

At first, Amarande couldn’t believe that was it. No more revived arguments or placating spins meant to force his desired result. But after a moment, Tala placed his hands flat upon the highly polished table.

“I would be honored to serve you in such a way, my Otsakumea. Hitz ematen dizut.”

Amarande nearly breathed a sigh of relief.

Luca, for his part, simply said, “Thank you.”

Koldo rubbed a spec of nonexistent dirt from her impeccable uniform.

“We will gather a party, plan a route, and leave at first light,” Ula said, breaking up Luca’s softening of Tala’s ego.

“The party is here. I am the party,” Urtzi added, raising his hand high as if he were a child in lessons with Old Zuzen.

“Yes, you are, Urtzi,” Luca agreed with a laugh. The Myrcellian was always good for one of those. “Tala, you will gather the others?”

“Of course, my Otsakumea.”

Amarande turned again to her brother. “Ferdinand, before you begin tracking Geneva, will you coordinate with Tala on contacting the resistance watchers and establish a plan for sharing information? I assume we still have caracaras?”

“We do. Though some conveniently slipped their cages, likely by Geneva’s hand—”

“The resistance,” Tala cut in, a boastful smile sliding in place now where his argumentative weariness had just been, “has plenty of birds at our disposal, black as night and as stealthy as a winter ghost.”

“Excellent.” Amarande rapped a ringed knuckle atop the table and nodded at the collective group. “If all goes according to plan, the continent will have a stronger foundation than it has seen in a thousand years, and Ardenia and Torrence shall be its cornerstones.”





CHAPTER 6


STRAIGHTAWAY after the meeting, Ferdinand and Osana had their saddlebags packed with the provisions they needed for days on the road. Hardtack, rind-stiff cheese, dried foods—meat, fruit, nuts. Four waterskins apiece. An assortment of weapons—a sword each, boot knives, additional daggers, the supplies for sleeping darts, too.

Now, all they needed was to determine the best direction to go.

General Koldo had shared all the materials she had collected during the initial investigation into Geneva’s whereabouts. But there was one final piece they needed before they could start. Which is why they met at the Port of Ardenia harbor as the sun was falling and Inés’s armada fractured apart, three distinct groups each pointed home.

“My, my,” Osana called, with a teasing lilt to her voice, “do my eyes deceive me or is that the First Knight and Protector of the Crown, standing there so regally in garnet and gold upon the quay?”

Predictably, Ferdinand blushed in the way only she could achieve.

Osana looked more than satisfied as she dismounted her horse. The waters sloshed rhythmically against the rocks and wood, a fevered hum against the call of the gulls and hollers of men frenzied with last-minute tasks before leaving the harbor for home.

When Osana was close, Ferdinand tugged on the starched cuffs at his wrists. “Don’t worry, I don’t plan to wear it in pursuit. The uniform is simply helpful for doing the business of the Crown.”

“So is being the previous king of Ardenia.”

Osana elbowed him and made a point to casually brush an invisible speck of dirt from his ivory doublet before resting a hand on his chest and looking up into his face. Her eyes were that stunning blue of Basilica, and the sun had dusted her cheeks and brow with color reaching to her dark hair. She wore it in a loose braid for riding, though she preferred it free and wild—as did Ferdinand. “I rather like you in uniform. Wear it. Geneva will charge you like a bull the second she sees you in it.”

This was true and he gave a quick laugh—something he only really did for Osana. “I won’t wear it for precisely the reason it is helping me here—it looks too official. Stands out too much. Speaks for the Crown. If we’re to find Geneva, we must melt into the sand.”

Now Osana was the one laughing.

“I hate to break it to you, Ferdinand, but you won’t melt into anything as tall and tough as you are.” She straightened the cape sewn onto his shoulders, gripping the meat of them to drive home his obvious strength. “You’d make a terrible watcher.”

Osana’s lips quirked, those beautiful eyes crinkling gently, and Ferdinand wanted to kiss her right here and now. But if he acted on that impulse every time he had it, they would never find Geneva.

And finding her was a must.

Not simply because Amarande had given him the task, or because Koldo was right and Geneva was a danger—to Ardenia and Torrence, yes, but also to anyone who had ever defied her, himself and Osana included—but because he did not want anyone else to find her first.

Despite it all, for all her faults and ambitions, Geneva was the woman who raised him. And Ferdinand wanted her safe as much as he wanted her unable to endanger people he loved. He did not know the solution, or how he’d truly feel when he set eyes upon her again, he just knew that he wanted this role and would’ve asked for it if it had not been offered.

Apparently, Osana felt the same way. She was partly here to be with him, he knew, but she had her own reasons for wanting to track down her aunt.

Ferdinand cleared his throat, attempting to be all business. “Lucky for us you are a fine watcher with a year of experience. The birds have been sent, I assume?”

She nodded. This was her task—contacting the resistance network still active in Torrence, informing them of the pursuit of Geneva, and telling them where to send information, centralized to Amarande at the Itspi. “You were right about Geneva stealing caracaras. Two missing.”

Yes, of course. Piya and Toka—he’d known on sight they were gone. Though Ferdinand wasn’t convinced that Geneva had had time to call them away as she fled. He thought it more likely that she sent them out the moment she gained word of Celia’s defeat and Luca’s victory. She played the fool when he arrived with Amarande and Luca, but there was plenty of time for a message to arrive from the handful of Warlord advisors she had selected to babysit her surrogate.

Osana reached into the pockets of her trousers and pulled out a folded parchment. “A record of where the birds went. Might not be perfect because we’re sending Warlord birds to Otxoa watchers, and those watchers are likely on the move as always. Moreover, we can’t control what those watchers will do when they learn of Luca’s victory. Stay put? Drop away altogether? Or perhaps, when they learn of it, converge on the Hand to see their new leader? Hard to say. We might end up with exactly no eyes looking out for Geneva because they’re all gaping at the glory that is the Otsakumea claiming his throne.”

Ferdinand accepted the parchment and ran down the list of names and last-known whereabouts of the Otxoa watchers before tucking it in his own pocket. “Well, perhaps if my hunch is true, it won’t be a problem because we’ll know exactly where she’s gone.”

“And what is your hunch, oh First Knight and Protector of the Crown?”

“I’ll tell you in a moment. It’s a two-part hunch. We must confirm the first part to make it to the second.”

Osana ran her hand along the gold buttons that fastened the cape to his collarbone. A tiger’s head broach sat on the left side of his chest, identical to the one Koldo wore as leader of Ardenia’s armies. Her fingers lingered over the tiger’s eyes—two small diamonds glittering in the falling salmon light. “What…” she whispered, as that same hand trailed up to his jaw, “do you suppose we do while we wait?”

Ferdinand knew now that he’d inherited his stoic calm from General Koldo, but that demeanor did not negate the fact that he was a teenage boy and Osana was everything his heart had wanted for the past year. “You’re going to tempt me at every soft moment on this trip, are you not?”

“Life is short, Ferdinand, I won’t miss a chance to make you blush.” That was both a promise and a threat, and Osana bit her bottom lip to prove it while appraising him further. “Besides, I need to make up for lost time. Geneva kept me away from you and those rosy cheeks far too long.”

Just then, there was a flash over her shoulder—a man jogging toward them with a scroll tight in one hand, the other waving them down.

“Harbormaster Brundi,” Ferdinand said, too loud to his own ears, addressing the man too far away and too early, but doing so to give Osana time to pull away from him, and present herself by his side. This man would not judge him or begrudge him a romantic interlude, but … given he was as recognizable as Osana had intoned, Ferdinand didn’t much want the details of his heart spreading far and wide in harbor gossip.

“Your Highness, I have the census.” Brundi was the ruddy sort who sipped sagardoa from noon until midnight, all his hard edges soft with heavy intake of the cider and time spent watching others move about the docks. As the harbormaster arrived, he thrust the parchment scroll out like a sword and into Ferdinand’s waiting hands. Ferdinand unrolled it as the man caught his labored breath.

By the time Brundi could speak again, Ferdinand already had all the information he needed.

“It seems that at the time of Inés’s arrival, we had fifty-seven ships undocumented and sitting within the harbor, but now we have fifty-six.”

“One missing?” Osana confirmed, angling the parchment away from Ferdinand so that she could read it better.

“Yes. Of Myrcell, though it’s been stripped of its colors—we found one of Inés’s triptych flags washed up along the rocks on the southern side of the cove.” He angled his body toward a bite missing from the line of rocks south of the main mouth of the harbor. “Body washed up just down the way from that. Myrcellian soldier.”

“Only one?”

“As of this morning. He’d caught on a log. Floated him right along until the rocks welcomed him with open arms. By accounts, all the boats with Myrcellian markings and that hasty flag were small and swift—you know how pirates are in their waters. The crew likely numbered a dozen at most if it was like the others.”

Geneva could easily take a ship manned by a dozen men. Alone and aided by the element of surprise, it would not be a difficult task.

“The rest of the men either surrendered or are skulking along the bottom of the ocean now,” Osana muttered.

“Any other markings known to this ship?”

The harbormaster shrugged. “None that I know.”

The information wasn’t perfect and it wasn’t clean—Koldo had made it clear that the harbormaster was working from three steps back. He hadn’t counted the ships accurately the day they’d arrived. It wasn’t until they knew Inés was dead that he and his crew were ordered to catalog the number of undocumented vessels. There could be a dozen ships missing for all the accuracy of one. The washed-up soldier was corroborating evidence of that single missing boat, but none of it was solid.

It was what one might expect when hunting a ghost.

“Good man. Queen Amarande and I thank you for your service.”

“Of course, Your Highness.” Brundi nearly bowed, obviously unsure of the proper protocol when addressing the former-king-who-was-the-current-queen’s-brother-and-heir. Clearly uncomfortable in knowing that he had bungled the census initially, the man nearly sprinted away as fast as his tired body could carry him, but then he remembered his manners, stopping with a lurch. “Is there anything else you require of me?”

Ferdinand checked the sky, the pink deepening to orange over the mountains behind them, the waters ahead growing more silver than blue. “Yes, actually, I would like you to prepare the paperwork to release a ship. I will have the harbor note to you before I disembark.”

“If it’s one of the royal ships, you won’t need a note, sir, it’s—”

“No, Brundi, we won’t be flying Ardenia’s colors for this particular trip. Please ready the Gatzal. We leave within the hour.”

Osana arched a brow but said nothing as the man fell over himself to confirm he would do so. When Brundi was jogging back down the quay and toward his office, Osana tipped her chin toward Ferdinand. “Do Ula and Urtzi know you plan to hijack their ship?”

“It’s not hijacking if we get back to the castle quick enough to inform them of our plans.”

The pirates were to head out with Tala’s crew and camp at the Torrentian border with the rest of the resistance overnight. The mischief in Osana’s eyes as they turned for their horses made it clear he would not make that argument with confidence. “And if we miss them? Or if they, stars forbid, deny your request?”

Ferdinand knocked her shoulder with his. It wasn’t a kiss, but it felt like he’d invited a lightning strike—and he was actually grinning enough that Osana’s face broke into unchecked delight. “They’re pirates who stole their ship. Surely they’ll simply be happy we’re pirates who both asked nicely to borrow it and have every intention of returning it?”





CHAPTER 7


AMARANDE’S stubbornness meant testing her sutures and skills every morning, even with the crown now firmly placed upon her head. If her father was the Warrior King, she intended very much to be the Warrior Queen.

And Luca would do anything for his love.

The morning after the coronation, they stomped out to the meadow early—before breakfast and before they planned to spend hours in the Itspi library, tomes and maps spread between them as the young leaders studied all the rules, regulations, and history that both bound them and limited them. One needed to know precisely what the rules were in order to change them to what they should be.

Even at this early hour, the sun was slanting brightly in a new and cloudless sky as they dropped their waterskins on a particular stump they preferred and checked their gear. Chest plates tightened, boot daggers secured, blunt swords tested for grip and weight. Beltza was there, too, of course, better than the best-drawn shadow. As Amarande and Luca settled in, so did the black wolf—dropping to her haunches in what was fast becoming her favorite spot in the trees, golden eyes never straying from her Otsakumea.

“What’d we last work on?” Amarande stalked to the center of the meadow and turned to Luca, hasty auburn braid curling over her shoulder, the rising sun painting her skin with the flush of summer. Her brows knit together in concentration, unintentionally drawing attention to the azure brilliance of her eyes. She caught the swell of her full bottom lip with a flash of white teeth as she thought.

They needed to train—this was serious business indeed—but in that moment Amarande was so unguarded and so beautiful that a certain mischievousness came over Luca. Without thinking twice, he knocked aside her sword, caught her forearms, and twirled her toward a tree. “I believe we were interrupted by General Koldo right about here.”

Then, Luca captured Amarande’s mouth with his.

Though his eyes were closed, Luca knew the exact moment Amarande’s resistance and preoccupation faded, her taut body sinking into the embrace and away from their collective concerns, worries, duties.

When they parted, Amarande’s face broke into a dreamy smile—again, a relief. When Luca’s love put her mind to something it was often a gamble to dissuade her, even for a brief moment. His gamble here had paid off with exactly what he’d hoped to see.

Even better, she played along.

As lithe as ever, Amarande slipped out of Luca’s grip, and forced him around and against the trunk. His chest plate clanged dully against the sturdy juniper as she grinned up at him. “No, I believe this is where we were.”

She was right, of course—that had been exactly their position.

Now Amarande was close enough that Luca could count the freckles the summer sun coaxed across the bridge of her nose. She smelled of rosewater and the juniper berries crushed under her boots, her skin cool to the touch with the rising morning as she cradled his chin with a knuckle. Luca pressed his forehead to hers and kissed Amarande gently on the tip of her nose.

“I believe you had something to say when we were interrupted.” Luca dropped his hands to the dip of Amarande’s waist, firmly setting them beneath the thick panel of metal of her chest plate. They had not been alone since that moment of disruption from the general. The library and all its comings and goings did not count.

“I didn’t want to leave it unsaid,” he clarified, “if you still want to say it, of course. If you simply want to grab your sword and swat me upside the brow for getting in the way of training, I won’t object.”

A quick grin passed Amarande’s lips. “You are a glutton for punishment.”

“I simply understand the consequences.”

“This is true.”

The joy in Amarande’s expression slipped away at the same time her hands sank to his shoulders, gripping them tightly as she recalled her line of thought in those hours before she would become queen. So much had happened afterward—meetings, arguments, planning, library study, disbursement—that it was hard to believe it’d been a day ago.

Finally, Amarande looked up at him, some sort of embarrassment shining through her typical opaque confidence. Reticence, too. He gripped her tighter about the waist—support and encouragement for whatever gave her pause.

“That day, as I pinned you, my blade pointed against your neck, I wanted you to kiss me. I wished for it—some proof that you loved me.”

One small hand slid down Luca’s arm, resting on his bicep. Amarande watched the muscle react to her touch, a little grin sweeping across her lips before she sighed and continued, catching his gaze.

“You made it clear later why that dream never came true, and I understand—and I’m embarrassed how much I misunderstood about my power in that situation versus yours. How you could never say you loved me before I did, even though you did every day in your actions and your promises of always.” Amarande’s attention fluttered down to his hands upon her waist, that uptick to her lips flickering, strengthening. “So, I must tell you that what you did yesterday—kissing me here like that, like this—is everything I hoped for that day.”

Luca couldn’t help it, and again lowered his mouth to hers—eyes closed, breath suspended, fingertips claiming the flesh beneath the thin weave of her tunic, hungry. Exactly how he wanted to kiss her that day, if he’d only been able to.

When they parted, his lips were numb with heat, and her cheeks burned with what could only be called both earnestness and embarrassment. Luca placed his palms over the blushing apples of her cheeks, his fingers in her hair, and dove into the warmth of her shallow-sea eyes. “I have loved you for more years than I can remember. I will love you for the rest of the ones I have left. To the stars. I will kiss you every day as long as you will allow it.”

“Always.” She hugged him close then and laid her head upon his chest. He gripped her just as tight, tucking her snuggly beneath his chin. “I realize this sounds ridiculous because we’re now in a place where we can show our affection wherever and whenever, but … I’m unsure the thrill will ever leave me, if I’m being honest.”

Luca kissed the top of her head. “It won’t, Ama. The thrill will stay, it’ll just become different over time. That’s what love is—it’ll grow with us. It’s what we make it, how we show it, how we live it.”

“That seems too good to be true.”

Her words were both wistful and just biting enough that Luca knew guilt was about to overtake her. That was how it was with Amarande—the moment her mind was solely focused on her heart was also the moment she let all her other responsibilities and worries blow in. It was as if thoughts and feelings untethered to her role were something her mind immediately marked as selfish.

And so, Luca said, softly, “Just because it’s what we want doesn’t make it untrue.”

“You’re correct … but—Beware or be dead.”

Those blue-green eyes flashed to his as she recited one of King Sendoa’s frequent tenets. It was the first rule. The top one. And, the moment Amarande spoke it into being, the words seemed to envelop both of them like a shroud of smoke.

“Settling into this”—Amarande pulled herself away enough to fling her arms about at their situation—the kiss, the quiet, the general air of contentment—leaving Luca grappling to keep ahold of her—“seems dangerous. Foolish.”

That final word hurt more than it should, but Luca did not flinch.

“Happiness is not complacency.” He wove one hand through hers and brought it between them. Driving home his point as she struggled to find an answer. “We can be both happy and aware.”

Amarande nodded weakly, suddenly lost in the middle distance. Not accepting or really believing the argument. Luca’s hands slid to the lithe muscles of her upper arms, her strength silent under the fabric and his palms. “Ama, we’re literally about to spend the next two hours training. We’re not lolling about your chambers eating lemon cake, ignoring the fact that more than half our allies are ensconced in a very precarious succession crisis.”

“Oh, our allies.” Amarande pushed away from the tree—away from him—in frustration. She rubbed a hand down her face, exasperated. “I don’t know what I was expecting, but resistance from the other kingdoms as they limp home in tatters was not … that.”

Luca hadn’t expected it either. Obviously, he had very little experience with the extended royalty of the Sand and Sky in pretty much any capacity other than equine, yet the pushback and infighting and disagreement—after surviving a hostile takeover by the skin of their teeth—had been stunning.

“They’ll sort it out, we’ll meet at the conclave and rebuild the Sand and Sky into something modern and exciting—”

“Or we won’t.”

The stone-hard tone in Amarande’s voice cut his breath and his heartbeat. Luca had been mid-stride, moving toward her, palms out and reaching. Now they fell to his sides as he watched and waited. Her mind was overfull, like storm clouds gathering over the harbor, pulling in every drop of moisture until they just couldn’t hold on anymore.

Luca stood there, calm for her. Silent for her. Waiting for her.

“Our allies don’t seem interested in rebuilding or changing.” Sumira’s plea—and the response—was a central example of the status quo and they both knew it. Amarande drew in a stunted breath as her fingertips blanched white with pressure against her face. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they arrive at the Hand with far more pushback than we received yesterday—both publicly and privately. Anyone who is against the truth is against working together in any meaningful way.”

Amarande’s hands fell away, her expression shattered. All the joy evaporated, worry lining every angle and swoop of her face. That strong body of hers unwound as her eyes wearily crept to his, unguarded in the way that she only was for him.

“Is this what winning is, Luca? Constantly feeling as though you are a breath from losing it all?” Suddenly Amarande looked her mere sixteen years. Tears glistened, color in her cheeks from the pressure of her fingertips and the flush of so many emotions welling up under the surface. Love, frustration, need—disappointment. “I have everything I’ve ever wanted. You, my title, a chance to make real, true change, and yet … I feel as if the consequences of that happiness are pressing in, ready to tear us apart at any moment.”

“Nothing can tear us apart now, Ama.”

The gathering anguish in her expression cleaved a piece of his heart.

“Everything that could before can now. War, obligations, my mother…”

“We won’t let them.” Luca matched her tone, as stern as he could be, though he knew it paled in comparison to her own ability to be stern—something he needed to improve, maybe. Still, it got Amarande’s attention, her eyes flying to his and her rosebud lips parting with surprise. Luca lowered his chin, his stare as unwavering as his voice. “We made a vow to stay together and we will. What’s the point of reshaping the Sand and Sky if we don’t change it enough to allow us to be as we wish?”

The surprise on her face faded into bitterness, Amarande’s thoughts deep and full of Geneva—and regret. Finally, she swallowed a steadying breath and answered him.

“As long as my mother breathes, we will never get what we wish. No matter how many lines of ink we rewrite. Our happiness is not safe, our lives are not safe, our people are not safe.”

It wasn’t an overstatement. Geneva was the biggest threat—to each of them, to stability, to peace.

They had yet to discuss exactly what had happened between the queen and her mother when they’d been alone and armed in the hidden tunnel that ran from the Itspi’s council room to the library, though Luca knew the answer was more complicated than the stab wound to Amarande’s thigh and the fact that Geneva had slipped through her well-trained grasp.

So, Luca said: “Ferdinand will find her.”

In response, Amarande left him entirely, again, agitation coloring her movements as she crossed the meadow to her discarded sword. She hauled it up, and stabbed the blunt tip in the cracking, rock-strewn dirt, well-trod grass crumbling under its weight as she leaned upon it. Luca followed, watching as she warred with thoughts he knew had nothing to do with him.

“Do you worry he’ll join her?” Luca was never the skeptical one—that was always, always Amarande’s role. Yet he had initially trusted Ferdinand precisely because she had. Now, well, it was worth a question. “Ama, if you have doubts, it’s not too late to locate the Gatzal. It’s not yet been a day.”

“No … It’s not that I don’t believe he’ll find her—he will. Or that I worry he’ll join her—he won’t.” The cords of Amarande’s neck tightened and she raised her eyes to Luca’s, her mouth a grim line. “It’s that I am afraid he will do what I did—hesitate.”

“Ama, hesitation is not a weakness.”

“It is when knives are involved.” She bent to her boot and retrieved a dagger. “I hesitated and for my trouble she stabbed me with this.”

Luca was genuinely confused.

“That … that isn’t your boot knife?”

Amarande pulled a second blade from the other boot. “This is mine.”

In the chaos of finding Amarande in the library, wounded and nearly crushed by the hidden door, Luca hadn’t inspected the dagger lodged in her thigh. Hadn’t thought about how that fight would’ve gone. Hadn’t thought of anything but Amarande’s safety and survival. Nothing else mattered in that moment, or in the many that followed until this one here. Luca wondered what other questions he should ask about that day, though he did not. Instead, just as before, he waited as Amarande gathered her thoughts.

Finally, she straightened with an uncharacteristic sigh. “I hesitated more than once in that passageway. So much that she even mocked me for it. ‘Why haven’t you cut me down?… Why, darling daughter, why?’”

Stars, for as long as Luca lived, he wouldn’t believe that woman was anything like Amarande other than in appearance. “Did you intend to let her go?”

“No.” Amarande’s throat visibly tightened. “I wanted her to surrender. Geneva told me she wanted to win—and made it very clear she could not be victorious if I was. If you were. Yet I didn’t kill her.”

Amarande’s confident carriage wavered further, her shoulders stooping in a way Luca had never seen. When she lifted her eyes to his, it was as if they’d shattered into a million pieces, sharp and sad.

“Luca, how is it that I was able to kill Renard but I couldn’t kill her?”

Gently, he took a step toward her.

“For the same reason, I think, that she stabbed you in the leg and not the chest or throat.” Luca tipped his chin to Geneva’s blade, still tightly clasped in Amarande’s fingers. “Your mother wants to win, yes, but I don’t think she will kill you. Defeat doesn’t have to mean death.”

Amarande stared at the knife for a long moment. The morning breeze rustled in the junipers, and the hair about the queen’s face already struggled to stay in its braid though they had yet to cross swords. Finally, she sheathed the dagger, and stood straight once more.

“I suppose you’re right—I assumed it was a compromise to lock me in a cell instead of end me to make Ferdinand undisputed king. But perhaps death was never on the table.” Amarande drew in a heavy, pained breath. “However, though Geneva may relent when it comes to me—or Ferdinand—she will not be so kind to you, Luca.”

“I know.”

Luca had come to terms with that truth days ago.

“And I know these things to be true,” he continued, taking another soft step her way. Amarande eyed him wearily—it was written all over the hunch of her posture and the hang of her features that she felt she’d betrayed him simply by not having the courage to end the person who wanted to kill him the most. “Ferdinand and Osana will find Geneva, we’ll be ready and waiting when she comes, and until either happens, you will ensure both of us are prepared for whatever Geneva and the conclave throw at us. All fronts covered—ones with swords, and words. King Sendoa always had a plan and you are his daughter, Ama. You will have a plan, too.”

Involuntary amusement broke through her doldrums, playing lightly at the corners of her mouth. “You put too much faith in me.”

Luca crossed the remaining distance and set his palms firmly on Amarande’s shoulders, aside the thick leather straps of her chest plate. “One can never put too much faith in what he loves.”

The queen stubbed a toe in the dirt, as a grin softened her eyes first, then the sweep of her lips, as they pulled into an undeniable smile. Small, but sure. “It is the most powerful force on earth.”

Ula’s wisdom—just as thoughtful as any of Sendoa’s sage tenets.

Luca nodded gently. “It is. Which means it isn’t foolish to indulge in it.”

And then, he kissed her.

All stiffness and hesitation in Amarande’s body fell away, the tension in her shoulders liquifying under his touch. She did not grab hold of him, grip still firm on the practice sword, which remained spiked in the grass between them. When Luca drew away, point made, Amarande’s eyes were slow to open. But when they did, a new fierceness cut through the blue-green.

“Indeed.” She lifted her sword and dinged him swiftly about the chest plate—much preferable to the swat across the brow he’d suggested initially. “Let’s get to work.”





CHAPTER 8


ULA and Urtzi were not difficult to convince—the Gatzal had been Dunixi’s ship, after all. In fact, the biggest problem Ferdinand faced in hunting Geneva on the water, actually, was himself.

He’d never been on a ship. And therefore, he hadn’t known until the first sinking moments when the harbor disappeared into the expanse of open water that he was especially—horribly—prone to seasickness.

For a boy who’d spent nearly his entire life on the back of a horse or in the body of a caravan carriage, it was a shock to learn a specific type of movement could have such a jarring effect. His body, which had served him well—strong, agile, and resilient as it was—could not best this. Not by a long shot.

He did not complain, of course. But Ferdinand also could not stand after a few hours into the journey, relegated to lying still, at the ship’s center, bucket nestled next to his head.

Lucky, then, that Osana was a wonder on the water. Splitting her childhood between her mother’s homeland of Eritri and her father’s of Basilica meant that she knew how to guide the ship, run the sails, and troubleshoot any inconveniences. In fact, the one thing Osana could not fix was Ferdinand.

Over the course of the next day and a half, he tried to move about every few hours. Forcing himself upright, ordering Osana to give him something to do. She did so without mocking him too terribly much.

Finally, as sunset found them on the second full day they’d been at sea, Osana kicked Ferdinand’s foot as he leaned heavily against the mainmast after another spell of nausea froze him in place. “I suppose for all that talk about being a polite pirate, it turns out you’d give the ship back in a heartbeat, manners or no?”

With more effort than he would like to admit, Ferdinand opened his eyes. “Let us hope the second part of my hunch is correct because the seafaring life is not for me.”

Osana tilted her head, her long dark hair trailing down her shoulder in a windswept braid, her olive cheeks kissed with new freckles from days of sun on the seas. Her eyes were the same clear blue of the sky above and they twinkled with mirth as her lips twisted. “You’ll get used to it. After a few more days, you’ll be on your feet and eager to see the world.”

“Or I’ll beg you to shoot me with a sleeping dart.”

She knocked him on the shoulder. “Come now, First Knight and Protector of the Crown, I know you well enough to be sure that you would literally never sleep on the job.”

“You’re correct.” He hated every moment of this new and acute weakness. “But I am apparently better suited for pursuit on land.”

“You’re in luck, because the beaches of Basilica loom ahead.”

“Truly?”

“I’d recognize them anywhere. Come see.”

Ferdinand got to his feet, Osana holding his hand and aiding his balance without further verbal punishment. Instead, she leaned her shoulder against his and whispered in his ear. “Focus on a single spot. A knot in the deck boards, the foremast, the land ahead. Pick one, and stare at it with all you’ve got—it’ll help keep you centered and upright.”

Training his gaze on the mast ahead, Ferdinand did just as she suggested, as they made their way to the foredeck. Osana deposited him gently against the thick stalk of the mast. Once she was sure he wasn’t about to keel over, she pointed to the coastline. It was a study in commerce and contrast—heavy ship traffic, white sand beaches, all roads leading up and up as the mountains clamored toward the sky. The peaks were dark and jagged, hinting to the iron ore living in their bellies, the raw material that made the world’s finest steel.

“The Aragonesti is there, up and to your left.” Osana trained her pointer finger up the faces of the mountains accordingly. “Black as a beetle’s back and as ugly as a frostbit nose.”

Even as his eyes struggled to focus on the wobbling view of the castle, dusk-kissed on one side, her assessment made Ferdinand cough out the smallest of laughs. “Tell me how you really feel.”

“Domingu’s heart was black and everything in that building reflects the greedy lump of coal in his chest.”

This girl never wasted an opportunity. “And yet your father wanted to visit?”

“More like had to. Domingu’s family tree spread far and wide, but Father was expected to visit yearly.”

“Even though he was a continent away?”

“Especially so. My father was tasked with maintaining the Basilican relationship with the Eritrian Crown. Considering the Eritrians are known for picking fights they cannot easily win, Domingu and my father were quite happy to keep them in constant supply of weaponry for a twenty-year litany of misguided attacks, so long as they kept paying for all that beautiful Basilican steel.”

Yes, during their time together in the Warlord’s tent, Geneva had relished any news of Eritri’s bluffs and blunders. It was suggested that the Eritrians accepted so many refugees from Torrence and other conflicted places simply so they’d have more bodies to ship out to their own front lines. This was something Ula and Urtzi had confirmed—they were pirates simply so they wouldn’t be left to rot in someone else’s war. Urtzi because he would have been forced to be a grunt in the Eritrian army, Ula because Eritri’s female refugees were expected to serve the men of the military in other ways.

“Keep those weary eyes peeled for Geneva’s ship up front. I’ll keep close watch from the wheel.” Then, with a kiss to his ear, Osana abandoned him to steer the Gatzal toward the mouth of the port. Basilica’s harbor was wide and bustling, even at this time of evening. The light was falling, and yet ships exited and entered as if under the noontime sun.

Shores to be seen and gold to be made.

That was the thing about the sea—it waited for no man. It never slept, never stopped moving, and business never ceased. Basilican steel was celebrated the world over, not only on the continent—Eritri wasn’t the only buyer drooling from another mighty piece of rock.

They swept the mouth of the port once to no avail. Nowhere was there a small Myrcellian ship missing a triptych flag.

“Could it be possible that she charted a course elsewhere?” Osana was trying to solve the problem out loud. “Myrcell? Or all the way around the continent for the Port of Torrent, er, Torrence?”

Possible, yes. But not likely. Ferdinand knew Geneva. He knew that she understood better than almost anyone how to read the choices set before her in such a way that the best course of action was as clear as crystal. She’d survived that way her entire life. She would not stop now.

And her best chance was Basilica.

It was empty—headless. She had the blood and attitude to claim it without a single lost life, and, better, she had the advantage of time, which would allow her to become ensconced before a single person who could contradict her could say otherwise.

The remaining Basilican councilors and soldiers had surely arrived from Ardenia by now, and if Geneva was here, there would’ve been very little they could do to change the course of the tide she’d already churned.

Wait.

“Osana, where are the Basilican army ships? The party that left Ardenia should have arrived ahead of us.”

“The royal quay.” Her voice was slower than usual, as if it were stumbling to illuminate her memories of the last time she’d been to this place. “There’s a good chance that is where Geneva came ashore as well. Yes—she wouldn’t want to disembark surrounded by all the eyes at the harbor.”

“Can you steer us to it?”

“Indeed.”

“And will they let us in?” Ferdinand asked. “No offense to the pirates but the entire reason we used this ship is because it’s not exactly regal.”

Again, Osana was quiet a moment. “I don’t recall the procedure to enter, I must admit. No harm in trying. Perhaps even if we cannot enter, we can spy her ship before we’re forced to turn around.”

It was a plan. And not a half-bad one either, especially with dusk fading to pewter water and silver air.

Osana veered the ship in a hard, cutting turn straight for the Aragonesti, and Ferdinand held on tight, his head and stomach swooping in an exaggerated arc matching the ship’s new path. After a dozen minutes or so, Osana shouted a warning that was just louder than the slosh of water against the hull. “Look alive. If we’re stopped, it’ll be in the next few moments.”

Ferdinand blinked, the night truly encroaching now as the mountains swallowed the sun. As his eyes adjusted, he saw that the Gatzal had just threaded through the jut of two boulders as jagged as a wolf’s teeth bracketing the mouth to another cove, this one deeper inland. So deep, it almost seemed as if it were an artery straight into the mountains. The Aragonesti, which had seemed so high and so far, now loomed as if carved from the rock ahead. Then, with one final shift of the current, they slid past the last sawtooth boulder and into a harbor both deep and wide, and completely full of Basilican military vessels.

They lined the quay like the rib bones of a boar, long and straight and all anchored against long piers of sun-bleached wood. Garlands of bougainvillea wrapped every rope and pillar, sweating and wilting—trappings to celebrate the wedding of Inés and Domingu, no doubt. Now forgotten and as dead as the groom himself.

Ferdinand’s heart kicked in his chest—it felt very much as if they had slipped into the mouth of a sleeping beast instead of a harbor.

It only took a minute before he was proven right, because there, at the head of the very first pier, was a little Myrcellian schooner missing its colors.

“She’s here.”



IT was too still.

Ferdinand and Osana kept to the shadows, only the salty air whispering in their ears as they climbed the incline from the royal quay toward the Aragonesti’s resting spot above a tree line of thick tropical plants. The vegetation was almost as much of a surprise to Ferdinand as the silence, given that the Basilican border with Torrence was flush with mountain pine and juniper like Ardenia.

Meanwhile, Osana’s memories were flowing heavy and fast now with recollections of the royal quay. She led the way down an unmarked path parallel with the road with stealth and skill, the sword she’d received from Amarande stowed upon her back in a sheath that did well to keep the moonlight from blinking off the famed Basilican steel.

“There’s a boulder through the trees, twenty paces out. Excellent for hide-and-seek from your endless line of piggish cousins, but also likely a decent spot for infiltration reconnaissance.”

Osana picked up the pace and Ferdinand did, too, grateful for the rush of adrenaline that returned immediate strength and competency to his movements after so many hours of bowing to nausea’s every whim. His head was clearer than it had been since they set sail, his thoughts moving double time, every sense tense and on alert.

A moment later, the boulder loomed ahead, a dark spot nestled behind a screen of palms. The trees did not have low branches, but they were thickly grouped—once they climbed the boulder and crouched together atop it, Ferdinand and Osana not only had cover from the castle side, but also a higher vantage and a better view.

And yet that view gave them nothing.

The rampart railings were free of movement, torches, any signs of life at all. The windows were dark, hinting at candles deep within and only at the bare minimum. From Osana’s description, the reception grounds weren’t visible from this vantage point, but it was not hard to imagine them cloaked in shadow as well.

“Where is everyone?” Osana whispered, cross. “If I returned home to find a usurper in my throne room, you’d better believe I would have the guard doubled the second I dragged her to the dungeon to rot. Or, if I bent the knee to that usurper, you’d think she’d have me out on the ramparts with a full quiver of arrows, prepared to take out anyone willing to put up a fight.”

Ferdinand did not disagree. But he also did not believe those were the only options.

The Aragonesti was still half a mountainside away, and even with their vantage, they were peering nearly straight up its side. Looking at it was like staring at a wall spun out of a moonless night. “Perhaps we should simply appr—”

Ferdinand’s voice cut off with a sharp sting to his jugular. A short puff of wind followed, and Osana grunted out a small sound beside him.

Darts.

His body lurched to the side as if he were again at the mercy of the Gatzal. His shoulder knocked into Osana as her crouch keeled into a kneel, only the sturdy trunk of a palm keeping her from rolling off the boulder altogether. His vision swayed as his cheek came to a rest on the pocked top of the rock, his body useless beneath him, his sword useless at his back.

A rustling came, shadows, too. Then there were hands on him that he couldn’t shake off. He couldn’t respond in any way. Beside him, Osana was still.

“No uniforms, but they’re Ardenian—bet you a turn at laundry duty.”

Soldiers.

There was a sharp swat of knuckles upon skin and then another voice. “Look at her face—she’s Basilican. We probably share a grandaddy.”

The first one laughed, the sound dying as consciousness began to fade from Ferdinand’s mind. These did not sound like men serving under the chokehold of his mother. They would not be so free with a usurper in their midst. Would they?

“You need to look in the mirror more often—you look nothing like her. Come on now, to the king with them—protocol.”

Ferdinand’s mind snapped upon that word—king—just as the night turned to full, deep black.





CHAPTER 9


RENARD welcomed the sycophants as his mother would have: standing on the ramparts above the gate, looking down his nose at them, firm smile in place.

The wagon train from the Port of Pyrenee was long, and easily spotted miles before it crested the final, winding hill, toward the Bellringe at the cradle of King’s Crest. For nearly an hour as they approached, Renard stood there in the sunset’s yawning warmth, eagerly awaiting the recognition to set in.

He imagined a collective gasp—a flash of disbelief stretching along the writhing mass like a cutting sunbeam. Instead, he got hesitation. The ride was narrow, which meant there was a lot of stumbling or halted steps as riders wrenched around to discuss the mirage before them in the sinking sun.

Not as he had envisioned but satisfying all the same.

His mother was not on horseback, which meant one of two things. Either Inés was with members of the Royal Council within the royal carriage—which finally approached—or she was still in Basilica, consorting with her ancient husband in ways Renard could not wait to ruin.

He straightened his back, tipped his chin up, and regally, patiently, awaited to see which it was. No matter what, the message was simple: He was alive and well and duly in charge.

The single carriage fully halted with what Renard could only imagine was a fervent bark of orders from his mother, if she was indeed within. The lathered horses’ stride slowed to stomping in place as the gilded door popped open a sliver. A moment later, the balding head of Councilor Menon—the youngest of his mother’s advisors by far—appeared above the doorframe, the man clearly standing upon the runner, his hands grasping the hood of the carriage as he stared up to the ramparts.

Renard dipped his chin in acknowledgment that yes, he was real, living, breathing.

The nod had the desired effect as the councilor’s lips dropped open for a single unguarded moment before he schooled his face and packed himself back into the carriage.

“Dunixi,” Renard called, without so much as a turn of his head—didn’t want to spoil the carriage’s view.

The Eritrian was there in a blink, now dressed in the full aubergine and white of the Bellringe guards. Hopefully he wasn’t ruining the visual for those below with his idiotic self-aggrandizing grin. “Yes, Your Highness?”

“See to it that the Royal Council and Queen Inés meet me in the council room at once.”



RENARD almost wished he had forced his mother and her plume of advisors to march through the castle to the throne room to meet him. That would be a worthy embarrassment for Inés and her queenly ambitions.

A missed opportunity, yes. The next time he had a visitor worth intimidation, he wouldn’t hesitate to grin down from the Pyrenee throne. And in a matter of minutes, there would be literally nothing his mother could say that would keep it from being his.

As Renard sat in the large mountain lion–themed chair that was once his father’s the doors swung open. The councilors entered first, as stiff as boards and led by Menon. It appeared only three had returned from the wedding—Menon, Collette, Laurent—and they watched him wearily as they stepped into the room. Perhaps their initial shock had cooled to this—a muddled mix of resignation, confusion, and fear. They were on the wrong side of this equation and knew it. Renard smiled at them with every inch of practiced gaiety he had learned in all his years of training at the feet of experts in regal comportment.

Inés wasn’t with them.

This disappointed Renard a little, though he was buoyed by the certainty that the very moment she learned of his existence, she’d wail loud enough to be heard from the Basilican beaches all the way to King’s Crest.

Yes, the thought of her fury made his own flare—fuel for the biggest thrill yet to test his still-beating heart.

“Councilors! Welcome home. I see you sacrificed the sandy warmth of Basilica for a return to King’s Crest at my mother’s behest. Tell me, how was the wedding?” Renard settled back into the embrace of his father’s chair as if settling in for a juicy tale. “Did my mother beam with a moonlit glow over the idea of finally stealing my kingdom with vows and a new heir?”

The councilors glanced among one another as if action were truly a dream and they were walled in, unable to respond except to move their eyes, not a spine of bravery among their three sagged bodies. Renard wondered whether it was a note of praise upon them that they’d been the ones sent back from Pyrenee, or if it was a mark of punishment.

“Your Highness,” Menon, the designated leader of this crew, finally answered. His tone was tentative, as if he was gathering his thoughts on how best to share news that Renard would not enjoy. “Your mother is dead.”

The hum of fury halted for one thick moment as Renard read the man’s face, then those of the other two councilors. All hung their heads, eyes on the tile.

Inés was dead and Renard was alive.

Just a few days ago, as far as he knew, the opposite had been reality.

“Dead? By whose hand? Domingu’s?”

Menon’s thick brows twitched, and his mouth pinched as if he tasted something sour. “By Taillefer’s, Your Highness.”

“Taillefer? By his poisons, of course.” That anger spiked, but in that instant Renard was unsure if it was because his mother was no longer an adversary or because his brother had the honor of dispatching her. “And where is that grinning rat? Hiding in the Aragonesti, growing a mustache to twirl as he serves his backstabbing mentor?”

“No.” Menon’s beady eyes swept to Dunixi, who was standing attentively at the door. “Your Highness, we should have this conversation alone.”

In all honesty, Renard had been about to order Dunixi to leave, but the fact that the councilors wished him gone gave him the sudden urge to keep the Eritrian around.

“No. Dunixi stays. In fact, Dunixi, sit.” He gestured to the chair to his right. “The rest of you, too. Sit down and tell me exactly what happened.”

The councilors lurched into motion, claiming their customary seats as Dunixi grinned a little too hard, sliding into the chair next to Renard. Again, predictably, it was Menon who first spoke. “Your Highness, much has happened since … since Princess Amarande injured you.”

“Yes,” Renard replied, and it took nearly all of his life’s training to keep his voice neutral while allowing his words to cut for him, “and I’m counting on you to make me better informed in the next two minutes or you’ll spend the next two days in the dungeon cell that was recently vacated by my companion Dunixi.”

In response, Menon leaned forward, his hands visibly trembling as he set them upon the table. Next to him, Laurent pulled a crumbled bit of parchment from his robes and offered it to his counterpart, but Menon’s shaking fingers batted it away blindly and the ancient councilor relented without a fight.

“Your Highness, your mother is dead by your brother’s hand, but not in the way you are likely envisioning.” Menon drew in a steadying breath. “And Taillefer is dead as well.”

For the first time, a pinprick of fear rolled through the waves of fury in Renard’s belly. This was a trick by the clever bastard, surely. Something that could fall apart with prodding from the person who knew Taillefer best.

“What? Taillefer—dead? When? How?”

“Again, not as you may expect,” the councilor intoned as the others nodded.

Menon then launched into a sordid summary, and it was true—Renard did not expect any of it.

Shock did not play well with the anger within Renard, simply feeding the frenzy and dissolving into the inflamed inner workings of his physical body. So, when Renard lowered his chin to his chest and asked the next, most logical question, he simply sounded furious rather than surprised. “And who killed my brother?”

He’d expected the answer to be “Amarande” but instead received the first of many more successive surprises.

“Luca—who is now the leader of the newly reclaimed Kingdom of Torrence. It appears he was the long-lost son of the last Otxoa king, sent to hide at the Itspi all these years. He dismantled the Warlord’s camp and won the desert, though it turns out the true Warlord was Geneva, the mother of Princess Amarande.”

“She is queen now,” Collette corrected quietly.

Renard’s head snapped up. “Amarande is queen?” Then, Renard added, because given the context it was the only way this made sense, “Has she married Luca?”

They shook their heads and explained the truth of the Runaway Queen’s plans as they’d been delineated—Amarande’s bastard brother on the throne, his abdication, and her acceptance of the crown upon expected updates to the Sand and Sky compact with new rulers in place.

In answer, there was only one thing for Renard to say.

“Well then, I shall take my cue from the girl I most hate in the entire world and crown myself king. I am your king now.”

There was a short, stunned silence.

Menon straightened and Renard’s fury coiled, his fingers itching to strike should the man be stupid enough to challenge his new king.

“Your Highness,” Menon started, before swallowing heavily, coughing, and resetting. “A coronation … there should be a coronation. A celebration.” Plans were clearly forming steadily within the councilor’s mind—a way to imbue normalcy into a situation that was decidedly not. “Collette, gather the historical materials for His Highness so that he might see the traditional options as well as the most recent crowning of King Louis-David—”

“That will not be necessary.”

Renard’s tone was an avalanche—a definite end. Menon’s words died on the vine; the others smartly raised their eyes to their new leader. He lifted a brow back, posture stern, solid.

“All my life I’ve wanted to be king. Now I am. It’s as simple as that.”

It wasn’t that simple, no, but with Renard’s every breath the sutures across his skin pulled as a reminder of those lost days of first death. In the days since he’d woken, the skin there had gone black, a mark of the endless dark that awaited him at the conclusion of his second chance at life. His appetite was gone, too. Both problems were as worrisome as they were telling.

The councilors didn’t argue the point. They’d been present at the end and were wise to the fact that they should fear his ability to stand before them, whole. If fear made these knowledgeable old mules compliant, so be it.

“Yes, my king,” Menon answered. Collette and Laurent followed, silver heads bowing. All three of them continued to quiver and tried to hide it. Poorly.

“Now, unless there is more I missed—and it is difficult to believe more could have happened in nary a fortnight—I recommend we immediately form plans to hold Queen Amarande accountable for her gross attempt at regicide.”

Laurent raised his gruff old head, long white hair puffing upward like a cloud. “My king, with as much respect as you are due, the next act is that we must attend a conclave of the Sand and Sky. The intent is to revisit the continental compact, recognize the new rulers of every single kingdom, and determine what we must do to further repair the foundations of our union that have been so shattered by the overt actions of our membership since the solstice.”

Since Sendoa’s death, Renard silently amended. Because that was the move that started it all. “What are the details of this conclave?”

“At the Hand. In four days’ time for the opening feast. The conclave meeting will follow the next day,” Menon answered.

“And Queen Amarande will be there?”

“Yes, of course, my king.”

“And the stableboy?”

“He is hosting, yes, my king,” the councilor answered. “We should immediately begin packing—it has been quite some time since the royal traveling tent has been put to use, and then there is the matter of your introduction to the remaining kingdoms, and—”

Renard thrust a hand in the air, and the councilor’s voice immediately ceased, as if stamped out by a stallion. “I trust, as longtime councilors of the Kingdom of Pyrenee, the three of you can arrange everything we need ahead of this meeting without wasting my time with the details, yes?”

They nodded, Menon again acting as mouthpiece. “We shall begin at once.”

“Before you scurry away, I must ask you one more question.” Menon audibly swallowed, Laurent chewed his gums, Collette’s eyes were pinned to the table. “Who sewed up my injury?”

He didn’t need to specify further.

“Why, the Medikua Aritza, my king,” Menon answered.

Surprised the answer wasn’t Taillefer, Renard asked, “The healer from the Itspi? What was she doing here?”

Menon’s lips thinned. “Attending to your mother’s physical needs.”

Collette made a small noise. “She wanted a child, my king. As you were aware.”

Ah. Yes. Renard knew little of that side of healing and would rather keep it that way, but he was not completely uninformed as to what was necessary to achieve a viable heir. “Bring the medikua to me.”

“She retired to the Itspi—”

The king pounded his fist on the table, and Menon’s answer died yet again, this time in a gasp and a flinch. That fury Renard had held back flooded forth, no reason now for pleasantries.

“I don’t care.”

Renard did not attempt to steady his voice. Vibrant anger laced the words, his teeth clenched as not to bite. He was a mountain lion, after all.

“Pay her, kidnap her, fly her here on a dragon. Bring the medikua and her potions to me as soon as possible or I shall have to do with two councilors instead of three.”





CHAPTER 10


FERDINAND awoke in the fresh air, smelling salts making raw work of his nostrils. His mind was fuzzy like a mountain caterpillar, and his vision took longer than he would’ve liked to clear—doubling and shifting until he homed in on the Basilican sky.

It was fully night now, the stars above. Rapidly cooling stone pressed at his back—not scratchy like the boulder but worked smooth by skill and time.

Blinking slowly, Ferdinand tried to make out more about his surroundings before moving further. There was a stirring shadow to his side—Osana. They weren’t bound, but they also weren’t alone. He felt the distinct presence of someone watching him. Directly past the crown of his linen-filled skull.

“I see you blinking.”

A man’s voice. Not too old. Not too young. Not one he recognized.

“If you’re working over your options, let me help you out because those sleeping darts can muddle the mind better than a marble pestle. There’s no unguarded exit unless you desire a hundred-foot drop over the railing. I am unarmed and so are you. Any attempt at an attack and a blade will be buried in your back before you can form a fist. Therefore, I would not advise it if you would like to live long enough to ask all those questions I can see forming in your brain.”

Calmly and carefully—no sudden movements, a calculation of body language to make himself look smaller—Ferdinand rolled from his back to his knees and stood to face in the man’s general direction. Even from this vantage, it was hard to make out who had addressed him. Shadows of night doubled with the natural shade from a permanent awning to cloud the speaker’s presence. What Ferdinand could tell: They were on a balcony at the Aragonesti.

To his right, past Osana’s stirring form, were panoramic starlit views of the royal quay, beaches, and the Basilican harbor and the sea beyond. To his left were a set of doors leading into the castle proper, a guard standing watch from inside, closer to him than to their host, in case he put up a fight. Past where the speaker was standing was a curve in the design, the balcony snaking along the side of the castle—likely all the way over to the mountainside. It was very easy to guess that they were on the former king’s balcony as Domingu seemed the sort to want to view all aspects of his kingdom at once.

And then, of course, there was the hint from the guards who had found them.

They were to be taken to the king. Protocol.

Basilica had sorted its succession quickly. Ferdinand had no clue which of Domingu’s heirs would be crowned, nor did he particularly care. What was interesting, though, was that the man they’d elevated knew him on sight.

“Hello, Ferdinand,” he said. “Your mother wasn’t kidding, you’re the spitting image of your father, even if you share our father’s name.”

As his heart kicked into a drumbeat, Ferdinand remained outwardly calm. That was the gift of his birth mother—but she was not to whom this man was referring.

Next to him, Osana stirred, rolling to her knees. Eyes on the likely king, and still careful to make his movements nonthreatening, Ferdinand dipped his right hand toward her—an offering to help her stand. Osana accepted it, her grip cool as he pulled her to her feet, recognizing that the dart’s poison was likely more difficult for a person half his size.

Osana squeezed Ferdinand’s fingers but did not drop his hand, her attention catching on the breathing shadows before she dipped her chin with more reverence than Ferdinand had witnessed from her since they’d met. He watched her reaction as the first hints of dawn flashed in the west—he’d been wrong about it being fully night; the night was so full it was now morning.

The man in the shadows stepped forward. Visible, yet still a stranger to Ferdinand. Yet, Osana lifted her eyes and greeted this king like a foregone conclusion.

“Father, I thought we might meet you here.”

Stars. Of course—he could see it. The way this man with his skylight eyes and dark hair looked at once like Osana, like Geneva, like Amarande. Father, brother, uncle. Though technically to Ferdinand he wasn’t anything except a king to face.

“I did not know you would be king.”

Osana’s father raised his brows. “Nor did I. The formal coronation is later today, but they are already calling me King Zavier—eager to please, these folks.” He smiled at her. “Which means you are Princess Osana now.”

Osana wrinkled her nose at the title and instead of commenting upon it asked, “Is Mother here?”

The king—Zavier—shook his head. “She will be coming along later. I’m afraid the letter informing her of Celia’s death will arrive days before the one announcing I have been named Domingu’s successor.”

Osana winced at her sister’s name—a new cut to a fresh wound. Ferdinand shifted his grip on her. Zavier noticed, his attention flicking to their entwined hands with a frown as Osana drew in a steadying breath and explained their presence.

“Father, that’s why we’re here. Not as Ardenia’s spies, as your guards may have surmised, but because we have been tasked with finding Geneva. She seeks revenge upon both the Otsakumea Luca and Queen Amarande.”

Zavier smiled in such a way that it appeared in jest. Ferdinand did not find any of this amusing. But when the king answered, it became clear it wasn’t amusement that lit his features, it was the opportunity to treat them as what they were to him: children.

“Are you sure that your loyalties lie with the young rulers? Both of you have every reason to support my sister.” Zavier let that hang, glancing between them as if he could see something they did not simply because of age and status. “The one raised in her camp, and the one who willingly went to train to become heir apparent.”

The muscles in Ferdinand’s legs tensed, stubborn and rigid. If this so-called king saw him as a child, he would remind him he hadn’t been allowed the whims of youth for a very long time.

“We don’t side with Geneva.” Ferdinand’s voice was solid as the Hand itself. “We seek her so that she may not disrupt the rightful rebuilding of the Otxoa throne nor the balance of power on the continent. As king of Basilica, you should support our search—no matter where you’ve stood before on matters of your sister. Geneva very easily could have landed here and taken this castle for her own with a tilt of her proud chin and a knife to your throat.”

Zavier took a step forward, the candlelight burning from within the royal chambers catching enough on his face to highlight a tick of a smile on his lips. “You are not wrong. For a woman with the nickname the Runaway Queen, my sister is actually incredibly easy to find. You were not far off believing she might be here—her homeland, the castle mostly empty, and still reeling from the poisoned reception. In fact, as you may have noticed, she sent the ship she stole here as a decoy.”

“You’re sure she wasn’t on it?”

“Geneva was not—just ten Myrcellian soldiers that she’d scared into sailing here as a diversion after she stole all their food, weapons, and their single lifeboat.” Zavier inclined his head toward the interior of the Aragonesti. “Those soldiers are recovering and awaiting an escort back to Myrcell.”

“Where do you believe she is, then?” Ferdinand asked, not interested in details. He had always preferred the destination over the journey.

“If you want to find my sister, you must understand what she wants most.” Even in the pewter light, the king’s clear blue eyes shown bright, erudite, self-interested. Yes, he was a man who believed he’d been born for his present role no matter the previous line of succession. “That primary want changes over time, but in this case, it is obvious. Her legacy.”

It hurt more than a little that Ferdinand knew he had no place in Geneva’s legacy anymore. There would be no surprise appearance from her, seeking him out as he sought her, trying to make things right. Ardenia and Amarande were not her legacy. Nor was her Basilican homeland.

No, it was the Torrent. But Geneva wouldn’t simply live in secret there, gathering clout and confidence like the Otxoa resistance did for so long. No. She would not give Luca the luxury of time.

She would not give Luca the luxury of anything at all.

Just as Ferdinand’s poison-slow mind hit upon that thought, Zavier asked a related question: “Your wolf cub will be at the conclave, no? It would be a risky place for attack, but also the perfect venue for built-in chaos and confusion.”

And that’s when the truth of what Geneva would do hit him.

Not at the conclave. Before.

When Luca greets his people.

A death visible to thousands would be exactly what Geneva would need to spread fear like a wildfire and gain power like a rolling storm.

Ferdinand almost said it out loud, needing to work through the worst-case scenario with Osana in real time, urgency building. Instead, he met her beautiful eyes, and hoped she knew exactly what he was thinking.

Because suddenly, violently, Ferdinand knew he could not tell this man, Geneva’s brother—who had known her whereabouts for all those years she hid behind the Warlord’s name—Luca’s whereabouts.

Geneva might learn of the Torrentian meeting at the Hand through her watchers, but she certainly wouldn’t learn it or even have it confirmed by this very interaction.

Osana’s lips dropped open, recognition swelling in her expression, and Ferdinand turned to the king. “Your Highness, do you have birds here?” Ferdinand asked without preamble. “Caracaras? Crows? Something?”

The king fumbled his answer, surprised and slow. “No … Inés poisoned the aviary in an attempt to maintain her element of surprise.”

Confusion clouded Osana’s face. “Then how is it you came here so quickly?”

“Domingu wrote to me ahead of the wedding. He didn’t expect me to attend, but to be available for his plans afterward.” Yes. After Domingu murdered his new bride and took Pyrenee and Myrcell, he would need his familial generals close. “I was to stabilize Pyrenee while maintaining my duties in Eritri.”

As father and daughter shared a wordless exchange upon the meaning of Domingu’s plans that never occurred, Ferdinand raced through his best possibilities for warning Luca.

No birds. No closer ports—or at least none worth a woozy ride on the Gatzal. A messenger on horseback might make it to the Itspi in time, but the likelihood of Luca’s party leaving for the Hand ahead of the message’s arrival was a decent one. A message could go straight to the Hand, but it was possible Geneva was already lying in wait, eager to intercept.

Which meant one thing.

They would have to do it.

Again, Ferdinand met Osana’s gaze, her expression flickering with understanding before they both turned to her father, but Osana asked the question: “Will Basilica grant us horses, supplies, and the return of our weaponry for an immediate journey?”

“Us?” Zavier’s eyebrows shot up and he laughed at his remaining daughter, but answered Ferdinand, as if he were her keeper. “I’m afraid as a princess and heir, my daughter must stay with me. The coronation will be in just a few—”

“Father,” Osana scoffed, “you know I won’t do that.”

Osana might be the only person in the world who could talk to this man this way, and she was not rewarded for her insolence. Instead, the line between Zavier’s eye and temple twitched with frustration.

Still, she stood firm. “Ferdinand and I are a team, and it is crucial we keep Luca safe.”

Too much like Geneva—like Amarande—the king bared his teeth. “You admire the man who killed your sister?”

She did not bat an eye at her father, her stance hardening down to the fingertips in Ferdinand’s hand. “Luca didn’t kill Celia, her ambition did.”

Osana let that truth hang for a loaded moment before another deadly verbal slash. “If Celia had not fallen into the firepit by her own volition, Geneva would have run her through. She had plans to do so—both Ferdinand and I were privy to them. Ferdinand was to kill Celia and instead he managed to free both me and Ardenia from Geneva.”

Zavier’s posture only stiffened with this news. “Osana, this simply confirms that the safest place for you is here with me.”

“No one is safe until we locate Geneva, Father—including you.” Osana took a step toward Zavier, but she didn’t dare drop Ferdinand’s hand. “Her claim to your crown is best the moment you are out of the way. Her own daughter is now a queen without marriage, and Geneva is a woman without a home. There’s nothing that says Geneva won’t stab you in the back to ascend a throne now open to someone like her—she’d easily take you as Domingu took Han a half century ago in that very room.”

Osana pointedly thrust an arm in the direction of the royal quarters to the left. Her father seemed to consider the argument. Again, his gaze dipped to their entwined hands. Had this man not expected that his daughter might make a match while living a life away from home? Or did he think she had simply made the wrong one now that she was a princess? Her wedding would be political, indeed. She was no longer a powerless heir who could be sent away to learn a violent-yet-convenient vocation.

“Trust me when I say that I will fight with Ferdinand for Luca, for Amarande, and against the Warlord, whether it be Geneva or any of the others hiding under rocks like Quemado Scorpions. That’s what I’ll do, Father, not sit here in a pretty dress watching your coronation, though I’m sure it will be a lovely ceremony. There’s no time for that. We must leave soon. Now. Together.”

Osana raised their threaded fingers in emphasis.

Ferdinand was braced for an explosion of fatherly temper. It was not something he had experienced himself, but he never would have been able to speak to Geneva like this and he could imagine Sendoa would not have appreciated such a speech from him or Amarande. Instead, Zavier stowed his temper and turned to Ferdinand as if he were Osana’s keeper. Again. As if decisions were only meant for men in this conversation. “Keep my daughter safe, Ferdinand.”

The directive was patriarchal, exclusionary, misogynistic. But it also gave them exactly what they needed in that moment. A case of surviving the battle to win the war—a morsel of wisdom from the father he never knew.

And so, Ferdinand squeezed Osana’s hand, hoping for yet another wordless thread of understanding. And then he met King Zavier with the stern, honorable glare he’d inherited from Koldo.

“I will, Your Highness, with my life.”





CHAPTER 11


THE Divide separated the continent of the Sand and Sky from Eritri like a knife drawn in the sand. The scar was deep as the name suggested, and to those born and bred in the Sand and Sky, Eritrian soil was either a source of frustration or a refuge.

There was very little in between.

Yet as the Runaway Queen stood on the bow of her stolen ship—much better than the one she’d had in those first days, to be sure—run aground in a very specific cove on the southeast side of Eritri, she experienced both sides of the Eritrian coin flip. Geneva finally felt as if she could breathe again, and yet she was irritated by the fact that she had been holding her breath at all.

Cast aside. Misunderstood. Chased away by her children, her legacy, her choices.

Soon she would never feel this way again.

In the feather-light promise of sunrise, the first part of her plan appeared at the mouth of the cove.

The pirate ship was flat black and about as inviting as a firepit itself. It was the kind of vessel that made anyone passing by avert their gaze, lest they attract trouble simply by making eye contact. Just the same, it wasn’t flashy enough to be remembered in great detail, especially when those with weak constitutions or simply a family to feed couldn’t or wouldn’t look at it head-on.

Geneva watched it, of course.

And it watched back, the crew peering through the dawn light to check the figure across the water. The fat mouths of six cannons faced Geneva at a range close enough to destroy her and her ship, and to take a bite out of this lonely section of beach, too. A threat, a promise, an order to stay in line.

This made her smile. Just a little.

After a moment, a small boat plopped into the water with a single rower. Even across the distance, Geneva could make out the same muslin covering that she herself had worn about her face for a decade.

As the rowboat advanced, Geneva gathered her things—pilfered blades, pilfered food, pilfered clothing—and disembarked to the beach. This sand was not soft nor beautiful. It was rocky and sharp, as if it did not want company, which was part of the reason she’d been able to spend the night here alone and waiting. The other reason was that she had a connection to its owners.

When the little boat was close enough, the rower jumped into the water, hauling the vessel straight up onto the sand. More polite than Geneva expected—she’d already made peace with the fact that she may have soggy boots for the next several hours.

As the boat shuttered to a stop, the rower stood, bowed once, and pulled back the fabric about her face to reveal it—smiling, feral, familiar.

“Hello, Geneva. You haven’t aged a day—that scarf did you well in all that blasted sunlight.”

This was a compliment to the woman herself as much as it was to Geneva. She’d been the one to give her the scarf, after all. Moreover, this was their game and had been for much of their lives—Alasne punching up, Geneva stomping down, and the two of them meeting in the middle as the sisters they never were.

Accordingly, Geneva answered with hands on her hips and a tip of her chin. “I will take the compliment, Alasne. You look like leather left out too long.”

The woman’s lips lifted in a lopsided grin that tested the resilience of her tough, burnished-yet-freckled skin. “Come now, sweet talk like that is unseemly for a woman of your stature.”

They hugged then, a proper hello.

Alasne smelled of lemons, salt water, and a distaste for soap. But she was solid and real and it had been far too long. She’d last docked and come into the Warlord’s camp five years ago, and even then had only stayed a couple of weeks. It wasn’t enough to last them all the time between, or all the time they’d spent together before the word “Warlord” entered their vocabulary.

Alasne pulled away and straightened herself with a glance back at her ship and whispered to Geneva, “Not another embrace until we’re in my quarters. My crew is most definitely watching and I can’t afford them to believe I’ve grown soft.”

“No one would ever think that of you.”

“Anyone who ever dared to has already walked the plank.” Alasne had the sort of crooked smile that ran on reflex—she wielded it often, quickly, without so much as a second thought. “You’d be surprised, the idiots seeking a life on the sea.”

Geneva coughed out a laugh and swiped at a few tears threatening to tumble down her cheeks. The two of them filled the boat with her gear and then shoved off to the ship.

Out of pure curiosity, Geneva cocked a brow as Alasne righted her oars. “You really have them walk the plank?”

“Well, we both know I’d prefer a method involving fire, but that isn’t advisable on a wooden ship, unfortunately.” Alasne had been the Warlord to institute the firepits. An extreme gesture in the beginning that became a rote one over time. Deadly, terrifying, expected. Useful. Now, Alasne rolled her eyes. “Instead, I am a very basic pirate, I suppose.”

Geneva allowed an uptick of camaraderie to her lips. “There’s a reason the plank is a stereotype—it’s efficient and uses the strengths of the environment.”

“Indeed.” The pirate laughed as her stroke gathered steam and the beach grew smaller in Geneva’s periphery as the ship’s flat black profile loomed larger. Then, Alasne smoothly shifted to the reason they were together in this particular moment after all these years—one Warlord and another. “We’ll be ashore at the rendezvous point by noon.”

Geneva sucked in a hopeful breath. “And the numbers?”

“Good, so far as I can tell—men, women, horses, steel—they’re all prepared and steaming mad.” Good, indeed. “I would be, too. Quite embarrassing that the wolf cub was able to topple an empire with a single fight and our own flames.”

That tick of familiar camaraderie fell away as Geneva’s miscalculation was trotted into the sunrise. That was an error she would repair if it was the last thing she did.

Geneva allowed cold anger into her voice, the truth as much as it was a hint that Alasne should feel steaming mad, too. “He will not get off so easy when we next meet.”

The weight of that promise sat neatly between them, and for a moment they succumbed to the relative silence of the sloshing water, the creaking oars, and the stark wind barreling across the Divide, as angry as a fishwife shorted her gold. Alasne was working against the current now, her strokes powerful but hindered by the natural flow of the water. It made for a choppy ride, and finally, once they were to the ship and the ropes lowered to haul them up, Alasne rekindled their whispers.

“And Talmage? What of him?” The pirate’s hushed words were barbed, thick with the thorny past they shared. He’d abandoned his achievements as quickly as he’d made them. Left it all to women to maintain, fortify, grow.

Geneva sighed. “He’s disregarded two birds. I sent a third before you arrived.”

“How disappointing.”

“It is. But perhaps he won’t disappoint us when the time is right.”

Alasne’s thick fingers scrabbled for her scabbard and choked the hilt of her weapon. “He’d better not or on my honor, he’s a dead man.”

It was a story very few living people knew—how Talmage had given Alasne the title of Warlord. He’d passed it to her, yes, but it wasn’t truly a gift so much as it was consolation for a broken heart. Her leader and her love abandoning her under the cover of night, the yolk of responsibility to nourish what he’d built hanging about her neck.

It was no wonder Alasne chose fire for dissenters not long after.

Geneva placed a hand atop her friend’s knuckles, placating. “When we see his face, we’ll know.”

Once aboard the pirate ship—the Mamau—Geneva was not introduced to the gawking crew, but rather marched directly to the captain’s quarters as Alasne barked orders to speed straight ahead for the rendezvous point. Alasne threatened the plank if the ship didn’t arrive by midday—and she would keep her promise—and then disappeared within with Geneva.

Once the door was tightly shut, the captain tossed her scarf onto a chaise, and then poured them both a measure of sagardoa—a ritual between them that dated to the cloistered rooms of Geneva’s familial chambers within the Aragonesti. When Geneva was a little sister with big dreams and too many competitors, and Alasne was the junior maid from Torrence with a knack for pilfering juice that was fermented just enough to make them flushed and giggly while piled within a cupboard brimming with linens and shadows.

“How is it that this happened, Gen?” Alasne sighed. “Beyond the wolf cub and the ridiculous sense of entitlement your niece must’ve worn like a second head?”

At the mention of Celia, Geneva took a long pull of the sagardoa, savoring the caustic burn as it spread like wildfire from her tongue to the pit of her empty stomach. “My children are ungrateful idealists, that’s how.”

“Is it true your daughter sits upon the Ardenian throne alone?”

Geneva’s mind spun to those fevered moments in the council room—privileged children casually dividing the kingdoms as if they were sections of an orange, sticky fingers delighted in acceptance of their piece. She took another hearty swallow and let it burn.

“Likely. There’s no one left to tell her no, and her brother vowed to step aside.”

“Oh, Ferdinand. That little fire-headed heartbreaker.” Alasne blinked into the middle distance, likely remembering the boy as she’d last seen him. He was ten then, still growing into himself, baby-faced yet strong enough to tip an ox cart. Different yet the same as the babe Geneva carried in a sling to the Warlord’s camp, hoping to locate the maid she’d released and instead finding her former charge leading it all behind a length of linen and rituals set in place by Talmage.

“He isn’t so little anymore, but he certainly has broken my heart, at least,” Geneva answered dryly, pouring herself three more fingers of Alasne’s sour cider. “Stared me down like the man he’s not and told me I’d ruined his childhood by lying to him from day one, stealing his chance to know his father and his birth mother, and making him complicit in my schemes.”

Alasne sucked her lips against her teeth. “Ouch—dramatic little bastard. Does he really believe he’s not also at fault? Or has righteousness blinded him to it?”

Geneva searched the brown liquid in her cup for answers it would not provide. Her forefinger ran across the lip. “He only believes in the truth now, though lies served him well. Perhaps my Ferdi is more like his father on the inside than I ever knew. Always believing he’s right and completely ignoring the times he’s been wrong—just cleaning it up and distracting the world with his scruples.”

“Scruples?” Alasne spat like a fly had landed in her drink. “It is a shame he has the Warrior King’s specific brand of righteousness running through his veins. Quite inconvenient for someone like him to have scruples.”

“Yet he does.” Geneva abandoned her drink and settled back upon the divan, rubbing a hand down her face before staring at the shiplap ceiling. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

After a long moment, Alasne lifted her topaz eyes. Despite the differences in their blood and station, she never shied from telling Geneva what she did not want to hear. Not when they were ten, nor seventeen, nor now, muddling through their thirties. Every time they met, Alasne just continued from the same critical position, never flinching in any assessment. “You will have to face him.”

“I know.”

“And you will kill him if it comes to that?”

It wouldn’t.

There was no reason for Ferdinand to figure into this plan at all. He wouldn’t be with the wolf cub at the Hand. Never in danger. Never a decision she would have to make.

Geneva drew in a deep breath. “No.”

Alasne’s eyes narrowed to fierce points. “That is not a satisfactory answer when discussing your enemy, Geneva. That is soft. That is deadly. You kill him or I will.”

That was a line she’d be a fool to cross.

Alasne could have Talmage and revenge for the heart he’d long ago shattered to pieces. But Geneva’s heart was still hanging on by a thread and she would see to it that no one, not even Alasne, destroyed what was left.

When Geneva didn’t react, Alasne tilted her head to a dangerous angle. The sort of angle that would sink this ship if it were ever unfortunate enough to reach it in rough water. Geneva usually preferred this sort of fierceness but not necessarily on the subject of her son. “And your daughter, Gen? What of her?”

Geneva sat up and faced the maid who’d always been her friend but had become a mentor once they’d left their blood behind. In the balance, Alasne gave Geneva power she never could’ve had on her own in her previous life. Alasne knew Geneva could handle it and would with care. And she had. But her children—they were more complicated than managing the threads of fear and freedom that drove her life as Warlord.

“I did not kill her when I had the chance.”

Alasne did not move. “Another one for my blade, then?”

Geneva looked away but Alasne reached across the space, grabbing her wrist and forcing Geneva to look her in the eye. “Who will you kill, then? Innocent children? Screaming mothers? Or perhaps a particularly overconfident guard? Oh, my money is on the guard.”

It was a taunt. Meant to spark leaping, terrible fury within Geneva as easily as she’d set the firepits alight night after night. But Geneva knew exactly the next life she would take once the Otsakumea was dead and the Torrent was again hers.

“I will kill Koldo.”

Alasne smiled, a bloody strike. “Sendoa’s whore still breathes?”

“Yes.”

“Though you were under the same roof for days? Weeks?” Alasne’s tea-stained teeth flashed. She’d spent so many nights in Geneva’s chambers at the Itspi, cradling the pregnant queen as she cried over what she’d inferred between the king and his general. It was only when Geneva had no tears left to cry—and a firm belief in her ability to survive on her own—that she’d released Alasne to her dream of joining the people-led resistance of the Warlord in the newly fallen Torrent. “How can this be? Have you grown so soft? I thought hers was the soul you wanted most in this world?”

“I needed her.”

The pirate’s sun-dark nose wrinkled. “We both know you don’t need anyone. That’s why you’ve survived this long.”

“True.” Geneva again reached for her sagardoa. “But surviving a lie and surviving beneath a mask are two totally different conceits.”

“And now?”

“Now I must survive as a fugitive.” Geneva took a long drink, the liquid burning all the way down. She coughed into her tattooed wrist, swallowed, and leveled a look upon Alasne. “All the continent knows where I’ve been and what I’ve done. I am not safe until it is mine again.”

“I gathered as much from your letter.” Alasne stood and crossed to her hardwood desk, plucking Geneva’s parchment from the top pile. She wielded it like a dagger. “But what you have not stated is what’s in it for me.”

And there it was.

The line, and the difference in where they’d stood since Alasne came into her own power. Since the very day Geneva and her babe entered the Warlord’s tent, the conversation was never one-sided, weighted to her high birth. No, it was equal and there was give-and-take. Alasne had gone far because she always took what was afforded to her. When one grew from seedling to sapling on nothing, it was imperative to take every bit of something the world provided.

This was a lesson Alasne provided Geneva, too.

The pirate returned to her chaise and tossed the parchment onto the table between them. Geneva set the dregs of her drink upon the paper, sat back until her spine rested upon the cushions of the divan, and crossed her legs. “You need the Port of Torrent.”

“I’m told it’s the Port of Torrence now, Gen.”

Oh, how she missed Alasne’s biting sardonic responses. “It is what I say it is, pirate. You need the port. Without me, you will not be able to dock on the continent.”

“You say that as if the port is the only place I can dock. As if I didn’t just pick your ass up from our appointed cove.”

She did not miss the woman’s stubbornness. It was too much like her own. Like Amarande’s, if Geneva was being honest.

“Let me rephrase,” Geneva started. “You cannot dock anywhere convenient to sell your stolen wares. There is no infrastructure for you in that cove or any other. You’ll have to rebuild your underground systems, and the longer that takes the easier it is for your competitors to cut a slice of the cake for themselves.”

“Oh, how I miss cake.” The woman nearly swooned. Always so food motivated, Alasne. “Tell me, when we pummel the young wolf cub into the sand, can we make it a point to get cake? Lemon cake. Pineapple. I will even accept maple cake from Eritri if that’s the most convenient.”

“It will be done—”

“Exceptional, though I am still asking you: What else is in it for me?” Alasne’s question was presented as a brick wall—no way around it, no way through, save for the single key to a doorway her ego kept hidden. “You are only giving me what I already had, plus cake, Gen. If my men and connections are going landside for this, what else am I going to get?”

Geneva straightened. Perhaps she’d misjudged how low her position appeared to her friend. Or rather, how much negotiation it had taken for Alasne to survive on the sea. She’d upped her game considerably.

“You will get a firm partner in me as I will be in a position where I can directly supply you with Basilican steel—raw or formed weapons—and Ardenian diamonds.”

Alasne cocked a dark brow, her lips in a twist that showed every hard-earned wrinkle on one side of her face. “Oh, can you now? How will regaining the Torrent make this possible?”

“It is not merely regaining my status that makes it possible,” Geneva pointed out, “it is who will rule those kingdoms that will make it possible.”

“Is that right?” Something like interest slid across the pirate’s face.

Geneva gave a measured nod, down to business, eye contact stern. “We will have a new, direct partnership with Basilica, and Ardenia will either come by force or by subversion, but it will be available to us in a new way.”

Alasne’s eyes hooded. “And you can guarantee this? Along with our legacy?”

“Yes.” Geneva’s entire body hummed with her belief in that single, small word. “We will protect it and kill any chance at rebellion. With their king’s blood spilled in the sand, the resistance will crumble. They will die fighting, or run, or simply fall into the shadows and do as they are told to survive. The old ways will be irresistible, and no one will fight back.”

Her friend leaned forward, her resistance crumbling just enough that Geneva knew she was in. Alasne nodded, as if seeing it all play out before her.

“And what must we do to make this happen?”

Geneva smiled something bloody. “We must capture Torrence where it ended and the Torrent began.”





CHAPTER 12


THE ghost of King Sendoa appeared in the margins of a massive, leather-bound examination on continental history. Amarande had been skimming the page, bent low over a table in the library with Luca, books and scrolls and tomes of every thickness spread between them in the filtered light of the windows above.

The knife-slash ink was short and incomplete, a note to himself on a page that, upon inspection, featured a dog-ear along the bottom. Amarande prodded a finger along the words, adorned with a vertical line down the side of a particular passage, highlighted.
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Amarande soundlessly stared at the words. They’d been crammed into that sliver of open parchment, words stacked on top of each other like layers in a cake. There was no other notation save for the line bracketing the paragraph of text.

She and Luca had been trying to deduce the minimum number of roles Luca would need to set in his new government, and how best to do so without so much as a formal government building. This was not something necessary for the conclave, but important in addressing the Torrentian people about the next steps in the resurrection of the kingdom state. The last thing either of them wanted was for Luca to be unprepared when making a first impression upon his constituency.

[image: ]
There was no telling how old the notation was, and the book’s location did not give away a hint. It’d been shelved properly, not out on a table or otherwise singled out. Amarande skipped to the paragraph beside the words, hoping perhaps the subject would provide a clue.

But this paragraph wasn’t about regency, nor the people, nor monarchy of any sort—patriarchy or matriarchy or anything else. It simply was a report on some sort of conscription system in a land well past Indu—Helena—where each year one hundred citizens were chosen by lottery to advise upon the nation’s laws.

Did this have anything to do with her father’s plans for Torrence after the attack he was orchestrating at the time of his death? Or was this a note for Ardenia? Not that the kingdom needed any more laws than what the Sand and Sky already doled out. Or perhaps it alluded to something else altogether.

Was it possible for the people to rule via regency? Amarande had told the crowd at her coronation that she served them—purposefully promising to rule with their lives in mind. Could that line of thinking be found here? A ruler as regent for the masses, not atop them? This was what the Warlord—her mother and the others—claimed to evoke: a way to rule without kneeling. What if that premise was carved in love, trust, and transparency rather than fear, fire, and fury?

Oh, Father, what did you mean?

No nearby pages were marked with dog-ears or ink, nor were there any loose scraps of parchment with Sendoa’s distinctive handwriting wedged between the pages.

It was a trail gone cold on a journey she hadn’t expected.

“Ama, your face looks like you’ve swallowed a lemon, rind and all. Must be an especially good passage on sovereign ruling theory.”

The queen blinked. Luca was grinning at her over the top of a mound of books Councilor Joseba had just delivered from the Royal Council’s private collection. Amarande swallowed, tilted the book his way, and tapped the margin. “I—”

The great wooden doors of the library opened, General Koldo framed by a receding view of the hallway, still in riding clothes shedding mountain grit onto the thick rugs with her purposeful walk.

“Your Highnesses, may I interrupt?”

The formality in the general’s tone stole Amarande’s next thought as well as her breath. Whenever Koldo retreated into her most formal behavior without a secondary audience, Amarande’s muscles tensed for a hit. Next to her, Luca went rigid, too.

“Sit, General, please,” he urged, pulling out the chair beside him and removing the teetering stack of council books from the spot at the table.

Koldo accepted his invitation—a surprise, as Amarande had expected her to stand in formal address—and sank stiffly to the seat. “All regiments have returned from the borders, and the news is not ideal.” The queen’s stomach knotted. “Unfortunately, we suffered great losses on the Basilican front—our men and women faced down a surprise attack from a double regiment of Inés’s men after Geneva recalled the regiment stationed at Myrcell to protect the Itspi. The soldiers stationed at the crossroads of Basilica and Myrcell banded together upon orders from Inés. Though our remaining regiment was able to successfully block entry to Ardenia, only half of the soldiers made it home.”

And there it was.

A fresh wound of disappointment cleaved Amarande’s heart. She’d hoped that Taillefer’s removal of Inés would save all Ardenian lives left in jeopardy by Inés’s power. She knew that likely would not be the case—every military campaign meant death, whether upon the battlefield or simply from illness, exhaustion, accident, or some other circumstance. Almost no regiment came back fully whole each and every time it left the castle. But she hadn’t expected outright slaughter.

“We shall honor the fallen in the entry hall.” Amarande shuddered to think how many more would have died if the regiment had been unable to hold the border. Innocents—farmers, ranchers, miners—they all would have been fair game for those soldiers the moment they stepped into Ardenia in Inés’s name.

“That is most kind, Your Highness.” Koldo nodded, solemn. “Additionally, I must inform you that none of the regiments reported any sightings of Geneva or obvious Warlord operatives.”

Luca sighed, pressing the heels of his hands to his eyes. “That’s disappointing. The watcher network in Torrence hasn’t ferreted out any credible leads either. The closest was a group congregating in one of the tunnel networks but it turned out to be a cadre of Myrcellian soldiers who’d gone rogue upon the announcement of Inés as queen. The watchers informed them of Inés’s demise and the return of their king’s family to the throne, and they simply left without an altercation.”

The general scowled into the middle distance, and her sun-dry skin creased as she gathered something worrisome upon her tongue.

“Koldo, what is it?” Amarande asked, bracing herself for something new amiss.

After a long moment, the general’s face smoothed out, blank, stoic, and impersonal. Ready to go about her official duty, she raised her dark eyes, and caught them both with her solid countenance. “Your Highnesses, as we also do not yet have word from Ferdinand on his search, that leaves us blind despite three reliable avenues of information. Without eyes on Geneva and considering my grave reservations about Tala and his internal motivations, I am extremely hesitant about your journey ahead of the conclave.”

Luca’s lips parted but Amarande leaned over the table to place a quick hand upon his wrist. “Koldo, while I understand your hesitation, the simple truth of it is that we must go early. Luca promised his people and you know as well as we do that promises, especially early in a relationship, are crucial to keep. He cannot start his reign by appearing unreliable.”

“Luca must go early,” Koldo conceded in her even way before wheeling to the heart of her concern. “You, my queen, do not have the same obligation.”

With that, the general began to remove her gloves, as if she was settling in for a long argument. So be it. Amarande would have this fight for all the grains of sand in Torrence if the repetition would make everyone in their orbit see. She and Luca would stay together, forever. They’d fought for it, and they would have it. Even when the most important people in their lives were against it.

Unfortunately, Koldo was never one to avoid a dispute.

Amarande leveled her gaze on the general. She loved and admired Koldo so much and knew that the general’s current disagreement was borne of Koldo’s own heart and experience, and yet, she would not agree. “We stay together. You know we will not budge on this.”

“I also know you are more than bright enough to be flexible when the situation demands such.”

The cut was expertly placed—aimed perfectly between her pride and her stubbornness. Still, Amarande held fast. “No. He must go and I will go with him.”

“Then I will send a regiment with you.”

“Koldo, we cannot march into Torrence with the Ardenian army!” Amarande did not even try to hide the frustration in her voice. “You know the concerns of the Torrentian people. They mistrust Ardenia and with good reason. If we storm in looking like we want a fight, we’ll either provoke a battle or scare the people away.”

The women sat squarely on opposing sides now, Amarande’s words the line between them. The general had much practice staring down difficulty, but the queen had no plans to flinch.

After a long moment as tense as a bowstring, Luca waded in, careful not to make it snap. “General, I have no say in this—”

“Of course, you do!” Amarande and Koldo answered nearly in unison.

Luca glanced between them and quietly closed the book in his hands. “Amarande is right. At some point we might be able to heal the reputation of Ardenia’s military within the minds of the people of Torrence, but now is not the time.”

“I do not care about Ardenia’s reputation, I care about your lives.” The general’s ungloved fist pounded atop the parchment-laden table, a quick, furious, unexpected strike. Even with all the paper strewn about, the sound was sharp and impressive. “Geneva is out there, somewhere, cooking up a plan to exact revenge on one or both of you. She has been ousted, outed, and is again on the run. Your exposure until you reach the larger camp is a serious risk. Honestly, leaving these walls at all is a risk.”

When she finished, Koldo was breathing hard, her stoic presence cracking.

Amarande steeled herself and stared into the dark eyes of the woman who had always, always had her back. She had it here, too—Amarande was the one who could not accept the support. “But we must leave these walls. It is our duty.”

Koldo inhaled thinly. “I understand, yet I believe it is unwise for you to be unprotected as our new queen.” She looked to Luca. “Or as the last of your line.”

This was the truth. Their power was a blade or arrow or sip of poison away from sending two nations into disarray.

Luca scrubbed a hand through his hair. “At the Hand we will have my resistance army. They will keep me safe, which means they will keep Amarande safe. That said, you are not wrong about our trip to the Hand. We do not have Ula, Urtzi, and Osana this time.”

Amarande’s insistence on improving their reputation was starting to crack with compromise. “General, perhaps we could ride with a guard company? Luca, a handful of personal guards would not appear too forward to those assembling at the Hand, would it? I would imagine they would appreciate that Ardenia has taken some precaution in delivering you safely to the rendezvous point?”

Luca thought on this a long moment. “I don’t think they would object to additional precautions given the boldness of Geneva and her followers.”

Koldo gave a gruff nod. “I will select the correct team to travel with you.”

“You won’t go?” Luca asked the question but it was poised on Amarande’s tongue as well.

“I must escort Ardenia’s caravan to the conclave. It is imperative that they are not held up—nor infiltrated. Moreover, I have attended far more conclaves than young Joseba. I am needed to ensure we arrive with the correct accompaniments.”

That made sense, Amarande supposed. Conclaves were typically held once per year and rotated in location. She did not know the last time one was held in the open—possibly never, as each castle was nearly the same age, and when the conclave was last held in Torrence the Otxazulo still stood.

The general rose to her feet, gloves in hand, a new task driving her forward.

“Before I go, I will implore you to allow a full regiment to ride with the Ardenian caravan. For protection at the conclave. The Torrentian people will surely not read their presence as a threat but instead as merely a rote precaution.”

Amarande caught eyes with Luca, but then shook her head. Disagreeing with Koldo was never easy, and always felt like the wrong choice. But this one had been made for them. “You heard the guardians of the kingdoms at our last meeting—they distrust Ardenia and me in particular as power hungry. If we flaunt our army about at a peaceful meeting, it will seem more than an overreach, it will seem a threat.”

The general put on her gloves, rolled her shoulders back, and faced her queen with the pleading eyes of a mother, a friend, a general.

“There are times to care about how one is perceived and there are times not to give a damn.” This was clearly one of those times. Koldo’s delivery was as professional as always, but there was a glassy sadness to it, and then, to her eyes as she clapped a hand gently atop both Amarande’s and Luca’s shoulders, her grip as firm and protective as any armor. “Stay safe, stay vigilant, and stay mindful of Sendoa’s most precious tenet—Beware or be dead. I will see you soon.”





CHAPTER 13


THE continent of the Sand and Sky actually wasn’t that big.

Not really. At a fast clip it took little more than a week to cross. Some heathens—Ula included—would call it an island. But not loud enough that any of the royalty could hear.

Even Ula wouldn’t do that.

Still, she would point out, even to royalty, that the majority of the continent was actually Torrence, stretching from the borders of every other kingdom before swallowing the center and plunging straight west to its only sliver of coast between where Pyrenee ran along the Divide to the north, and where Myrcell sliced up from the southwestern half and encroached north, taking a bite out of the western half of the continent. Between those two were Torrence’s single natural port and miles upon miles of sheer rock cliffs.

Yet, after days on horseback, Ula and Urtzi found themselves not in some new corner of the sandy bowl of promise called Torrence, but back in a place they’d been several times.

The Warlord’s Inn.

The Warlord laid no claim to it now, and hadn’t since the day the Innkeeper was fed, broken and bloodied, to his own compost pit of quicksand. Instead, the inn had become a pro-Otxoa stronghold, populated by watchers, squatting after taking control of the rambling, fenced estate.

These people had heard the news of the Otsakumea’s return, that much was clear by their augmentations to the inn’s open-air honeycomb of rooms, which these squatters had adorned now with roofs, thus creating a little village of huts, in what might be the first stationary, permanent community Torrence had seen since its cities had become firepits.

Yet, though they were ostensibly on the same side, and had the same amount of knowledge, the mood among the few dozen or so now living here was quite different from within all the caravans the group had visited so far.

Tala had just completed the same spiel Ula had heard dozens of times already, and instead of relieved smiles, the people of the inn met the speech with closed stances and stern faces. Finally, a man with a bandage tied high about his leg spoke—mean, direct, suspicious.

“Is it true that the Otsakumea is in league with Ardenia?”

Tala’s stock answer was as smooth on delivery as it had been previously. “The Otsakumea has forged a diplomatic alliance with Ardenia.”

“An alliance with the Warrior King’s pretty daughter, you mean.” This lilting accusation came from a snarling woman with a black wolf by her side, the same as Beltza, who’d stayed behind with Luca. “We all know why he sleeps in her castle instead of under our Torrentian stars.”

The insinuation knocked all air from Ula’s gut. How could another woman think so little of both Amarande and Luca to boil them down to their affinity for each other? As if the whole of their love was concentrated on where they laid their heads each night?

There was so much more to them—to any person—than that.

Ula’s body was fighting the reflex to act, her shoulders rounded to her ears, her hands balled into fists, nails carving half-moons into her skin. She did not touch her trusty curved sword, always at the ready, but couldn’t help but take a half step forward. Urtzi, though, seemed to anticipate her next move, firmly gripping her arm with one bear paw palm before Ula could advance further.

It was a reminder, but in no way an order. Not that she’d follow one anyway—something Urtzi very well knew. And yet lately she’d heeded directions from the big oaf. Ula told herself it wasn’t because she’d worried more than any friend would over the peril he’d faced while traveling with Osana to an Itspi held by Geneva.

Still, the hesitation allowed Tala time to draw in a steadying breath and supply an answer to the woman’s crass insinuation. “The Otsakumea is preparing for Torrence’s reentry into the covenant of the Sand and Sky with the advice—”

“We remember exactly what happened the last time Ardenia gave the Otxoa advice!” This from an old man, Tala’s age, his fraying tunic slumping to reveal a paw print above his heart. “Or have you forgotten, Tala?”

“I have not forgotten.”

It was clear this old man knew the whole story, not the abridged version Tala had first told in the resistance caves. That Sendoa had warned Lotyoa of Domingu’s plan for mass, coordinated regicide, and that he should expel his brother’s newest wife. When he didn’t, Sendoa created a plan to stoke the Torrentian resistance as a lesson and a distraction to Basilica. It did not go as he’d envisioned to say the least. Tala nodded to this person, hooded eyes not wavering. “However, the moral of the story is that King Lotyoa did not accept King Sendoa’s advice, and—”

“And Sendoa fed an uprising, yes, we know,” Ula snarled, done with Tala’s calmness in the face of yet another person intent on disagreement.

All eyes swung to her straight-backed form and Ula spit into the air every ounce of frustration that had built within her during this futile argument. These were not the sort of grievances she’d agreed to hear and note. They were a useless attack—useless because these people obviously had no interest in changing their inaccurate thoughts.

“What does any of that have to do with the Otsakumea Luca? Nothing. Come see him, listen to him, and then decide to support him, or simply return to your home and mind your own business. He will not attack you, he will not jail you, he will not feed you to Ardenia. You have lived with fear for more of your days than not, I know, we all know. The fear won’t immediately evaporate. We know this. It’s how you’ve survived this long, and we’re not asking you to let go of it just yet. All we’re asking is that you give the Otsakumea a chance to help you.”

The man with the bandaged leg was not assuaged. In fact, he took a hobbling step forward, emboldened. “And what has he done for you, girl?”

Ula did not like that he called her girl. She did not like that his voice twisted with the same insinuation the woman at his side had used. As if she were Luca’s lover and not his trusted partner.

“He has given me hope!”

Her fury echoed through their faces as they felt every quivering reverberation of her belief. Believing it themselves was another matter. Ula tore aside her tunic to reveal her own paw print—the faux wolf ink from the battle long gone.

“I have lived my life with this tattoo, and it was not until I met the Otsakumea that I truly understood what it meant to be beholden. I am beholden to him—I’ve pledged my life to his cause. He did not ask me to, nor did he demand it. I believe in him; I believe in the world he can create. The Otsakumea has given me that hope, and that is more than anyone else has done.”

For a moment, Ula thought understanding had come over them. Then, the man’s lip curled in the beginnings of a sneer.

“That’s even worse, girl. Of your own admission and your own volition, you’ve given up all rights to what you want out of life on the slim promise of hope. You let him parade you out with your sword and your cutting words and fight his fight for him. You kneel.”

“We obey, there’s a difference,” Urtzi replied before Ula got a chance—more measured than Ula expected, but also unable to stop himself.

“The difference is semantic!” the man shouted. “Obeying until you rot for someone else. If you put your life on the line for someone above you, your freedom is gone.”

“Not if you believe in them,” Ula answered, teeth bared and sharp. “I believe in the Otsakumea, and I am pledged to him of my own free will because I believe in him so much.”

The man scoffed. “What is bending the knee but paying penance?”

“They’re different,” Urtzi insisted yet again, the muscles in his lanky arms coiling until the tops of his shoulders twitched.

“They fill coffers, just the same,” snarled the woman and her wolf.

“No, no.” Tala held up a hand. “The Warlord accepted people as penance, not goods and gold in the name of Torrence as a whole. You cannot lump a tax collected for the greater good of rebuilding Torrence with the trafficking and murder of human beings.”

It was a good argument, yet still the injured man kept coming, flinging assumptions. “Can’t I? What happens if I don’t pay? Will I rot in the sun, or in the dungeons of Ardenia?”

“You will not rot in either,” Tala answered firmly.

“Then I will not pay. And I will not obey.”

“And for your insolence, you won’t suffer. You’re a free man. This is your home. He won’t storm these walls, yank you from your abode, and toss you in the compost. The Otsakumea is not the Warlord.” It was Ula’s anger that answered this man. “He has never given me an order I couldn’t turn down. He has never asked me to kneel. But I would. I’ll do anything he asks of me. I owe it to my parents and his to follow him. He is our king.”

“Says who?” There were people nodding behind the injured man. He challenged her, but he was not alone. “Some ink on his chest? Some blood in his veins? How is his blood any different from our own?”

“It’s not and that’s the point,” Ula spit back. “Luca is one of us. Come with us or don’t. Kneel or don’t. The Otsakumea will repair Torrence with you or for you. Either way you will benefit.”

With that, Ula had no more to say.



DESPITE the tension, the resistance group spent the night within the walls of the inn, camping with the Tilden caravan in the great open yard, and leaving the squatters of the inn to their shut doors and low conversations.

Ula didn’t apologize. She didn’t retreat either. And so, Ula sat next to Urtzi and stared into the fire. Or at least she seemed to. Her eyes were actually on Tala, who’d moved to the edges of their camp, taking the long way around to his tent. Nothing about it felt right, which is exactly why she was watching.

And Urtzi was, too. He leaned in close to her ear and whispered, “Is that a bird?”

Ula nodded once, slight yet unmistakably affirmative.

Indeed, there was a black bird with enough white markings to make it visible in the dark. Tala crouched to it, shielding it from the firelight. It almost looked as if he were inspecting the scrubby brush for something interesting.

Ula stood, brushed red dirt from her trousers, and approached, Urtzi following as her massive, broad-backed shadow. Most everyone in camp was asleep or appeared to be so. Moving quietly, she placed a gentle hand upon Tala’s bony shoulder as not to startle him and wake the others. “Do we have word from Luca?”

In his crouch, Tala shook his head, an answer already prepared. “Word from the watchers. They have not seen Geneva.”

“That’s a pity,” Ula whispered, and to her relief, Urtzi played along by nodding even if he didn’t know exactly what she was up to. “Have they learned anything else of note?”

Tala stood, creaking body taking a little while to unspool from the crouch to his full height. “No.”

Ula was about to ask to take a look, but rather than pocketing the note as she’d hoped, Tala crumpled it into a ball and tossed it into the fire. He was far enough away, and the parchment was light enough, that the breeze grabbed hold and the letter dropped to the edge of the embers instead of in the dead center.

“Perhaps better news will come tomorrow,” the old man said before extracting himself with a weary nod. “Good night.”

Then, Tala nearly ran to his tent. That kept him from more questions—but also benefited their cause. As soon as he was hidden away, Ula withdrew the sword from her back and stabbed the tip into the flames—pretending to stoke the fire but really kicking out what was left of the quickly burning ball. She rolled it along the sandy dirt with her blade, trying to stamp out the flame. Then she crouched down, pretending to return to resting by the fire, and whispered to Urtzi, “Your daggers. Hurry.”

He did as he was told, handing them over. Ula used the metal blades to tease the charred ball open, hoping that at least a few words of the message would be clear enough to read. “I thought all the resistance caracaras were straight black?” Urtzi asked in a whisper as she worked, yet again proving that he was more observant than anyone gave him credit for.

“They are.”

“So, who’s that from?”

Ula had a guess but didn’t share it. They couldn’t afford to make a mistake here. The cost would be too great. She’d given Koldo and Amarande her word. To investigate, not instigate.

She got the crumpled ball open, and a piece of the parchment the length of a thumb was still relatively unburnt. Ula stared at it for a long moment. Only one word was fully visible, the ones on either side of it nibbled away by char. Urtzi squinted at it upside down. “Is that Old Torrentian?”

Ula shook her head in yet another slight movement, pushing her braid from one side of her shoulder to the other, trying to disguise the movement from anyone who might be watching them. Someone was, for sure; she felt the weight of interest upon her face just as surely as the heat from the fire.

“It’s in cipher.”

Urtzi shifted his broad body so that their shoulders touched. He wrapped a hulking arm around her, and their heads tapped together gently, as if they were in a sweet embrace. Ula’s heartbeat stammered against her ribs, and it had nothing to do with the possible issue in this parchment.

“Do the watchers use a cipher?” Urtzi’s whisper and breath were warm on Ula’s cheek. It took her more than a moment to gather herself and respond.

“That’s something we need to find out.”





CHAPTER 14


THE Pyrenee party was packed and ready to head for the Hand, yet its king remained in his chambers, waiting for something he could not leave without.

Well, someone he could not leave without.

Dunixi entered with the exalted Medikua Aritza in full bindings at the wrists, a gag at her mouth, and a blindfold over her eyes. Renard nodded, and the pirate removed each binding, one by one, checking first with the king each time to ensure he actually wanted her vision, voice, and hands unencumbered.

When the medikua was devoid of all her shackles, Dunixi kicked out a chair and gestured for her to sit. Surprisingly, she did—Renard had expected a fight. As the ancient woman sank to her seat, Dunixi placed her kit of tinctures upon a chest beyond the king’s shoulder.

Here, Dunixi hesitated. Renard knew the boy expected a compliment, given he’d been the one to lead the retrieval of the medikua from Ardenia. He wouldn’t get it. A hot spark of fury dropped onto Renard’s tongue, causing him to draw a whistling breath between his teeth. In that instant, Dunixi remembered himself without a verbal reproach, and sped out of the king’s chambers.

When he was gone, the medikua leaned back in the chair and folded her withered hands one on top of the other on her little round belly. There was too much mirth in her gauzy eyes for her predicament or the temper coursing through him, charging the air like a thunderstorm gathering over the Divide. Renard didn’t like this reaction—the old woman wasn’t scared of the obvious threat of her situation—kidnapped, bound, forced.

It was as unnatural as what he believed she knew about his current state.

Anger flared his nostrils as the king approached the medikua. Renard knelt so that they were on the same level, his whole body tense as he searched her wrinkled face, his jaw tight and patience short.

“Tell me exactly what happened the night I died, old woman.”



THE building smelled of melted wax and blood, the antiseptic tinge of distilled herbs and cork-free tinctures running a current under the heavier scents. The pews were empty, housing nothing but flickering shadows as the sconces on the walls struggled to light the space.

The only light that mattered was at the front of the room.

There, the body of Crown Prince Renard was in the center of the dais, laid on a table that had once held silver platters of celebratory fruits and cheeses and sweets. Now, it was bare, remnants of the fine foods ground into the rugs at the chapel’s entrance, tossed and trampled in the chaos after the vows. The wooden platform below Renard’s body was stained with blood, oxidized in the day since, now a storm cloud of black—solid where the shadows ended.

Dowager Queen Inés entered, watching, as Medikua Aritza stood over the table, her fingers, hooked with decades of arthritis, combing paths along the prince’s bare chest, his ornate wedding outfit folded neatly atop the organ bench in the eastern corner. She poked and prodded, clouded eyes skimming close to his skin at times.

“Is the body prepared yet, Medikua Aritza?”

The healer had been hired to attend to the queen’s moon cycle. It had been unreliable of late, and if one of this woman’s many plans were to work, it needed to be as robust as it had been when she was first married to Louis-David. Not an easy thing to manage. But Inés, and all the royalty of the Sand and Sky, understood that if anyone could ensure that the stars would allow royal blood to produce an heir, it was the famed medikua, installed for ages at King Sendoa’s Itspi.

Thus, Inés had paid handsomely for the healer to gather her necessary tinctures and board the royal carriage to the Bellringe in the moments after Renard insisted he would venture into the Torrent to “rescue” his “fiancée.”

Now, in addition to the Dowager Queen’s daily moon cycle treatments, the exalted Medikua Aritza’s talents were being put to use elsewhere.

The medikua frowned and removed her hands from Renard’s body, puttering over to her tincture basket as the queen leaned in to have a look at her firstborn. The stab wound was in the unprotected center of his chest, beneath where both halves of his ribs met at his sternum. It had been an upward thrust—puncturing his heart and both lungs with a single blow. Precise. The type of strike that was practiced and perfected. That was meant to kill.

The Dowager Queen’s annoyance flared—so used to immediate answers, she was—just as the medikua’s gravelly voice closed the short distance between them. “No, not quite, Your Highness.”

“Not quite? How long must this take?” She waved her hand at her eldest son’s body, attention pointedly not lingering on his form.

The medikua smiled so that her eyes were closed so tightly they were but lashes laced together by lines. “The stars have been kind to you, Your Highness.”

“Kind?” The Dowager Queen scoffed. “How so?”

The medikua’s expression did not change despite her benefactor’s sharp tone. “Your son lost his lifeblood, yes, most of it, in fact. But not all of it.”

“Not all of it—what does that mean?” Inés took as deep a breath as her stays would allow. Her folded arms squeezed tighter across the black lace about her chest. “Please speak plainly, medikua. My son has been murdered, the assailant and her merry band of pirates are still on the loose, and I must stave off war long enough to have everything fall into place. I am under far too much pressure to deal in the riddles of an old woman, even one as exalted as yourself. I’ve paid you to attend to me, and I will pay you to attend to preparation of the body. I will not pay you to give me a headache.”

The medikua blinked at the Dowager Queen. “That means your son is alive.”

Inés wouldn’t look at Renard’s still form. “He does not appear to be alive.”

The medikua beamed—her amusement palpable in the face of royal incredulousness. “Appearances can be deceiving, Your Highness.”

The old woman popped a cork off the bottle in her hands, and a warm scent filled the room—pipe smoke and mulled cider, though the liquid was clear as she dabbed it across the boy’s chest.

The Dowager Queen straightened.

“Both my sons are dead to me. Take care of Renard. I shall see you in my chambers in the morning. For treatment and further direction.”

With that, the Dowager Queen turned for the yard and again locked the door.

Alone again with the body of Crown Prince Renard, Medikua Aritza turned and rifled through her basket of tinctures, fingers searching for a particular treatment. One she had not used for quite some time. Once she’d finally pulled the vial free of the basket, the pad of her thumb cleared dust before twisting away the wax seal applied to the stopper for extra protection after each use. This was a rare tincture indeed.

“I shall take care of you, young prince. The stars shall not have you yet.”



RENARD’S lizard brain flickered to life, the medikua’s description of the events after his death shimmering away like a mirage. He stared at her, trying to read the motivation under her wrinkled skin.

“And so … you just took it upon yourself to perform a ritual upon me out of … what? The goodness of your heart?”

Renard held up a hand that was intended to prevent her from actually answering. Even now, as the king muzzled her—and strained obviously against the anger in his veins—the medikua did not flinch but continued to sit silently with one hand atop the other on her belly as if she could not detect the danger in his voice. Her confidence was just as annoying as Dunixi’s when he couldn’t help but show it. She was old and as stubborn as a goat and would not easily fall into line—especially because she clearly believed he owed her for his continued life.

“No, I refuse to give you that excuse. You did it to spite my mother, yes? To thwart her plans of bearing a son by her grandfather?”

To his surprise, a gravelly laugh escaped the medikua’s lips before a coherent answer. “Your Highness, I have lived too long and experienced too much to give any care as to whether or not I am being judged as good, or spiteful, or to bat an eye at the twining vines of family trees on this damn continent.”

Renard stared at her. “Then why did you do it?”

“I did it,” the old woman intoned, “because my soul is dedicated to cultivating, protecting, and repairing life. By trade, medikuas are treated as healers, and I suppose we are, but what I do is not about pain, it is about life.”

The hand nestled atop the other beat out a rhythm, emphasizing the words—It is about life.

“Your body was not wrung out, your soul not sent to the stars,” she explained. “As a medikua, I could see that spark of life in your hollow shell, and it was my duty—is my duty—to address your remaining embers as I would have your cries of pain.”

Disbelief thumped in his chest. Renard had literally never known anyone on this damn continent to do anything out of anything other than intense desire for a gain of some sort—power, coin, and, if Amarande was to be believed, love.

“And that was it?” he asked, reaching blindly out of his vacuum of copious confusion. “You performed a ritual, and I awoke days later?”

Medikua Aritza shrugged her bird-like shoulders. “It appears so. Ideally, I would have checked on you hourly until you revived—it is much quicker that way, generally. A smoother transition for the injured party as well—waking can be quite disorienting, as I’m sure you are aware. Alas, I was not there to guide you. Your mother had other plans.”

Renard squinted. “So you have done this before?”

“Of course. Many times. Though not recently.”

The medikua waved it off with a knowing smile, both accepting and diminishing her work of impossible magic within the world of the natural arts. Renard did not trust her reasoning on saving him, but it did make him wonder about something else.

“Why didn’t you revive King Sendoa in this way? You were on retainer at the Itspi for longer than I’ve been alive. And yet, you did not repair him?”

That knowing smile faded slightly—the first and possibly only sign that this woman had favored the man who had kept a roof over her ancient head for so long.

“Poison is a cursed thing that robs every spark of life within.” She spoke of it with a sour twist of distaste to her words. “By the time the king made it home, his soul had departed to the stars. There was no life left for me to revive.”

A curl of remorse stirred beneath the layer of fury that buzzed along Renard’s insides. His memories of that day were even hazier than that of his own death, reduced almost to the way other people who were not there talked about the great Warrior King’s final, incongruous moments.

A sip. A cough. Death.

And then everything changed—and not in the way he intended. If only Amarande had been more amenable to his offer. If only she’d done what he’d asked. His anger flared once more, the remorse snuffed out. He may have started it all, but she was at fault. For his death—for this path.

Renard swallowed. “And how long am I expected to … survive like this?”

“In perpetuity, I suppose.”

“Am I immortal?”

“Oh no, you can die, all right. All of us lose our spark one way or another. It is just a matter of when it is fully snuffed. If I had not addressed the life within you, you surely would have been to the stars by now—dehydrated, starved, infected—pick your poison, as it were.” The old woman chuckled, her feelings for Sendoa tucked back down deep in that withered body of hers. Renard did not laugh. “Though, as you may deduce from my earlier tale, it would be best if you stayed away from any poison. There is no coming back from that.”

Renard’s mind blipped upon Taillefer’s empty workshop. Once filled with hundreds of vials of poison, now not a single drop.

The king swallowed and asked a question that needed to be answered.

“Am I able to produce an heir?” It was the least of his personal concerns, but an important one for Pyrenee.

The old woman raised an ornery eyebrow. “I’ve never had the occasion to run a trial, but I don’t see why not. If you were a woman, it would not be so likely. But given a man’s role in the production of an heir, it is possible for you to do so, yes.”

Renard tented his fingers.

“What else must I know?”

“I believe you know the rest.” The medikua leaned forward and touched his temple. He should’ve swatted her away—she had no right, he was a king—and yet Renard could not make himself move, frozen to the spot under her dry fingertips. “Your memory is not as clear as before. Your will is driven by the purest distillation of the reason that kept your life spark burning.”

Her gnarled fingers dropped to his chest, patting his fine doublet, right above his still-beating heart. Renard could barely breathe.

“What is it for you? True love? Pure hate? Intense fury? Kingly ambition? Unfinished business? Revenge?” As the woman ticked off all the reasons she had clearly witnessed in her lifetime, she pulled away. Once the medikua was at a great enough distance, she cocked a thin gray brow. “All of it?”

Finally, Renard churned into motion. He shot to his feet, his chair nearly tipping as it scraped back in haste. “I do not need to answer you. Do not touch me without permission.”

The medikua’s face told him she’d seen this reaction before—and that was why she’d backed away—which only served to annoy him further. “Do not run from the truth or deny it, Your Highness. There is no shame in the emotion that has kept you alive.”

Renard didn’t answer the medikua. Instead, at a distance where she could see but not touch, he shrugged aside his doublet and untucked his tunic from his breeches, hauling up the fabric to expose his wound to the light. The skin around the sutures bloomed black, worse than before.

“And what of this?” Renard asked. “It has appeared in the past few days. Surely, if you have done this as many times as you would like me to believe, you have come across this”—he did not know the correct word—“infection.”

“Oh, that is no infection, Your Highness.” The medikua pointed a crooked finger at his flesh but did not advance to touch it—a sign that she could follow instruction after all. “That is necrosis. Your skin is dying, and the organs underneath it as well.”

Necrosis.

“Can you repair it?”

“I cannot heal it, per se, but, with the same tincture that brought you back from the brink, I can prevent it from spreading with daily application.”

The black skin was currently the size of a fist, sitting in the hollow below his sternum. “And without it, it will spread? Until my entire skin is covered?”

“Oh no, you’ll be dead long before that.”

The medikua did not cackle, but her cavalier delivery was quite the same thing.

Fury flared deep and Renard had to squeeze his eyes closed for a moment to keep from laying hands upon her. When he was calm enough, the king opened his eyes, inhaled thinly, and asked her for clarification. It was necessary that he did not assume anything and only gained real, true facts from the medikua. “Managing the necrosis is the only way to keep living?”

“Yes. The spark of life stayed with you so that you may achieve your final goal.” Again, she shrugged as if this was just the way of it. “Most men complete it right away and their souls die happy.”

Renard swallowed, a tear of sadness dropping in his gut. “But I do not want to die. I just got what I most wanted in life. I want to enjoy it. If I have daily treatments, it won’t spread and I can rule as I please, yes?”

In answer, the medikua pointedly stood, shuffled to her basket of tinctures, and pulled out a small glass bottle. She held it up to the light, so that Renard could see the serum sloshing within. The vial was the height of the woman’s small palm, and only a tenth full, if that. “Yes, until we run out, daily treatments will allow you to function without further damage from the necrosis.”

He could not look away from the bottle’s dusty silhouette against her wrinkled palm. “And can you make more? Of that?”

“Given the right ingredients, I can.”

He discarded the fabric of his tunic. “I have the perfect workshop for you to do so. I will have the ingredients as soon as you tell me what they are. My men will find them immediately. We will ensure your comfort and safety and provide you with whatever you desire, including gold for payment, for you to stay at the Bellringe. I apologize for forcing your hand, but you must understand that I will not keep you like a prisoner. You may have everything King Sendoa offered you and more.”

The medikua did not blink. Nor nod. Nor otherwise show pleasure in all he lobbed at her in exchange for his precarious life. Instead, the old woman met him with the most serious stare she had shared in this whole damned conversation. A pang of uneasiness mingled with all the other debris floating around Renard’s conscience.

“All of that is fine and good, Your Highness. I can make additional serum in a day, but…” Renard did not like that pause. “I must tell you there is a necessary aging process for the serum to reach full potency. A year.”

Renard swallowed. He didn’t know how much potion she’d need to apply each day to stop the necrosis, but surely, even a drop daily would end that bottle before the turn of autumn came to King’s Crest.

He drew in a deep breath. “Do it. Use only the necessary amount and no more. You will provide a list of ingredients to my designated guard and stay here to prepare the serum while we are at the conclave.” The king raised his voice and directed it toward the hall where his servants waited. “Dunixi!”

He immediately appeared, eyes gleaming with the chance to again prove his worth.

“You will take copious notes on what the medikua is about to do. If you cannot manage to do exactly as she does while we travel, your head will be set to rot on the thumb of the Hand and your body left for the vultures.”





CHAPTER 15


THE Hand was teeming with people when Luca, Amarande, the black wolf Beltza, and their Ardenian retinue arrived.

The camp was nearly as large as the one the Warlord had commanded when Luca had been disguised as Miguel and witness to a surprising fight pitting Amarande and Taillefer against a giant of a man and two of the Warlord’s guards.

“It’s much better entering this camp knowing these people won’t kill us on sight,” Amarande whispered to Luca as they approached.

Though it had been several days and they’d had plenty of opportunity, they still had not discussed much about Amarande’s jaunt with Taillefer through the Warlord’s camp, or even much of what they had done on the part of their journey Luca hadn’t seen. Something prickly emerged in Amarande whenever he’d broached the subject, and thus Luca just simply stopped doing so.

Luca wasn’t sure if this was because the prince had died after all that—at her order and his hand, no less—or that Taillefer had become an ally, or if it was something else altogether. Luca simply knew it was best to let Amarande keep those feelings stewing under lock and key until she was ready to bring them into the light. In the larger scheme of things, it did not matter. Taillefer was dead, and his poisons were locked away as securely as Amarande’s feelings about the second son of Pyrenee.

And so, Luca simply whispered back, “I appreciate that my name won’t be a death sentence. Well, from them. Geneva is another story.”

Amarande’s jaw worked as she casually scanned the crowd. Searching for threats as covertly as possible. “I’m sure there are watchers among these people.”

“What kind of dictator would she be if she couldn’t pull that off?”

This earned him a hint of the queen’s beautiful grin. In truth, they’d talked much about Geneva as a threat, but hadn’t seen a sign of her yet. Their journey to the Hand with their guard had been so uneventful that it made Luca nervous—and a little humor went a long way in quieting those feelings. “Well then, I suppose let’s make sure the watchers have something good to tell her, eh?”

“Indeed.”

That was when the calls of “My Otsakumea” began. It was broad daylight, mid-afternoon, and there was no missing Luca upon his horse. Or Amarande—though she’d previously wanted to dress in the same manner as her soldiers while representing Ardenia, this was not the time nor place. Thus she wore a garnet ball gown not too different from the one she was wearing during Luca’s rescue. There was no denying she was the queen of Ardenia.

They rode side by side, two guards in front and two behind. The camp was set upon the eastern side of the Hand, and the main path through the tents and coaches was a straight shot to the massive structure’s heel and heart line.

Below the Hand’s palm, a space had been cleared, black flags marking it off and fluttering in the breeze. It was there they greeted Tala, Ula, and Urtzi, a crowd of people following, craning their necks for a better look at Luca. It was all very overwhelming.

“My Otsakumea, welcome back to the Hand,” Tala said with the kind of swagger he used with his resistance crew, the sun-worn lines drawing tight across his face in a clear and undeniable smile as Beltza nuzzled his leg in greeting.

He was proud of this massive camp. Proud of what the resistance had built already. Proud to show Luca. And of course, Luca rewarded him with all the praise he deserved. “Thank you, Tala. Fine job bringing the people to hear me.”

The old man nearly blushed. “It was no trouble—they all want to see their king.”

Luca dismounted, his own cheeks warm, knowing at least a hundred people trailed behind as thousands more stirred at news of his arrival. He put a hand up to Amarande, to help her dismount. She didn’t need the help, but it was the polite thing to do. “Well, they shall in perhaps two hours’ time? Will that be enough to sort through the concerns you’ve gathered?”

“Yes, indeed,” Tala answered. “I will get out the word on timing, my Otsakumea. Urtzi, Ula, will you show the Otsakumea and the queen to their tents, please?”

Something passed between the former pirates as they stepped forward. It was just on the tip of Luca’s tongue to inquire when a voice, loud and pointed, shot out of the crowd like a thunder strike.

“My Otsakumea!” The tone was as rough and tumble as the sparse plants that gritted out a living this far into the sandy bowl. Every head snapped in its direction—including Luca’s. “They tell me you are my king, and if you are any kind of person worth listening to, you will face us now.”

Luca pivoted fully to this man. He was easy to pick out, face red from shouting, others shifting their attention from his outburst to their Otsakumea. Luca wet his lips to respond, Amarande’s fingers tightening in his grip. But Tala raised a palm in appeasement. “The Otsakumea has had a long ride—”

“From a soft bed in Ardenia!” Another shout.

“The Warrior Queen’s bed!” clarified another to an echoing titter. “Look how he clasps her hand! My parents were beholden to his but I would say he is beholden to her! Where does that leave us?!”

Luca caught Amarande’s stunned expression just as Tala raised both arms overhead now for attention, just as he’d done in the resistance underground. “Now, see here—”

“No,” Luca said, cuffing Tala’s knobby shoulder. He projected his voice to the crowd. “I will answer your questions now.”

Without another word, he hopped up to the erected dais. Amarande immediately followed. Ula and Urtzi, too. The Ardenian soldiers dismounted and made a move to join them, but Amarande waved them off. Instead, the men and women held a line between the queen’s spot on the dais and the crowd, on alert. It wasn’t the best reintroduction to the Ardenian military, but it was to be expected with the queen in attendance. Luca hoped these people—his people—would understand.

Tala handed a waterskin up to Luca, and he uncorked it, ready to take a swig to better project his voice, when another scream came from those crowding the dais.

“Go ahead, drink, my Otsakumea! And as that water hits your lips, think of the Cardenas Scar. It still weeps poison, and now it’s rotten with death.”

“I don’t want to drink death water, do you?” someone else loudly exclaimed.

“That water is death!”

Luca held up both hands, waterskin and all, placating.

“I have conferred with the best Torrentian healers, and they are already working to clarify the Cardenas Scar of any remaining poison. They have also removed the victims’ bodies and given them funeral rites.” Luca nodded, hoping someone here had seen Naiara and her ilk at the watering hole and could provide secondary confirmation. “Does that answer your question?”

He met the first speaker in the eyes, and, surprisingly the man dipped his head in an affirmative nod, fading slightly into the people gathered at his back. Luca nodded back and turned his attention to the crowd, still spilling in—it was a writhing, slow-moving stream, bodies materializing from every nook and cranny.

“Good people of Torrence, I am Luca.” Here, he pulled aside his tunic, the five points of his wolf tattoo as stark and shimmering as the black of midnight in the white sunlight and clear blue sky of a Torrence afternoon. “Hitz ematen dizut.”

“Your honor is nothing with the Warrior King’s daughter by your side!”

As yet another barb landed, Luca realized he’d been prepared for it, had known that at this point, no matter what he said, he would not placate anyone who wished to pick a fight. Ula, Urtzi, and Tala stood by, silent and unhelpful even with the knowledge they’d gleaned from their travels. But he could do this—it was his job, and these people demanded a leader who would do it well.

“I am here to answer your questions,” Luca replied, calm and careful as he felt Amarande’s rage growing over his shoulder—she wanted to protect him, but there wasn’t a single reason to deflect these worthy comments despite their barbed delivery, “and I will if you let me, as I just did for this man who asked about the Cardenas Scar.” Luca paused here, pointed, laying the ground rules for the ebb and flow of this conversation. “You’ve asked me where it leaves you that I have brought Queen Amarande with me to this meeting. The answer is simple: It leaves you with an ally.”

“That’s what your father thought!” Another voice.

“And look at him! We stand upon Lotyoa’s ashes!” Another.

“Stop!” Tala’s frustration flared now, and he hopped onto the dais, with the lithe movements of a much younger man. Arms waving, voice thundering, his welcoming diplomacy vanished. “Stop with the interruption! Let the Otsakumea speak. It has been a very, very long time since any of you have been able to truly question authority. I know that, we all know that. But it does nothing if you do not let him speak. Thousands of people have joined us to hear what the Otsakumea has to say. Let him speak. Then ask him questions and I assure you he will answer them all to the best of his ability. But if you cannot afford him a chance to share his point of view and thoughts, you will learn nothing and either grow more fearful or more stupid. Give him a chance now. Hear him.”

Tala’s full-throated plea was nearly magnetic. Sealing the mouths of those who heckled, attracting those who had not yet made it to the dais, all ears and eyes and breath pointed toward him and the stage. Tala now reverted to prepared and formal words.

“We have gathered here today to formally acknowledge our long-lost Otsakumea, the last of the Otxoa, Luca.” Tala’s voice was loud and commanding, and reflected exactly everything he had been as leader of the resistance for so long. His temper had receded now, but his power did not wane. “He comes to us on a raft of hope, having defeated the Warlord with a single, crushing blow. Make no mistake, the Kingdom of Torrence has risen, and our Otsakumea will see us past the lost last seventeen years and into a new and prosperous future.”

After a moment, the longtime leader of the resistance moved to the side, and Luca took a step forward. Gazed into the faces of his people. Young and old, every one of them looked just like him: dark hair, burnished skin, and bodies built from hard work and movement under the bright wide sky. He didn’t know how many of them had fought for the Warlord before, nor did he care. Every single one of them deserved another chance at a life here. One without fear or firepits, or faceless rulers. One full of peace and freedom, and community.

And he told them just that.

“It was not my expectation that I would become a king someday,” Luca answered after accepting the mantle through formal language adapted from Amarande’s own coronation. “I grew up an orphan, a stableboy with a strange scrawl of ink on my chest, and a found family who kept a roof over my head, made sure I stayed fed, and taught me how to cross swords and read letters. Yet, I stand before you a king.”

He expected another outburst. Perhaps something about how these people had been half-starved, without shelter, education deficient—all fair. Instead, there was the smallest bit of applause. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Moreover, the crowd was calm enough that Amarande’s parchment timeline was now being successfully distributed.

“Understand that I will do everything in my power to ensure the Kingdom of Torrence is rebuilt safely, and efficiently, with its people at its heart. I am not the heart of this kingdom, I am merely the mouthpiece. Every last one of you is the heart and soul. And that is true whether you fought beside the Warlord years ago, or much more recently. We all do what we must to survive, and we are all able to adapt and change and grow. If you fought against me, against Tala, against the resistance, and yet you are here now, you are welcome. Your heart, minds, and opinions are welcome. The Torrence we are making is for everyone.”

Again, applause—a little more this time. The wind kicked up from the direction of the Oiartzun Forest, sand and dust swirling around them as if the land itself approved. A few leaves of timeline parchment caught flight and flew through the crowd, wings clipped by nimble hands.

“I ask that we be patient with ourselves,” Luca said, now back to feeling out the words he’d prepared for the people he loved, as angry and frustrated as they were. He knew their ire wasn’t directed at him, but at the situation. He couldn’t and didn’t blame them. “Rebuilding will take time—a long time. I wish I could clap my hands and return Torrence to its previous glory. To return all the cities and homesteads that were lost to the Warlord. To return the Otxazulo to a place by the people, for the people, where you can call upon me and I will hear and treat your frustrations as they come.” That was something he was keen on—the people were his equal. King Sendoa thought this way and Amarande made it clear she would build upon it. So would he. “All of those things and more will come in time, but in this moment, I want to focus on the immediate changes you will see now and in the weeks to come.”

There was no applause in this pause, simply rapt, undivided attention. This was perhaps the best response yet. Finally. Surely.

“Foremost, in your everyday lives, know that all of the Warlord’s rules are no longer in effect. This means you can congregate in a stationary manor as long as you like. You do not have to be nomadic. Find a place, settle down, plant food, court livestock, create communities. Return to where your family lived before all this and make that old place a new home. Though, if you prefer the caravan life, keep to it. Whatever and wherever you choose to make your home within these borders is completely your decision.”

A murmur kicked up among the people, teeth flashing—smiling. They were pleased.

“As a kingdom, Torrence will be officially reinstated by the continental union of the Sand and Sky in meetings that start with the arrival of leaders from the surrounding kingdoms tomorrow afternoon. Please stay for the conclave if you are willing and able—I would like this process to be as transparent as possible.” In his periphery, Amarande nodded. “The people of Torrence have lived under the specter of decisions made without their consent, by monsters with masks, shut away from the will of the constituency. No more. Everything I do for you will be an open book. Though I have taken the mantle of first the Otsakumea and then your king, I do not rule you, I rule for you. The will of the people is the will of Torrence and I am simply proxy by blood.”

Again, applause, rapturous and wild and lovely.

“Torrence’s reinstatement into the Sand and Sky will allow our kingdom access and rights by all covenants of the continent. Covenants that I will work to make better along with our trusted neighbor, Ardenia, and Queen Amarande.”

He swept her hand in his as she dipped with a curtsy. His love, who would stand with him now and in the celebration after—dutiful and beautiful, and everything he hoped his people could see she was: a tiger in silk and lace, the epitome of what a queen should be.

This time, the crowd and all the history it carried with it did not balk at the inclusion of Amarande and Ardenia, but they did not applaud either. Given all that lurked between memories and learned knowledge, Luca would accept that reaction.

And so, he finished his first speech as king.

“Just like our physical rebuilding, the adjustment to the Sand and Sky agreements will take time and effort, but I believe that with our dedication and the dedication of our partners, Torrence will grow, and the misery of the last seventeen years will fall away. No, we will not forget it—the memory of what was will live with us, but that’s not a flaw, it’s an opportunity. We will take our years of fire, and just like a field that has been burned to ash, plant ourselves in the barren soil and grow back stronger, steadier, and eager to thrive.”

The desert filled with thunderous, cheering, hopeful applause.





CHAPTER 16


“KOLDO was right. I shouldn’t have come.”

The stars leaned in close as Amarande yanked the entrance flap to Luca’s royal tent closed and told him exactly what she’d been thinking the entire time she’d been smiling politely, demurely at his side, her edges dulled and countenance sweet.

“I’ve made everything harder for you. They wouldn’t have interrogated you so without me there, without me forcing you to stay with me at the Itspi. You should’ve traveled with Tala and I should’ve stayed home. That’s the truth of it.”

They were finally alone, with only the guards and Beltza within earshot. Amarande’s voice was low but not quite a whisper—too fierce, frustrated, angry with herself. She tried to correct it but it was taking every ounce of her energy not to shout and claw at her own skin. Still, Luca met her with a warm expression and not a hint of parallel agitation.

“Ama, they would’ve had those questions anyway. And they should.”

She forced herself away from the entrance, toward the center of the large black tent, where a fire had been set in a brazier for light, not heat. “No, they should’ve listened to you first.”

Luca captured her hand in his, gentle, kind. The flames lit one side of his handsome face until it shimmered like pure candlelight itself. The other side as shadowed as the dark side of the moon. “Ama, they have just been relieved of seventeen years of fear. They have questions, they’re skeptical and they are without trust. They—”

“No, no, no.” Amarande’s grip snaked to his elbows, her eyes fierce as the waves outside the Port of Ardenia, rough and tumble and ready to pull him under. “They are mistrustful of Ardenia and me by extension. They should immediately trust you—you put your life on the line, publicly, for their benefit. That is something tangible you did for them as a first mark of trust, and they should—”

“People are people, Ama, they are not sheep. And I’m a black wolf no matter what.” Luca smiled at Amarande, watching her storm-cloud eyes immediately sink to where his tattoo sat as an answer beneath the sand-beaten fabric of his black tunic. “As people, they do not have to follow me and they are within their rights to question my authority if they do. This is a game of survival, and no one should toss their lot in lightly.”

“I thought they would see you as Ula does.” Then, she added because it was true, “As Tala does.”

Luca gently tugged her to the pillows that had been strewn around the brazier, and she let him, suddenly bone tired. Amarande’s own tent was set up much the same way—the camp tent furniture arriving with the rest of the Ardenian caravan, too cumbersome and silly for their small retinue. The cushions were a soft match to Luca’s warm and loving embrace, yet Amarande released one hand from his grip so that she might hug her legs in close until they fit compactly beneath the skirt of her dress, holding herself together.

“The resistance and the people of Torrence are not one and the same,” Luca explained, carefully, watching her remaining hand in his as they twined atop his crossed ankles. “Many Torrentians, yes, are with the resistance, but many others were too busy scraping a life together to fight. Or maybe even too scared to do so. Seventeen years is a long time—long enough to go from rebel to follower and back again. These people—my people—are allowed to shift their thoughts as easily as the sand beneath their feet. In fact, I’d encourage it. I appreciate the independent thought. It’ll make us better.”

This was true. What was it that Taillefer had joked when their bellies were full of roasted potatoes and she’d complained about how the pro-Otxoa at the Warlord’s Inn had not listened?

They are not your subjects. They are not obligated to listen to you, Princess.

If they’d survived infection—and Amarande hoped to the stars they did—those same pro-Otxoa who’d questioned her might have been in the crowd, lobbing barbed queries at Luca here and now. Far more people than those they’d fought were squatting in the inn and likely had the same beliefs as those who’d balked at her olive branch.

[image: ]
Yes, Father, this is what we’re trying to have. The will of the people means questions—and a task: the duty of answering.

Luca placed a hand to her cheek, pressing a loose lock of hair behind her ear, pulling Amarande from her thoughts. He read her face like it was one of the poems he so loved, finding meaning well past the surface.

“May I remind you that this scenario exactly is why you shared the timeline of events with your people, my people, and the other kingdoms, Ama. Information leads to critical thinking. And some of those thoughts are bound to turn to questions for those we put in charge.”

Yes, yes, he was right—but … she punched out a sigh. “They didn’t have to be so rude as to ambush you.”

He coughed out a laugh. “What was shouted at me today was no worse than what you dealt with during your coronation.” This was true—though Amarande was being questioned by an entitled twit from Pyrenee, not by her own people. Still, Luca shrugged. “Perhaps that’s just how it is to be for us. Or how it has been.”

Whether it was like this for her father and she hadn’t known, or if it was their own special cross to bear, there would be no fighting it. Just like Amarande couldn’t fight the small grin growing upon her lips as she looked at him now. The pace of her heartbeat had slowed, all the frustration and urgency from before bleeding to embers under her skin.

Amarande felt better, yes. But still unsteady.

Unsure.

She was never unsure about anything having to do with Luca. He was her North Star as always, but in that moment, it felt as if the sky itself were falling to ash around them.

Worse—they’d just been through one of the biggest days of Luca’s life and Amarande realized she’d just made their debrief about her fears and frustrations.

And he’d let her.

There should be a natural give-and-take between partners. Up until weeks ago, it had always been about Luca giving and Amarande just taking, taking, taking. But now, everything was different, and yet she wasn’t. He wasn’t. And Amarande didn’t know if this made them strong or weak.

They settled into silence, side by side, staring into the brazier fire, which had already started to wane, unfed. Its cool blue center sputtered and coughed, its white edges muddled, and orange body thinning. As the time passed, Luca’s arm wound about her shoulders, his fingers toying with the ends of her hair, which she’d left unbraided to protect her neck from the relentless sun.

Luca’s thumb dropped to her mouth, his touch so soft that her eyes closed as she savored it. He lingered there a moment before drawing a finger between her brows, smoothing out the line that had gathered there. “What worries you, Ama?”

What didn’t?

After a deep breath, the queen opened her eyes. Luca waited with that generous intensity he always afforded her, as if what she did and felt and said deserved nothing but all of his attention. Amarande wove her fingers through his, watching the flames paint them like the sun.

And so she began the way she had minutes ago, but calmer this time. “Koldo was right. It was a mistake for me to come with you, here and now. We all know my stubbornness occasionally wins out over my better judgment.…”

Luca arched a brow in the firelight.

He didn’t need to say it.

“Fine. ‘Occasionally’ is an understatement.” Amarande laughed at herself. “I know I am being recklessly stubborn about being here early and with you. I know there is danger. I know we are more valuable together than apart to Geneva. I know, I know, I know.”

Her voice felt small as she revealed the reality of her worry to the fresh air and him. “But the trouble is that even when the danger subsides, the reality is…” Amarande swallowed and forced herself to speak louder. “As much as I may dream it, you cannot shut yourself away in a castle located in a kingdom away from your own.”

He didn’t respond. This told her he knew this already. Of course, he did.

“We made a vow to stay together, joined together, if not together in the same space,” Amarande went on. That voice that had been soft in her own ears was now too loud, filling with a sob she had to swallow twice to get the rest of it out, her eyes heavy with the overwhelming need to cry. Admitting to this truth was a relief as much as it was a burden. “Our love will feel like this no matter where you are or where I am. I know that in my head—not in my heart. It’s the stubbornness—I’m stubborn in my love of you, and it makes it difficult to acknowledge the reality that you do not simply belong to me. For all my insistence and bullheadedness, I cannot change that you belong to this place and its people.”

Without hesitation, Luca answered.

“I do.”

It was a vow, yes. But not to her heart—to the people of Torrence. One he made the moment he accepted his destiny.

Sadness welled thick in Amarande’s throat. Her gaze remained downcast, pinned on the dying embers as tears threatened, hot in the cooling desert night. Luca held her tighter and she wedged her head between the crook of his neck and his shoulder and chest. His strong arms enveloped her, so close his heartbeat joined with the stutter-and-patter of hers. When she shut her eyes, the tears finally came free.

“Ama,” Luca whispered, adjusting to sweep away the wetness from her cheeks. “I can stay with you in the Itspi for a long while. It’ll take ages to rebuild Torrence—the cities, the infrastructure, the will and trust of the people will take time. Perhaps longer than it’ll take to build a castle to call the kingdom seat. I likely can lead from the Itspi for years until I have a castle to call my own. But I will have to be with my people for a time. I will have to be a presence in their lives.”

Thickly, she bit out yet another iteration of her current refrain. “I know.”

“Of course, you do.” He planted a kiss on her forehead. “Ama, do you remember the moments after we pulled you from that burning cell and shuttled you away to safety?”

Amarande nodded—she had no strength left for a pithy answer like the one Luca gave to her similar question in the meadow.

“I know your eyes better than anyone else’s. I saw the spark shift when I told you I had to leave to help the resistance finish the fight. I know you understood here—” Luca tapped her temple with a gentle knuckle—“why I had to finish the battle with my people. Why they needed me. Why it was important. You’re an excellent leader and your father’s daughter—you know exactly what it takes to stoke the will to fight with your life on the line for those who would lead you. But I also know that even though you understood why I had to go in your mind, my doing so was still a shock to your heart.”

Luca moved that knuckle to press a few inches below Amarande’s collarbone, right where the wolf tattoo marked him. “You want us to be together, hand in hand, not just heart in heart. I want that, too. You know I do, in my heart and head. But you also know I must lead my people.”

With sword-rough palms he swept both her hands in his now—skin and sinew and intention, all in that grip. What she wanted, what he wanted, represented in something they could do so easily. If only the rest were like that.

It was time to put words to what Amarande had been dancing around since telling him of his true identity aboard the Gatzal. “Then we join our kingdoms—I no longer need to marry to become queen but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with you. If we marry, Ardenia and Torrence become one.”

Again, Taillefer came to mind before Amarande could shut him out. His cool blue eyes and sad expression and weary questions and conclusions about her heart.

Ah, so you do plan to marry him.

Yes. Yes, always yes. Always to Luca and always yes.

Amarande burst out of her breathless thoughts to see blatant worry crowding Luca’s handsome features. Right there with his love for her. Plain as day.

“Ama,” Luca started and she nearly balked at the hesitation in his tone, the downturn of his eyes, the careful measure and cadence of the endearing name he’d used for a decade or more, “I want nothing more than to be yours. But, given what has just occurred between Basilica and Pyrenee, I highly doubt the Sand and Sky would approve.”

The queen’s heart stopped.

Luca’s eyes met hers, golden and smoldering and brave. The pad of his thumb brushed the top of her hand, the one Ferdinand had injured, the sutures resisting. Somehow, that tiny bite of pain kicked her heart back into motion. Amarande’s mind whirred ahead of the renewed beat.

Yes, she’d called it right in the meadow. Maybe winning was constantly feeling as though you’re a breath from losing it all, because you were. She’d gotten the chance to hold her power without marriage, now she wanted it—and he wanted it, a vicious relief, indeed—and it was an impossibility.

Now. Ever. As long as their heads held the crowns. Maybe.

Amarande’s stubbornness reared, fighting back against an enemy neither of them could truly gauge. Not yet. “Perhaps they will not need to approve—we are rebuilding the Sand and Sky, all of us.” Yes, yes, they were. “We don’t know the language yet in the compact. We could write our way around it. Set the tone and the precedent to allow it.”

It was a solid argument. One she would make to every pinched face within the conclave tent. Yet Luca sighed so deeply she felt the curve of his body shift.

“They will demand approval.”

He said it like a swipe of the executioner’s blade.

“And they may in time,” she shot back—though the hardness in her vow wasn’t for Luca.

“Yes,” he agreed, grave even as her heart gave a flutter, “but that time is not now when everything is solid as the waters that run through the Divide in the dead of summer.” As in, not solid at all. No, not a leg to stand on in those restless waves. “If they didn’t want to have a meeting in Ardenia, they certainly won’t approve of our kingdoms joining, even if they don’t believe we won’t murder each other in a power grab.”

Luca was trying to make her grin. It almost worked. Amarande met his eyes. “I hope no one believes that.”

“I don’t think they do.” Luca’s dimples winked at her in the shape of the smile he was trying to coax. “I would call that a once-in-a-lifetime event, but I did attend the most recent royal wedding before it, and I would say the continent does not have a good track record of happy marriage ceremonies at the moment.”

This was such an understatement Amarande actually broke—coughing out a laugh that only served to drive unfallen tears down her cheeks in a rush. Luca caught them with his thumbs and cupped her damp face in his hands. The molten gold of his eyes was alive in the firelight as he held her as gently as any flower. “We could make a happy one, Ama.”

“We could.”

Luca drew her face to his, his lips warm and soft, and forever hers. They stayed like that until their hearts calmed, and then he laid back, capturing her in the crook of his arm. He pressed another long kiss against the top of her head and whispered into her hair an oath of affirmation.

“Ama, my heart is with you wherever I am. It was our promise to stay together. And I plan on that. I want that. I don’t yet know how we will do it, but we will.”

Amarande fell asleep in the firelight believing him.





CHAPTER 17


THE newly crowned king of Torrence awoke to the distinct metallic call of Basilican steel pulling clear of its sheath.

Luca sat straight up, skin in an instant chill at the wrongness in the air as he blinked into the heavy black of night. Amarande was not there—he’d carried the queen to her tent after she’d fallen asleep because he did not want to worry her Ardenian guards. Or, if he were being honest, endure another round of salacious jeers from his people. Yet, in that moment, Luca wished he’d kept her in his tent, simply so he’d have eyes upon her because something was most definitely not right.

Catching the attention of Beltza, who stood at his bedside, ears alert, Luca pressed a finger to his lips—quiet—and soundlessly grabbed his own sword. Together, black wolf and Otsakumea moved like the darkness itself that still clung to the Torrentian sky.

Agitated whispers came from outside his tent, along with the ring of another drawn blade. The tenor was low enough that Luca did not immediately recognize either voice—all he knew was that they were male. Blind to any other information, Luca clutched his sword in a close-body block and leveled himself with the seam of the flap. As still as stone, he peeked through the slit, Beltza brushing at his knees, her golden eyes pasted to the night beyond.

The men were astride the entrance, the angle and darkness obscuring anything but their shadows. “Do you not understand the definition of ‘urgent’? I must speak with him now.”

The whisper was that of a young man—not Tala, then.

“It can wait until dawn.”

“It cannot.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. I’ll only wake him for an emergency. What news do you deliver?”

“This is for the Otsakumea’s ears only. Or my sister’s.”

“Then find your sister.”

Ferdinand.

Luca widened the entrance flap without hesitation. They whirled upon him, their swords glinting in the silver light, the first fingers of dawn still but a pewter cast above the shadows marking distant mountains. Ferdinand stood, bleary-eyed yet stern in the face of one of the resistance guards—Sami.

“I must speak with you, my Otsakumea.” Ferdinand took a step toward Luca, only to have the young guard angle into his path, his slim shoulder barely reaching the hulking knight’s breastplate.

“Sami, stand down,” Luca whispered. “This is Ferdinand, First Knight and Protector of Ardenia, and brother of Queen Amarande.”

The boy did as he was told but kept Ferdinand pinned with an unrelenting stare as he did so.

“Come,” Luca said quietly to Ferdinand, “I’ll lead you to the queen’s tent—”

“Luca!” His head whipped around at the sound of Amarande’s voice—a whisper, but fierce and furious. Still in her garnet gown, Amarande ran to him with her skirts gathered in her fists, someone hot on her heels—Osana. Of course.

In answer, Luca simply shepherded everyone inside his pavilion-style tent. “Sami, stand by.”

Before the flap was even drawn shut, Ferdinand was upon him, close enough to whisper lest Sami could hear. “Geneva is coming.”

A spike of fear dropped within Luca’s blood and his breath audibly caught as he lit a candle so that they might see better. He’d known it before the words were out, the moment he saw Ferdinand, but still, the confirmation was a weight bearing down on his gut. “When?”

“Today, now, right away,” Osana confirmed, breathless.

Stars, no.

Not here. Not with his people in camp. Not mere feet from the sand that held his parents’ ashes. No.

Amarande instantly captured his hand as she shot important follow-ups at her brother, her cousin. “From which direction? How many in her army?”

“We don’t know,” Ferdinand admitted. “We only know she’s on her way. She’ll arrive before the conclave begins, while it is simply you and your people here, in the open, unready.”

“Oh, we’ll be ready,” Amarande responded—and, as she was talking, Luca realized she’d created a plan without him while snaking through tent rows. “Osana, you take the eastern quadrant; Ferdinand, you take the south. I’ll take the west, and Luca, you take the north. We’ll warn them all, light torches, ready all available weapons. We may see her coming overland, but there are also underground tunnels that run to a dry creek bed near the base of the—”

“What’s that?” Osana held up a hand.

In the fevered second that followed, they strained to listen. Over the churn of Luca’s pounding heartbeat, one sound—distinct yet plural—rose from beyond the tent walls.

Yelling. Battle cries, wails of fear, rough wake-up calls—all culminating with one spine-tingling scream.

Geneva had arrived.

All four of them dove for the exit, Beltza leading the way. Outside, Sami’s sword was raised, his eyes fevered and stance stuck pointing south. Toward the rising noise, which grew with each passing blink and breath.

Toward what they all knew was happening—and they were not ready.

The silver light was just bright enough to color the movement in the distance so that when they looked straight south, all they could see were the ghostly outlines of hundreds of riders pouring into the camp, swords held high in charge before swooping low to connect with flesh and blood.

And then, to their left, the dormant firepit suddenly burst into flame.





CHAPTER 18


“URTZI! Up! The Warlord!”

Ula rushed into her partner’s tent without preamble, her heart leaping more than she’d like to admit at the low tones of his typical snoring pattern hitting her ears—immediate confirmation that he was indeed alive.

The boy could and would sleep through his own disembowelment. She wasn’t going to let that happen, and she most certainly wasn’t going to let anyone touch a hair on Luca’s head.

“Uh, what?” Urtzi muttered as Ula literally yanked him up from his bedroll and to a seated position. The big oaf rubbed sleep out of his eyes as she began pelting all the necessities at him—tunic, weapons, boots.

“Geneva! She’s here. Riding horses like a maniac all over the camp.”

“How do we know it’s her?”

“She’s lit the firepit.”

“That’s one way to announce you’re the Warlord.”

Urtzi was getting the message now. Lacing his boots at a good clip. Weapons on. He’d just gotten a tunic over his bedhead noggin when something collided with the back of the tent. A horse. A person or two. Hard to say, other than the whole back half where Urtzi’s head had lain a minute earlier was now collapsed.

Ula hauled Urtzi to his feet, through the tent flap, and into the open. The increase in sound since she’d barreled inside was substantial—a birdcall whirring to a hurricane.

They blinked at the chaos.

Tents smashed, whole families on the run, horses streaking by with missing riders or ones who were all but dead. Past the smoke of the firepit, dawn had nearly broken, the blue of the sky more brilliant than just a few minutes before, but the tumult would take many lives before the sun could clear the horizon.

Urtzi’s mouth gaped, his twin grips on his preferred daggers tight with the need to strike anything and everyone he did not know by name. He didn’t have to say as much; Ula knew it just like she knew when he was about to complain of hunger pangs.

“Anyone on a horse is Geneva’s,” she told him.

“And Tala? Have you seen him? Is it possible—”

“I haven’t and it doesn’t matter.” They hadn’t been able to confirm a lick about Tala’s cipher, only that he’d received it. And plans to discuss it with Amarande had dissolved the moment the royals had arrived to camp to jeers and questions. Ula knew she should’ve pushed the issue—perhaps gone to find them after dark. Too late now. If it meant something, they would all soon find out. “Luca is our first and only priority. And before you waste your breath—Amarande’ll agree with me.”

He didn’t argue.

“Wherever they are, they’re together.” That was true. Yet Urtzi’s shoulders seemed to sag as the chaos of battle surged past. “I don’t know how we’re going to find them in this.”

Again, Ula grabbed Urtzi’s hand and tried not to waste time by rolling her eyes. “They’re where the trouble is.”

“There’s trouble everywhere, Ula.”

They started to run, eyes darting for opponents as well as their king and queen. They wound through the tents, past the Hand to an open plane of completely flattened tents and hand-to-hand combat everywhere.

“I’ve never been in a fight this big,” Urtzi grunted, lowering his shoulder to send an opponent up and over. The moment the man hit the ground with a thud hard enough to knock the wind from his chest, Urtzi was already leaning over, dagger dragged across his throat for an assassin’s smile. It was true—he hadn’t been there for the chaos of the resistance’s attack on the Warlord. “Closest thing were the bare-hand brawls at the orphanage.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Ula answered, withdrawing her sword from deep within a man’s thigh. The opponent fell away with a cry and a useless appendage, and Ula’s senses suddenly sharpened over the general wave of battle. She couldn’t tell if they were winning or losing, only that it was harder and harder to guess who was who as more riders were dislodged from their saddles.

And then, over the deep pulls of her breath and the ebb and flow of the battle, in that pause came a woman’s voice above it all, loud and clear—deadly in its confidence.

“My Otsakumea, if you’re listening, you seem like the type to sacrifice yourself for the sake of your people. If that’s your plan, I would suggest you get to it soon; the blood flows and the bodies burn. As you know, the firepit does not light itself.”

Geneva.

Ula halted Urtzi with a stiff arm to the chest. Her eyes scanned the melee toward the sound of that woman’s words. There. A figure in the distance sat atop a silver horse, attempting to look important, pacing before the firepit. It had to be her.

“Luca will run at Geneva. You know he will.” Ula flipped her hand from Urtzi’s chest to his back and gave the big oaf a little shove. “Come on, let’s go!”





CHAPTER 19


FERDINAND and Osana ran straight for the firepit. No discussion, no hesitation.

They’d been running since Zavier had provided them horses and supplies, and they weren’t about to stop. Though now, instead of coming to warn Luca, they were determined to stop Geneva.

And Geneva meant the firepit. Now.

It was only when they’d made it across the distance that they realized they’d lost Amarande and Luca.

“Should we go back for them?” Osana asked, eyes wild as she gripped her sword with both hands.

“No. Geneva. We must get to Geneva.”

They were coming at the roaring flames akimbo, winding through the path of least resistance. As they moved forward, they provided what interference and distraction they could to allow innocents to slip away, while dismantling Geneva’s crop of men, one by one, but mostly, they tried to keep advancing.

“There. Silver stallion. No mask.” Ferdinand pulled Osana close and nodded to where Geneva stomped, double swords threatening but not engaging. She had plenty of men around her, all faces Ferdinand knew. Osana likely did, too.

“Stars,” Osana cursed, eyes caught on the chaos at the lip of the pit, “they’re dumping them in like it’s a laundry pile instead of a funeral pyre.” She shook her head. “How will we stop them? We can’t save everyone from the flames.”

“Perhaps I can distract her. We have to try.”

They set a new course, straight for the midpoint of the line Geneva had been stalking on her horse before the flames. At a hundred paces to the firepit, frantically waving arms caught in Ferdinand’s field of vision, and he glanced toward them as he dodged the smashed wheel of a ruined carriage.

A man was entangled in the rest of the carriage, apparently stuck between parts of the hitch. As soon as Ferdinand turned in his direction, the man was screaming at the top of his lungs. “Help me!” he yelled at Ferdinand, reaching out with a single arm.

No one else was close, and the bodies were thick on the ground before him, likely an obstacle providing minimal protection. The man would surely get a knife through the back if he couldn’t free himself.

Ferdinand immediately diverted, but three steps in Osana caught his arm. He glanced back, about to tell her it was fine, but stopped dead when he saw her eyes, cutting and fierce, as she shook her head.

“If a man asks for help it is always a trap.”

Ferdinand didn’t know what to make of her words or her anger. “Come now, there are men in this world unafraid to ask for aid.”

“Few enough that I would never bet my life on it.”

She leaned up to his ear, a hand on his chest. “Be smart about this—off their horses, the enemy looks like us. That man has leverage—he can pull himself clear if he needs to.” Then, louder, so the man could hear, “He’ll stab you in the heart the second your hand reaches his.”

The man’s fevered face crumbled into further pain, eyes pleading across a distance of five paces. His lips dropped open with another plea, but in the space of a feral smile everything changed. “I don’t need you close to do so.”

Osana was in motion the moment his face shifted, shoving Ferdinand with the hand already upon his chest. Her body replaced his, her back to the man’s threat. Ferdinand stumbled and reset, gaining his footing only as Osana’s body shuddered and spun, a knife buried where her shoulder met her back.

She fell toward Ferdinand, and as he caught her, the man wiggled out from between the confines of the carriage hitch. Holding Osana in the crook of his arm, Ferdinand dropped his sword, fished out his boot knife, and hit the man straight in the neck as he freed himself and turned to run.

The man fell hard and fast, and Ferdinand didn’t check to see if he was dead—if he wasn’t he would be soon. The only life that mattered to him at the moment was Osana’s.

Holding her as gently as he would a babe, Ferdinand sank to the ground, gaining coverage by the demolished wheel. It was bent enough to provide some support and he leaned against it, holding Osana to his chest as he inspected the wound. The knife was small but embedded to the hilt—not long enough to go straight through but certainly enough to do fatal damage.

Ferdinand blinked at the ground before him. Now he saw it. Bodies lain before the man’s carriage were marked by similar knives. He’d simply been taking all manner of men out with distraction and well-placed blades.

This knife, however, was not well placed. It had struck between her shoulder blade and the upper part of Osana’s back—right where someone could pat themselves for a job well done. If she hadn’t shielded him, the dagger’s trajectory would’ve embedded it straight in Ferdinand’s heart.

“How does it look?” Osana asked, words muffled, her face smashed into his neck.

“As deep as it feels. Can you move your arm?”

In answer, Osana wiggled her fingers, rotated her wrist, and swung her arm at its elbow, working her way up. Lifting the limb at the shoulder, though, that was where her arm would not obey.

Ferdinand leaned into her ear. “I’m going to pull it out.”

“Don’t give me a warning. Just do it.”

It was a warning, but he hadn’t planned to do it right away. Rather, he knew it would be best to prepare bandages first. This wound would require sutures but until then, the fabric of his trousers would have to do. He held Osana close, her heart hammering strong and angry against his own rib cage, and created several long strips from the cleanest section of fabric.

Then, without a word, he grabbed the knife by the hilt and pulled as fast and hard as possible.

Osana cried out as the blade slid free. Ferdinand traded it immediately for the strips, working fast to cover the wound tightly, securing the makeshift bandages under her arm and over the top of her shoulder before tying off all the pieces of fabric in front of her body.

When he was finished, Osana straightened, face creased with pain but determined to look over her shoulder to inspect his handiwork. Ferdinand was no medikua, and immediately wished he had spent more time with healers during his time in the Warlord’s caravan. “I couldn’t get the blood to stop—”

“It’s fine. I’ll be fine. Look at me.” Osana pushed away from him with her good arm and held him, the pain still pulling her mouth down at the corners and flooding her eyes with glinting tears, but despite the obvious discomfort of her condition, her attention was squarely on Ferdinand. “We need to go for the big targets. Geneva, yes, but you thought the other Warlords would be here, didn’t you? They need to be dealt with, too.”

“Of course—”

“Ferdinand, you won’t kill Geneva. That is not a criticism but a truth.” It was. “Focus on one of the others. There are plenty of people here who want Geneva dead but the other Warlords are just as dangerous. Go for them. You know who they are. Take them out.”

He could understand what she was saying and yet it made no sense. “I can’t leave you here.”

“You can and you will or I’ll stab you myself.” To that point, Osana secured the knife, slick with her own blood, and held it at the ready. “I’ll only slow you down. I’ll stay here for you. Find me when we win. Go. Now.”

Ferdinand knocked the knife aside only enough to give Osana a kiss upon her tear-stained cheek, and then did as she ordered and plunged back into battle.





CHAPTER 20


TENDRILS of brilliant fire blinded Amarande for a single moment. The Warlord, announcing her public return, her anger, her intent to punish those who welcomed Luca’s arrival.

Koldo was right.

All the stars above, she was right.

Being outside the walls of the Itspi was a risk. To her. To Luca. To everyone around them in this very moment.

Amarande should have brought Ardenia’s vaunted army with her. Now, that vaunted army was hundreds of miles and a mountain range away from the vengeance of her mother. And here she was, with thousands of Luca’s scared and scarred people, reliving their recurring nightmare again after a single evening of peace and promise.

She had brought this risk to the people.

This was her fault, and these people would suffer.

Luca would suffer.

“No, no, no.” Amarande was suddenly in motion, lifting the blasted skirts of yesterday’s ball gown and running toward the blaze. A warning gathered where her cursed whisper had been and suddenly, she was trying to yell over the screaming, the stomping of hooves, the chaos of thousands of hurrying feet. “Away from the fire! Away!”

“Get away from there!” Luca bellowed into the space of her dying cry, hands over his head, frantically waving, jumping, repeatedly yelling—doing anything and everything to get the attention of those standing stationary in confusion.

As they ran ahead, barking orders, Amarande saw he’d grabbed his sword from the tent, and she suddenly realized she was unarmed beyond the knives that thudded in her boots. A last resort, those. She’d been so surprised—by Osana, by her warning, by her own tent—and so feverish about getting to Luca, she’d simply ran.

A mistake. At a terrible time. She needed a sword.

After few more chaotic minutes in which they lost both Ferdinand and Osana, a dappled mare thundered past and an idea swept over Amarande. All Geneva’s people were mounted—anyone on a horse this far from the corral was fair game. “Luca, reins and turn!”

Bless their mornings in the meadow, Luca knew exactly what Amarande meant and what to do.

In one artful dodge, he switched direction, racing toward the next rider, sword out—as a defense, not an offense. Weapon up, he met the rider in a high cross, but his attention was on the man’s reins, not his next blow.

With one terrible yank, Luca guided the horse into the complete opposite direction. The rider’s equilibrium shifted, and Luca removed his sword guard, negating the man’s leverage, and pitching him over the animal’s side with a thud as he landed flat on his back. The blade in the man’s hand skittered away on impact as his wrist plowed into the ground in a useless effort to break his fall.

Amarande scooped up the man’s sword as Luca’s own guaranteed the rider would not get up.

Then, they were racing toward the firepit again, shouting the same pleading order.

“Away from the flames! Everyone! Away!”

Amarande did not know if the words came from her, or Luca, just that they were together. As they barreled forward, suddenly a voice called out as if it had come from the sky itself.

“Luca! Where are you, wolf cub?”

Her mother.

Of course, she was not simply directing the attack but in the thick of it. She would not run and hide. Her face and name were in the open, and now so was her stated goal.

It was just as she’d said in Amarande’s cell within the Itspi’s North Tower.

If this boy and his wolf tattoo is out to unseat the Warlord, I will personally see to it that he fails.

Amarande grit her teeth.

Well, Mother, I will personally see to it that you fail.

Amarande yanked Luca’s arm, diving behind a mostly crushed tent, and to a halt. From the cover of the sagging canvas they looked in the direction of Geneva’s voice. By the firepit. Her symbol, her power.

There—sitting tall, roaring orders from atop a silver stallion, Geneva paced as close to the pit as the horse would dare. Her men and women were herding innocents toward the leaping flames upon her command, wicked glee twisting their faces in the close light. New screams climbed to the receding stars before fading and joining their light within, new souls among the ash and the forever sky.

In that moment, Amarande was back in the Warlord’s camp, staring at the profile of the woman she thought the Runaway Queen in relief by the fire. And here she was again. Graceful neck, long hair, power in her carriage and her relationship with everyone in her orbit.

“Has anyone seen my Otsakumea?” Geneva bellowed. “His head for your life, I swear upon my very star-born soul.”

No. No. No.

A reward for a betrayal.

And betray him they might. Frightened of both the old and the new, often the old was the easy choice, as simple as deciding upon what you know to fear rather than fearing what you don’t.

There were thousands of people hearing her words, having to make that choice. Not all would protect a king they’d just met. Burgeoning loyalty was easily stomped away.

Amarande’s grip slid from Luca’s elbow to his hand. They were both breathing hard, bodies smashed in close, weapons on guard as the Warlord’s call for Luca’s head hung with the smoke in the air.

“My Otsakumea, if you’re listening, you seem like the type to sacrifice yourself for the sake of your people. If that’s your plan, wolf cub, I’d suggest you get to it soon; the blood flows and the bodies burn. As you know, the firepit doesn’t light itself.”

Luca shifted, ready to stand, yet Amarande dug in her heels, holding fast to their stationary position and his hand. “We cannot run straight at her. You cannot run straight at her.”

He drew in a steadying breath and met her palpable worry head-on with a stiff jaw, brave face, and his kind, kind eyes. “We cannot let my people fall to the flames.”

Amarande’s heart lurched.

In those moments when Luca had revealed himself and his tattoo to the Warlord’s proxy and the element of surprise had been in the resistance’s favor, Amarande’s fears had been exactly this. Not knowing what her love was thinking, only knowing his soft heart, she had watched helplessly as he’d made himself a target to spark a battle. Now, she ran alongside him helplessly as he again made himself a target, this time not to spark a battle, but end it.

When Luca raised himself from his crouch, Amarande stood with him.

Hand in hand, they ran.

Toward the flames. Toward the people. Toward the woman who wanted Luca dead more than life itself.

In her chest, Amarande’s heart stuttered against heaving lungs as she surged forward, each inhale rife with smoke and panic.

She had to protect Luca.

She couldn’t protect Luca.

Every muscle in Amarande’s body screamed at her to use her training to knock him out. Drop Luca to his knees and then haul him out of danger, away and hidden from her mother’s scathing revenge.

It would be a betrayal of trust and agency to do such a thing.

This was Luca’s choice.

What he felt he must do to protect his people.

She could not and would not take that brave decision away from him.

Still, selfish and cowardly, her thoughts crawled forward as they directed Torrentians to safe pockets as they pushed forward. With every saved person, every step, they were closer to a confrontation she’d dreaded since the moment her blade had wavered against her mother in the hidden passage within the Itspi.

There didn’t seem to be enough fighters—which laid bare another fear that had festered within her for days. The hushed conversation she’d had with Koldo and Ula rising from the mists within her mind and into firm reality.

“The resistance tents—where are they?” Amarande asked Luca as he dispatched a man reaching for his dagger. “In one cluster? Spread out? Where are our fighters?”

“Clustered. By the Hand.”

That explained the lack of fighters by the firepit—perhaps. What it meant for sure was that there were mostly innocents nearest the flames. Members of the caravans, hope heavy in their sleepy eyes just hours ago, now facing their worst fears.

Retaliation. Punishment. Penance for believing in the new rise of Torrence.

Amarande shoved a man with a tent stake protruding from his gut out of the way with the back of her sword, rushing toward where she’d last seen Geneva. Abandoned horses were on the run—a good sign in that the Warlord’s men and women were the only ones upon them, but the horses also added to the chaos and low visibility.

Then came a new voice. Behind them. Shouting a name Amarande had never hoped to hear with the possibility that someone might answer to it.

“Talmage!”

A chill slithered around Amarande’s heart.

The first Warlord.

He’d come. The man who created it all, who killed Luca’s parents, who’d been a ghost for more than a decade, had come. Or had already been present.

“Talmage?” Luca cursed, his kind heart and penchant for trust obvious in his surprised tone. “I’d hoped she wouldn’t connect with the other Warlords.”

Amarande’s heart sank, that festering fear out in the hazy air now. She strained to see through the smoke at who’d called his name and where the first Warlord was in this chaos, but that aim was immediately lost among a gauntlet of mounted attackers.

Back to back, she and Luca knocked riders off their horses, freeing the animals to run away—given any chance, they’d run away from the flames, and these horses did just that, naturally dispersing the crowd the second they were without a rider who could control them. Luca dispatched a man in front of them, and then they both turned around to see who’d invoked the first Warlord’s name.

A rough-faced Torrentian woman had climbed from her horse’s saddle to the thumb of the Hand. This gave her both a superior vantage point and a chance to be seen as she yelled into the crowd in a tone that demanded to be heard over the hum and wail of battle. Big and brash, darkly freckled, and impatient. And as loud as a cannon blast.

“Do not ignore me, old friend!” Her words were mocking and playful but as sour as sagardoa. “Not replying to our letters? Not turning at the call of your name? Where have your manners gone after all these years?”

Alasne, the second Warlord. This was who she had to be.

Geneva had indeed successfully connected with—and drawn out—both her predecessors.

Amarande followed the woman’s angling gaze to her target. North of them, near where the fighters were clustered.

Tala.

No twin brother facing him down. No direct assailant at all. Just Tala. Tall and visible, and dispensing fevered orders from atop a cart. Ignoring Alasne’s calls, busy directing his resistance fighters this way and that.

Men and women to fight against Geneva or for her?

Suddenly, the fears Koldo had expressed were not just fears, they were the truth. There and undeniable. Tala wasn’t Talmage’s brother.

Tala was the first Warlord himself.

“Look at him ignore us, Geneva,” Alasne bellowed before huffing dramatically—she was putting on a purposeful show at his expense and at the top of her lungs, using the direction of the wind to carry her words farther. “Do you suppose he told them we were coming? Or do you think he kept that to himself to keep his true identity safe?”

Alasne was spelling everything out to a gape-inducing level. That was the very loud point. “Are you fighting for us, then? Or them? Tell us now or your men will be dead either way! Best be clear about it—no more smoke and mirrors here, old man! Choose wrong and I will personally send you to the stars.”

Some of the resistance members were hesitating now. Watching Alasne, watching Tala, confusion on all sides.

“Luca.” Amarande wasn’t sure how loud her voice was. Nor how loud it needed to be—they were finally getting close to Geneva now. “Do you hear her? Alasne is screaming at Tala, accusing him of being Jericho—”

“I hear it, Ama,” Luca gritted out, yanking his sword out of the gut of a fallen Warlord woman. “We cannot litigate this now.”

“But what if he joins them? How many of your resistance fighters will—”

“I don’t know.” Luca grabbed her hand. “All I know is we must focus on those who come at us. Whether they’re the Warlord’s or Talmage’s they’ll show themselves the moment they cross our blades. Come on, I have a plan.”

Amarande ran with him but couldn’t help herself and tried to get eyes on Tala. Talmage. Koldo was right about this, too. She shouldn’t have come. They shouldn’t have trusted him. And now—

“Warlord!” Luca screamed at the top of his lungs—as loud as Alasne, as loud as the thundering hooves and agonized wails—and dropped Amarande’s hand to wave both of his arms up high and obvious. “Over here!”

Amarande’s feet and heart skidded to a stop.

Luca’s plan to end the battle wasn’t simply to rush the Warlord, it was to use himself as bait.

Just as Geneva expected.





CHAPTER 21


OUTING and shaming Talmage after his absence, silence, and apparent betrayal was indeed enjoyable, but it was not why Geneva was here.

No, the wolf cub with noble blood and the right ink was priority number one. The key to the Torrent was the murder of the Otsakumea. They weren’t here to make a statement. They were here to act—stamp out, quash, kill.

Alasne could torment Talmage. Geneva would end the Otxoa once and for all.

One quick slash against this rebellion—an assassin’s smile. Over and done. And the Otsakumea was all but asking for it to happen.

“Warlord!” Again, the voice called as Geneva wheeled her stallion toward where she’d first heard his call. She was more satisfied than she should have been that he was using her title rather than her given name. That boy could stoke her reputation all he liked before he bled out. “Leave my people be! You want me.”

Yes. Yes, she did.

And she would have him.

But first, she had to find him. The battle was chaos, even from a high vantage point atop her silver steed. For all her fearsome reputation, Geneva actually had very little experience in a battle of this magnitude. The ruins of bodies mingled with the ruins of the camp, the stench of burning flesh competing with the smell of blood in the new morning air, everything a haze as the sun rose about her shoulders. The play of shadows and the smoke of the firepit cast every body—moving or otherwise—in the same thick gray haze.

Geneva needed him to speak again. The best bait to use was something of a dare and a jest.

“As many of you can call my name as have working tongues, but you cannot pull the same trick you did before, wolf cub,” she warned, fierce grin flashing against the pewter and fire. “I’ll know those dimples when I see them.”

Her voice was as loud and full of showmanship as Alasne’s—it was a trait every Warlord learned to wield—and Geneva knew her people and his were following the course of her horse, bracing for a confrontation.

In the end it didn’t matter that she had that boy’s handsome face memorized well enough that if she set eyes upon it even in the chaos, she’d know it on sight. It didn’t matter because instead of calling out to her and testing her knowledge, the Otsakumea simply stood, waving both hands in the air, the sword in his grip reflecting the firepit flames with white flashes of light.

A beacon.

“Warlord!” For the third time he shouted her preferred name—asking for a fight.

Asking for the end.

It was so overt that Geneva reflexively scanned the perimeter around him, wondering if he was trying to set a trap. Instead of members of the Otxoa resistance lying in wait, she found a panting black wolf—and Amarande.

Of course, she was here.

Of course, she was with him.

Foolish girl.

Her daughter stood next to the wolf cub, tense and scowling. She wore a full ball gown, bleeding red and wrinkled from sleep. But the formal wear did not deter Amarande as she crouched, on guard, a clearly used sword up in a mid-block, slick blood and shining steel shimmering against the firelight as if it were aflame itself.

The last time they’d met, the girl had brandished both steel and an actual torch, yet still she’d failed. She’d fail now, too.

Geneva galloped toward them. When she was a good six horse lengths away, the Otsakumea shouted, “Let’s talk!”

The Warlord halted—she couldn’t pass up a good verbal sparring contest—and tilted her chin toward Amarande. “That isn’t what my daughter wants to do.”

“You’re killing innocent people, Mother! Of course, talking is not what I wish to do!”

Well now, that deserved a chuckle. So righteous. “Sendoa’s girl. Such a high opinion of protecting life. Unless it gets in the way of what you want. Isn’t that the truth?”

Amarande looked like she might spit.

Waste all your saliva, child.

“Much like my daughter, I don’t want to talk, wolf cub. I merely want to stake you through. The Torrent is mine. Your people are mine. Look, they’re already turning upon you.”

Geneva held her arms wide, the entire battlefield in her purview, the firepit really roaring now, at her back. Even with her fine display and showmanship, the stubborn little wolf did not turn to check for traitors, nor did her daughter.

“Torrence is not yours,” he answered. “It will not back away from a challenge and neither will I. Let us fight.”

Luca raised his sword, and Amarande adjusted her stance from a protective guard to a sturdy attack. Twin blades locked in, jaws set, gazes unflinching, they awaited her. As if she would slide from her horse to duel the two of them.

Honor did not matter much when one had a wealth of advantage.

No, she would slice him down—and Amarande would fall to pieces in the process.

In answer, Geneva let out a precise throaty call—one loud enough to be heard over the chaos by those who knew it would be coming. In an instant, a dozen armed riders descended upon her location. They’d been close at hand, waiting for this exact moment.

The riders provided both protection for their Warlord—covering Geneva’s flanks—and also acted as a snare, encircling the wolf cub. Suddenly he was surrounded on all sides by warriors armed to the teeth with Basilican steel.

Luca and Amarande stayed calm on the surface, though they spun about, registering the new adversaries as the black wolf bared its teeth. Geneva nudged her horse forward, and the circle of men and women followed suit.

Six horse lengths became five as the snare shrank.

“You put up a fine fight in defeating my proxy, wolf cub. I’ve heard all about it from those who survived. But a few minutes of trickery and chaos does not build an empire nor defeat one. One battle did not end the Warlord’s reign, but it will end yours.”

Five horse lengths became four.

Three.

Amarande and Luca were back to back, swords raised to strike. The black wolf growled now, deciding upon one of the men closest to the firepit as her mark.

The snare tightened to two horse lengths between each rider and the pair of lovers at the heart of the circle. Tight enough that there was naught but a sliver of space between each rider. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

Geneva set her sights upon Amarande.

“Darling daughter, my quarrel is not with you. Thus, now is the time to make your choice. Say the word and I will allow you to leave. If you stay and fight I cannot guarantee you will survive. Blades in close quarters tend to find any flesh available.”

Amarande was as stubborn as sand grains in sweaty stockings, but something compelled Geneva to relay the real and present danger. She meant it when she admitted to Alasne that she could not kill her daughter. But the fighters at her flanks did not have that hesitation.

The slant of the girl’s eyes only sharpened. Her blade reset, strong and true.

“Mother, you told me you wanted to win. To win, you need Luca.” With one decisive step, Amarande planted herself directly in front of the boy. “If you want Luca, you’ll have to go through me.”

It was a dare. Amarande had called her bluff. Geneva saw it in those eyes so like her own. Amarande was betting her mother would not harm her. That she could not—would not—render a killing blow to flesh she’d made, spill blood that was her own.

Geneva dropped her head back and released the type of ferocious scream that would ensure the people of the Torrent would turn to see the end of their new beginning in real time.

Before the wailing sound was out, she dug her heels into her horse’s flanks, and it reared—good for even more attention. As all four of the stallion’s hooves returned to the sand, Geneva steadied herself before digging her heels in for a charge, one sword stowed and one sword out, pointed straight at the wolf cub, standing tall at Amarande’s back. Not hiding. His free hand was in motion, grabbing for Amarande’s waist, to pull her back and away, behind his body—

In a blur of fur and teeth, the black wolf leapt straight for the stallion’s elegant neck. With a harrowing cry, the horse reared again. Geneva hung tight as the animal jerked back, head waving and mane flying as it tried to dislodge the wolf’s powerful jaws.

In that moment, the snare collapsed.

Geneva’s stallion broke ranks, spinning away so suddenly that it spooked the horse next to her, causing the animal to run headfirst into the firepit, sending itself and its rider into the flaming maw. Geneva spun, trying to get her bearings. Her men were everywhere, steel clashing. More riders entered the fray, but they were attacking her men and women—the flash of a curved sword and a braid, a rider dark and loud and taller than Sendoa.

As her horse’s footing slowed and faltered, Geneva found the leverage to bend forward and plunge the blade meant for Luca into the black wolf’s neck. In a single slice of Basilican steel, the animal fell away in a thick thud.

“Your black wolf is dead, boy, and you will be, too!” Geneva screamed, the symbolism one for the storybooks.

But as Geneva righted herself and her bloodied sword, she saw her men and women on the ground, horses riderless and free, and the Otsakumea and Amarande heaving their blades out of newly made corpses, fending off new attacks.

Geneva made eye contact with the wolf cub as he got to his feet, shoulders heaving and blood sprayed across his handsome face … and then, just as she prepared for another charge, just as Amarande anticipated what was about to happen and lunged in front of Luca, blade raised—her vision skipped to the near distance.

To the base of the Hand. Where Alasne was still ranting taunts at Talmage.

Flaming sunset hair. Back as broad as an ox. Shoulders of a bear.

Ferdinand.

No. He wasn’t supposed to be here. Not yet.

But there he was. Her son, swinging atop Alasne’s horse, capturing a dangling boot heel, and dragging her straight off the Hand and to the brutal sand.

Alasne’s words pounded to the forefront of Geneva’s mind.

You need to kill him or I will.

Geneva’s heart lurched, and her horse veered—Amarande’s renewed block making contact with her passing sword as she spun away. And suddenly the Warlord was no longer facing the young wolf or her wayward daughter, she was chasing after her mentor to protect her son.





CHAPTER 22


FERDINAND dropped the second Warlord without a care as to how she landed and dismounted the stolen horse with a good pat to send her clear of the fighting. As the mare blasted away with a squeal, he bent over the woman on the ground.

Alasne.

Same sun-worn face. Same mouth that never sat straight, always tilting, even as her brain rattled in her skull. Her hair was matted into braids, nearly more salt than strands.

Upon the ground, she was dazed and writhing—likely more vulnerable than she’d ever been in her life, yet Ferdinand’s sword stayed silent at his side, the Hand protecting his back as he glared down upon her. This woman who gave Geneva her mantle and her power in the Torrent.

Her eyes blinked open, and Ferdinand made sure all she would see was his face.

“Hello, Alasne.” The woman’s golden eyes crossed and reset, the blow to the head knocking her off balance as easily as a cask of sagardoa gulped down in the infernal heat of a Torrentian summer afternoon. He waited until she forced her eyes open again. “Couldn’t stay away?”

That crooked grin of hers tore sideways in its usual slant but blood stained her teeth and dribbled out her nose. “At least I came back on the right side, traitor.”

Ferdinand did not blink. Did not raise his voice. Did not smile back.

He knew now from watching Koldo wield the same expressions that came so natural to him that such a calm, even response to vitriol could be more frightening than the same fury mirrored back. “You don’t get to call me a traitor. I never had a choice as a child. Now I do. That’s not treason, that is simply me finally taking my chance to make a choice.”

Alasne rolled her eyes. “Dragon’s piss, just kill me already. I don’t need a child to lecture me before I die.”

The second Warlord got up on her elbows. The blood streaming from her nose rolled faster, and more curled around the sides of her neck to the recess of her throat—the back of her head was bleeding, too.

Now came the blade. Ferdinand pressed the tip of his sword to the soft space below Alasne’s sternum. The sharp steel pinned her in place—prone, vulnerable, and at his mercy. “I will not kill you until you tell me what Geneva offered you. What cards does she have that would make you want to jeopardize your safe pirate’s life to fight and die by her side?”

“I will tell you nothing.”

“Then I will guess.” Ferdinand leaned in close enough that he could see her pupils widen as his shadow fell over her face. “Control of the Port of Torrence rather than simply access? Or perhaps it’s bigger than even that—her brother now leads Basilica. Did she offer access to steel? A cut of the weapons trade to Eritri? Indu? Beyond?”

Ferdinand’s gut told him he was right because out of all of Alasne’s many defense mechanisms, she next drew a serious face and aimed to degrade him while attempting to elevate her own altruism.

“Someone had to fight for the legacy of the Warlords. And though you obviously care nothing for your mother’s legacy, I do. Her legacy is my legacy, too.”

Ferdinand gave the barest shake of his head. “That’s exactly what she’d like you to think. She’s using you now as she used you all those years ago. Befriending you, encouraging your need to leave the Warlord’s mantle behind for the freedom of the oceans, worming her way in until you felt safe in handing your power to her without a second thought.”

“Nice try. That’s not what happened.”

“Oh, but I know her. Better than you know her.”

Her sand-crusted lips pursed. “She has been my family for twice your lifetime, boy.”

Ferdinand did not flinch nor hesitate. “When I kill you, Geneva will frame it to your remaining men not as my victory but as your shortcoming. You will be a beloved cautionary tale, and a catalyst for action among those who survive. Then, she’ll take your ship, your men, your title, and use everything you built for her own means until she wins. And I can tell you that she won’t win today—she won’t win at all. Your way of life will end, along with your crew’s, and that legacy you claim to care about will rot into the sand.”

Alasne’s crooked mouth bared a bloodstained grin. “That’s a mighty long speech, boy. Careful, you keep talking and your mother will have all the time in the world to stab you in the back with a sword or two—the Hand can only cover so much.”

A bare minute had passed, and not a person had come charging toward them. For as loud as Alasne had been on the Hand’s thumb, several sworn fighters likely had seen her fall. Someone, if they truly loved Alasne, would come for her. And yet no one had. That said much, because if the heat of battle stoked anything it was rash decisions in the name of love.

“No. She won’t.” Ferdinand shook his head. “She’s not coming to your rescue. It’s much too convenient for her if you’re dead. So, I will ask you again. Do you have anything to say about Geneva before I kill you?”

Alasne’s brassy eyes caught on the action in the distance while she batted at the blood welling on her mouth, as if she were thinking about it. But she wasn’t. Not at all.

“See you in the stars, traitor.”

Ferdinand thought that sneering spittle was a good-bye.

Alasne released both hands from beneath her body and went for his sword. Not to knock it away, but to use it for her own will. With a single howl as the sharp edges bit into her fingers, Alasne stacked her hands one atop each other on the mid-shaft of his blade, grip tight as blood immediately started to flow. In that moment Ferdinand was sure she was about to plunge the tip straight into her own chest with a ferocious yank … then her eyes flickered, her mouth twinged, and her grimace sloped to a fresh, bloodied smile.

From behind came a voice he’d known his whole life.

“Ferdinand!”

His right hand flew from the sword hilt to his dagger, and he wrenched around to see the woman who’d raised him—twin swords slicing a deadly cut through the air as she dismounted her silver steed and landed, cat-like, upon the sand.

Within striking distance of his back.

Just as Alasne had suggested.

No.

Ferdinand’s body was twisted and open as he kept Alasne pinned with the sword, yet his dagger stayed silent in his hand. In that position—torso a prime target—and at that range, he was easily a dead man.

“You do it. Or I will.”

A nasty promise from the second Warlord to the third.

Geneva’s eyes shifted from Ferdinand to Alasne, cold and calculating—everything they’d been behind the Warlord’s mask. The instant they did, Ferdinand’s sword sprang to life—not under his power, but Alasne’s.

Her bleeding fingers swept it aside and drilled the point into the sand. Not an obstacle so much as a diversion.

As he yanked the blade free of the earth, Alasne’s sliced palms dug for her own boot knife, her body fishtailing as she raced to connect with the hilt before Ferdinand could react.

In the process, Alasne kicked out a boot, nailing him straight in the knee Amarande had damaged all those days ago in her cell. Ferdinand stumbled, holding his single-handed grip on his sword. His dagger flailed to a weak position for any sort of throw, his body reacting to both gravity and the shifting sands at his feet. Alasne got the knife in her grip and—

A dagger struck her straight in the throat.

The hilt jutted from Alasne’s jugular as she flopped backward. Then Geneva was on her, stabbing straight through the woman’s stomach with one of her swords, before withdrawing both that blade and the dagger, and hauling Alasne up by her collar.

Alasne’s head lolled as Geneva bent in such a way that her furious features would be the last thing the second Warlord would ever see.

“I’m sorry, my old friend. That is a line you shouldn’t have crossed.”

Geneva dropped Alasne to the sand, no hesitation nor care in it. Just dumped her like a sack of moldy potatoes and turned to Ferdinand. He’d found his footing now, and was backing away, dagger stowed so that he could have his sword up and in the strongest position possible.

“Ferdinand.” This time his name wasn’t a warning. It was a plea. Geneva’s eyes sparkled with battle fever. “Alasne did not have orders to kill you. No one does. I would never—”

“You would.” He lunged backward. “We’re on opposite sides now. And I know what you do to your enemies.”

Her tone was furious. Insistent. Futile. “You are not my enemy.”

Ferdinand gestured toward Alasne. “Neither was she.”

“Anyone who tries to harm you is my enemy.”

Before all this, that had been true. Now … he didn’t know.

What he was sure of: He couldn’t—wouldn’t—kill Geneva.

Osana had it right. Ferdinand had known it since the very first time he’d drawn his sword against her in the council room at the Itspi. And though Geneva’s action against Alasne supported her claim, he believed what he’d told the second Warlord as she’d been pressed to his sword tip. Alasne’s death would be a boon to Geneva. She would use it to gain traction and claim everything that had been Alasne’s for her own.

A good four or five yards away now, Ferdinand waited for Geneva’s expression to shift, sour, sharpen. It did, because of course, it did, but … the glare wasn’t aimed at him.

No, Geneva’s Warlord sneer was pointed over his shoulder, where a sustained rumble of thunder came from the east, Ferdinand was sure of it. A rare desert storm, a blessing from the stars to save a few souls angling toward the blasted firepit.

And when he was able to stabilize his defenses enough to search the horizon for what Geneva saw, he witnessed not a cloud in the sky, but upon the ground—dust kicked up, moving as fast and furious as a living thing. Beyond the russet swirl and puff, garnet red and blinging gold.

The protectors of the Sand and Sky. The Ardenian army in a massive forward surge.





CHAPTER 23


GENERAL Koldo urged her horse to fly. Over the wind-whipped sand and scrub, over that final mile, toward the worst she had envisioned.

Bald chaos under the new dawn, fat tendrils of firepit flame reaching for the Torrentian sky just as stout and real as those upon the Hand.

The general did not need a single finger to count the number of times she’d disobeyed a direct order from her noble leader. If this was going to be the only time, she would go down fighting for the future of Ardenia with everything she had.

Save her queen.

Save her queen’s love.

Protect the innocents of Torrence.

From her vanguard position, Koldo raised a single gloved fist. A sign to her seconds. They knew the plan, its variants, and exactly what to do with the camp in sight.

Captain Xixi took her wing right.

Captain Julia took her wing left.

General Koldo stormed straight through.

Drawing on two decades of experience—of battles large and small, planned and improvised, as the instigator and the victim—Koldo scanned through the smoke and chaos, set her targets, checked their progress and positions.

Amarande in a formal gown, back to back with Luca, moving as they’d trained for years in their little meadow. Both clutched swords and pilfered shields. A lack of body armor was a problem, as was the fact that they were too close to a roaring firepit. Given the starburst pattern of innocents running away from the flames, Amarande and Luca had tried to clear Torrentians away from the man-eating inferno as an opening gambit. Defense of the people first, before offense in defeating the enemy. It was a strategy Sendoa favored. What was winning a battle if those worth protecting died before the battle’s last gasp?

Ten degrees to their right, Koldo spotted Ula and Urtzi. Good—acting as Amarande’s and Luca’s seconds, even if the royals didn’t know it, moving with their unpolished but effective strokes of brute strength and years of coiling anger.

Her queen and her love were as safe as they could be in a battle—for now.

Which meant the general’s first strike would be to end the person who threatened them the most.

Geneva.

Koldo scanned the masses again. The Ardenian wings were flattening the sides, collapsing the battles raging there, and allowing the Torrentian innocents to scatter as the soldiers took on the Warlord’s men—neutralizing them with arrows first, blades second, and herding the Warlord’s seconds into complete inaction before ending them completely.

But the Warlord herself—that was more difficult to discern.

The sandy battleground was as flat as hardtack. The elevations weak. The adversaries wore similar clothing. The roaring firepit added another dimension in its blaring danger, and its ability to obscure what was beyond it.

Even with Koldo’s wild determination and trained vision, it took her three passes before she found Geneva.

Not in the saddle, but on the ground. Wearing sandblasted trousers and a belted tunic. Double swords in her hands, just as she had at the Itspi—her preference as long as Koldo had known her. Geneva was up near the Hand itself, her long, brown hair whistling in the ember-dashed air downwind of the firepit.

Even at this distance, Koldo registered a smile upon her beautiful face as she descended upon a target. The general’s eyes shifted toward Geneva’s mark.

Koldo’s heart bottomed out.

Geneva and her swords and smile were advancing on Ferdinand.

A crack of fear tore through the general’s gut.

It was a warning. For as much as she could compartmentalize, prioritize, focus on the task at hand no matter how bloody it may be, none of it mattered when it came to him. The boy she’d dreamed about for fifteen years. Ached for. Hoped for. Believed in more than herself.

In the pinprick of a moment, everything else—every battle cry, death wail, scrambled retreat, lunge-and-cross, all of it—disappeared.

There was only the love of her life—the love she had left—standing there, staring down the woman who’d raised him.

Geneva was wielding those twin swords and a thirst for revenge. Geneva was here for Luca, first and foremost, Koldo knew that, but it appeared she would not let either of her children go on without retribution.

But Ferdinand was not hers to claim. And he would not be her sacrifice.

The general flattened herself down against her charging horse and buried her heels into the animal’s flanks as hard as she could, the only thing in her vision the son she aimed to save.

Sunset hair. Green eyes. Body of a bear though he was an Ardenian tiger, through and through.

Ferdinand had been leaning over a corpse. Geneva had called his name—Koldo was sure of it by the way his head whipped around and he rose to his full height. His weapons flashed against the dawn as he whirled to face her. One sword. One dagger. Both bloody.

He had no armor.

Nothing else to protect him save for the years he spent with this woman he’d known as mother.

Koldo’s heart leapt from the depths of her star-born soul as her horse charged past the outskirts and into the camp itself, her one and only priority her son. Drawn from its sheath the sword she’d named in his honor—Seme, old Torrentian for “son”—the general charged straight for where they tussled near the massive Hand itself.

She hurtled past fallen men, dodged turned-over carriages, and cut down anyone storming upon her flanks with everything at her disposal. Her sword, her knives, the surrounding obstacles and terrain. Everything was in play, nothing was wasted, her target clear.

Ferdinand’s weapon was raised. He was trying to talk Geneva down, appealing to what heart she had left. It would never work, but it was buying Koldo time and she would take it.

Geneva’s crossed swords clanged, the shine upon them catching and deflecting the light. And then she was advancing, putting him on his heels. He maintained his distance, wheeling around.

“Keep that space, boy. Hold your space.”

It was a curse, a prayer, an order he couldn’t hear. Koldo hadn’t trained Ferdinand, and that was the problem—Geneva had. She knew his weaknesses better than he knew them himself. And she knew his strengths. He had no moves she hadn’t seen. No moves that she hadn’t taught him. Which meant Geneva understood exactly the best way to attack him and win.

Koldo dug in her heels one last time.

She leaned into her horse’s swirling mane, three feet of Basilican steel jutted out toward Geneva. The general needed Geneva to see the threat and make the space, lest she lose her head to Koldo’s blade, or be stomped straight over by her horse.

As she closed in, Geneva’s attention turned to the thundering hooves of the horse, catching upon the sword, the rider, the threat.

It worked.

Geneva leapt back—away from the blade, away from Ferdinand. He stumbled back on the other side, and in a flash, Koldo grabbed the reins with the hand that also held her sword and offered her free hand to her son. He took it and with all her momentum and strength, Koldo yanked him onto his feet. Then, with one practiced motion, she released the stirrups.

“Mount!” she screamed at him, and he immediately honed in on the open stirrup on his side, sliding a foot in and throwing a long leg over the horse. He couldn’t fit upon the saddle with her on it—they were both far too large—but Koldo never meant to share.

As her steed stamped and snorted, she slid off, shoved the reins in Ferdinand’s surprised hands, and looked him in the eye.

“I love you.”

The general spun the horse due west and smacked the animal’s flank so hard she took off like a shooting star. Out of range of Geneva’s blades, out of the battle altogether, toward the open belly of central Torrence if the horse just kept running.

As the sand grit swelled into a cloud and then sank back to the parched earth, Koldo faced Geneva—already standing, ten paces away, her plain clothes smudged with the russet kiss of the Torrence desert.

Twin swords up and ready for a fight, Geneva’s smile was hard and undeniable. “I hoped we would meet again.”

“You will wish we did not.”

Koldo’s answer was purposefully flat and nonemotional. This made Geneva’s nostrils flare and grin widen. She took a step toward the general. Koldo raised her sword.

“No, I do.” Geneva pitched a dark eyebrow. “I told Sendoa as much that day he met me in the Warlord’s tent.”

Koldo knew nearly everything that was said in that meeting. She did not agree.

“You,” Geneva continued, “knew it was me in the Warlord’s tent. Just like you knew where Ferdinand was. And now you rescue him! A little late, aren’t we? You had years upon years to do it. I know you visited our camp. Sneaking in, drawing close, gaping at Ferdinand from beyond the firepit. You blame me because he didn’t grow up knowing you and Sendoa, but the truth is you both could’ve stolen him at any time.”

“That is not the truth.” Koldo advanced. The rest of the battle was falling away. All that was there now in the dark tunnel of her vision was this woman and the massive Hand jutting from the earth beyond. “I couldn’t take the chance that you would harm him—punish him if I was successful, punish him if I was not and he remained in camp.”

Geneva had the gall to scoff.

“You tell yourself that but the excuse doesn’t line up with the promises I made in all the letters you conveniently burned despite them being in cipher. My word and honor were right there on the pages—I can’t help that you incinerated the proof you could have used to make sure I stayed accountable.”

“You have no honor.”

Geneva’s eyes flashed. “We’ll have to disagree on that opinion.”

“If you have honor, you will fight me with a single sword—not with both. An equal match.”

“My honor has nothing to do with my current advantage.” Geneva raised her weapons in a showy cross.

“Fine.”

With one lunging slash, Koldo’s wide blade smashed into Geneva’s weak-side wrist. She’d used the flat side of the weapon but rapped Geneva’s knuckles with perfect precision with the very tip of her sword. The force of the strike, the location, and the particular sting of Basilican steel reverberating off bone sent the sword in that hand flying. It spun through the sand and out of reach.

Stunned, Geneva reset with both hands upon her single blade, backpedaling and sweeping laterally—she wanted to move the fight around the base of the Hand. It did not matter what she wanted, though, because Koldo dove for that weak side. Geneva parried and swept and dodged—she was smaller, had no visible armor, and was more agile.

“I never thought I’d get the chance to kill you myself,” Geneva seethed as their swords met with a clang, their bodies a quarter turn around the Hand now. “I always assumed Sendoa would do it. Not that he would wield the blade, but that your feelings for him would lead you down a path paved with enough stupidity and assumed bravery that you’d reach your grave.”

“You thought wrong.”

Cross. Hanging parry. Strike. Koldo’s blade came close enough to Geneva’s collarbone for a superficial slash. About as distracting as Geneva’s attempts at conversation. The Warlord’s eyes caught upon her own blood, bright red and seeping into the linen of her shirt. The brilliant blue of her eyes squished into crescents as she went for a high, slicing strike.

“Tell me, Koldo—how was it, watching Sendoa die? Did you realize you really loved him as the light left his eyes? Did you rush to tell him that after all those years you should’ve accepted his proposals?”

Koldo was just annoyed enough to answer. “Sendoa knew I loved him, just as well as I know he loved me. Still does, in the stars.”

“How do you know?” Geneva arched a mocking brow. “I believed he loved me, too, until the day you bore his son.”

“A person is capable of more than one love.”

Geneva’s expression twisted crudely, her tone flip under the strain of their crossed swords. “Is that why you never married him? Is that truly why? Do you have some muscle-bound whelp whose orders include attending to your chambers?”

The general grit her teeth and disengaged her blade. They spun around each other and met in a mid-cross. “It was my love for my son that kept me from marrying him. You know this.”

“I know what you say. What you do is always another thing entirely, whore.”

Name-calling now as another distraction. It wouldn’t work.

“What I do is what is best for Ardenia.”

“Which is why you planned to breach the Itspi with lies and a pirate in the Warlord’s clothes?” Geneva’s smile was that of a cat in the sun. “What would you have done if you had to face down Ferdinand and he was truly on the opposing side? What if he hadn’t turned to your cause, nor met you on your way to the castle like the gift-wrapped advantage he was?”

Koldo caught Geneva’s sword at a high angle. Using her height, her strength, and the terrain, she pushed Geneva hard. The other woman stumbled back, trying to hold her balance and her sword.

“I can love both my son and Ardenia.” Another deep push from Koldo and Geneva’s steps stuttered as her heels scraped the base of the Hand. “Can you love power and the children you call yours? They obviously do not believe you capable.”

Geneva tried kicking at Koldo’s feet, but the armored braces of her boots made her pay for it. Accordingly, Geneva lost further ground, trying to stabilize against the monolith but not be pushed totally against it. The general’s strength and experience would ensure she would be prone against the Hand’s wrist within the next moment.

“They are fools.” Geneva bared her teeth in the same way Amarande did. “You know both of them have had the chance to kill me and neither did.”

“Loving you enough not to kill you isn’t a weakness—I don’t say that lightly given you also had the chance to kill them both and did not, so perhaps it affects you, too.” Koldo’s sword shoved Geneva’s all the way back over her head until both the weapon and Geneva’s skull were pressed against the Hand. “I don’t have that problem.”

“No, you’d kill me in a heartbeat.” Geneva smiled, teeth gritted as her arms shook under the weight of the general’s strength and leverage against the Hand. “And I would kill you.”

In a flash, Geneva’s hands dislodged from her sword, and she dropped and spun away. Koldo anticipated, scooping it up and pivoting, ensuring her back was not exposed. She came to face Geneva with both swords out on guard. Geneva was bent low, her hand moving from her boot. Koldo’s vision narrowed on a dagger, hurtling straight for her, end over end. In one smooth motion, she deflected it off into the main battlefield with her left sword.

“Was that your only remaining weapon?”

Geneva grinned. “No.”

Koldo advanced, both swords out. Attention focused on this woman who had altered every trajectory of her own life.

Her right to love, her right to her family.

Geneva had saved Sendoa from Domingu’s coordinated regicide scheme, yes, and she’d let Ferdinand live, yes. But she’d wielded manipulation and fear even when she did the right thing. And definitely when she did the worst.

As the general and her blades came closer, Geneva wheeled back. Her hands were up, placating.

“Mother!” Ferdinand’s voice came from their right. Distraught and loud.

Geneva’s head turned toward him, instinctual. Koldo’s right-hand sword went up, ready to slash down, but then Geneva’s face welled with pain. Koldo’s blade halted. Her attention shifted from Geneva to her son. Koldo’s head turned right, west, where he’d been sent on horseback, a drop of fear dislodged from her incredible focus.

Ferdinand, in trouble.

The scope of her vision changed, and she honed in on a charging horse. Ferdinand atop, having looped back. Away from safety and again into the fray.

Alone. Not in trouble.

His distress was for her. Not himself.

And in the moment Koldo realized that, the bite of a blade lodged through the low sliver of her belly that her chest plate did not reach.

Koldo’s attention bobbled from her son to the blade, and the hand attached to it. Geneva was smiling as she pushed it in further, all the way to the hilt. It was the sword that Koldo had deflected from Geneva’s hand at the beginning of the fight. They’d worked their way back around the Hand to where they’d started.

“That,” Geneva scowled, triumphant, “was my other weapon.”

Koldo was unsure if Geneva meant the blade itself or her twisted use of Koldo’s love for Ferdinand.

The general’s knees gave out. Koldo listed to the side, and then all the way to her back, the perfect blue of a new Torrentian sky above. Geneva loomed over her, dark hair falling forward, eyes flashing the same color as the risen day behind her.

“And now you shall be in the stars together as you were on earth. At Sendoa’s side but never by his side. Leagues of night sky between.” She smiled. “I hope it hurts.”

And with that Geneva vanished.

Koldo willed her arms to move, to prop her up, to get a bead on where Geneva had gone—that was always it, wasn’t it? Chasing that woman down? But Koldo’s arms did not obey. Her legs would not kick out for leverage. Her neck remained glued where it was, sand grit caking her skin, her braid strung out akimbo as if it were trying to slither away. She could inhale gulping breaths but every one of them hurt and none of them seemed to fill her lungs. They rasped through the limp movement of her chest, the involuntary minimum only.

A pounding came to Koldo’s ears. A beat stronger than her waning heart, pulsing from noise to vibration under her leaden bones. Then the thumping stopped altogether, and the blue sky shifted, shading coming in from the corners.

Pressure clamped to her side. Someone’s hands, grip, force. Koldo tried to turn her head, but it wouldn’t heed her command. It did not matter, though, because in that instant the perfect blue of a Torrence morning was replaced by the face she’d dreamed of all those years.

Ferdinand bent over her, green eyes wide and searching. For a way to stop the blood. The pressure at her side came now to her middle. He laid both of his big hands over hers, over the wound. Trying to staunch the flow.

Too late.

Koldo felt her life lifting at the edges, curling in, ready to be rolled up and stored away, in the stars for eternity. The shadows crawled closer to Ferdinand’s face. Blotting out the haloed edges of his sunset hair.

He was safe, uninjured, and watching her with all of his being. “Mother?”

Yes, I am. “Always, my son.”

The person she loved most in the world was the last image her vision registered before it died out completely.





CHAPTER 24


THE air was heavy with smoke and blood.

Amarande let both pass through her lungs as she dug her heels into the horse she’d borrowed from Urtzi after the pair of them plus Luca and Ula had dispatched the rest of Geneva’s men. Seven run through, five dumped into their own firepit.

Now, Luca held fast to her rib cage as they raced in the direction of the Hand—the direction they’d seen Geneva ride. But, as they forged through the smoke and chaos toward the open palm of the Hand, they came not upon the Runaway Queen-turned-Warlord. They came upon Ferdinand—alone—crouched over a body in the sand.

Full garnet-and-gold regalia, dark braid, lifeblood spilling unbidden.

“No, no, no, no, no…”

Amarande’s breath caught as a frigid jolt bolted from her gut straight through to her quivering heart. Without another word, she hauled the horse to a halt, shoved the reins into Luca’s hands, and jumped to the sand. Her feet barely hit the red earth before she was in a mad sprint, straight for her brother’s broad back and heaving shoulders.

For the woman who’d raised her.

“General? Koldo?” Amarande’s voice began to falter along with her stride, as she got close enough to see Koldo could not answer her, let alone hear her.

Dark hair. Dark eyes. Broken nose. Scarred and freckled from service, from love. She lay so still. Unguarded.

She was always on guard.

But now she was just herself, the rancher’s daughter who’d become Ardenia’s fiercest general. The Warrior King’s most loyal advisor. Her father’s best friend. His love.

Amarande’s forward momentum stalled out, her sprint dwindling to an ambling shuffle-and-stop. A rush of blood in her ears muffled every sound, her breath crashed shallowly in her lungs, her lips trembling as her eyes attempted to register the impossible.

Koldo—defeated and gone.

Ferdinand nestled his face between the crook of his mother’s elbow and her rib cage. Frozen, Amarande watched the stillness of the general’s body as her son cradled it—within that rib cage, Koldo’s heart and lungs should’ve been ticking through their life rhythms. Breath on her lips, blood in her veins.

But there was nothing—nothing but his words, soft, but a cannon blast in Amarande’s muffled world.

“Mother, I’m so sorry we didn’t get more time.”

Then, Koldo’s son began to cry. His wall crashing down, dust to dust. It was as if Ferdinand’s grip upon Koldo’s hand was the only point tethering him to this world. The battle was done, the death and destruction, and all the meaning over. Nothing mattered except Koldo’s last exhale, at one with the wind on this earth between her face and the stars above.

Cold, everything was so cold, dulled. Terrible. And then, in one great starburst, something broke within Amarande and she sped into motion. Dropped to the earth beside Ferdinand, hand upon his trembling back. Nestled on bent knees, she ran her other hand along Koldo’s temple to the curve of her jaw, tucking a stray hair behind her ear. “What happened?”

Amarande’s voice was heavier now, despair and all the years she and Koldo had shared together drawing her down—years her brother would not have. Amarande was not shocked when Ferdinand didn’t stir at her question—he couldn’t look anywhere but at his mother’s face. So peaceful. Not yet pale. Quiet with all the moments they would never share.

The queen waited. Vaguely, she was aware that others were there now—Luca, Ula, Urtzi. They all waited.

Finally, with a shuddering inhale, Ferdinand spoke. His whisper fractured.

“Geneva killed Alasne, and then proceeded to plead her case about why I should be on her side. Koldo rode straight in to break it up—she hooked me to her horse to keep me safe and then confronted Geneva herself. Koldo was winning the fight until I came storming back to help. I—drew her focus, I ruined it.…”

As Ferdinand’s voice trailed off, Amarande pressed harder upon the meat of his upper back. He was so big, so much like their father already, and yet in that moment he was still a child. “You did nothing wrong.”

“Where did Geneva go?” Luca’s voice was flat and angry.

Angry at what she’d done. Angry she’d gotten away. Angry she was still a threat.

Ferdinand answered without looking away from Koldo’s too-still face. “To the north…”

As they looked up and away, his words died out. All of them stilled under the glistening blue sky of Torrence as a wave of men and women on horseback thundered away, straight for the mountains and the Divide beyond.

The Warlord was in retreat.

Geneva and perhaps a third of her soldiers had regained their horses—or stolen ones from the camp corral—and were fleeing fast. The great Ardenian army had quickly and decisively smothered the battle in a three-pronged approach, nullifying the Warlord’s attack in a hail of arrows, sword work, and pure, well-trained numbers.

Like snuffing out a candle.

But now, rather than make chase, the Ardenian regiment was on the ground, searching for survivors, helping the wounded, separating the Torrentian innocents from the injured soldiers the Warlord had left behind.

As Amarande surveyed the Torrentian camp from Koldo’s side, it almost appeared as if they were victims of a shipwreck come to shore from a disappeared sea. Debris and bodies everywhere, tendrils of smoke from cooling fires and those still burning.

They’d won the battle, but they would not be safe until they could neutralize Geneva for good. A fact Luca had already surmised. “Ula, Urtzi. Follow Geneva.”

The former pirates stepped forward, and it was then that Amarande realized they were burdened by the weight of something—someone.

Tala.

The resistance leader—née Jericho Talmage—stood between them, tied at the wrists and about the knees, salt-and-pepper head hanging. “We’ve captured one Warlord for you and will happily bring you another.” Urtzi dumped the man to the sand, and immediately tore off in the direction of the corral.

Ula, though, hesitated. But only for clarification from the Otsakumea. “Do you want her dead or alive?”

Amarande and Ferdinand stilled over Koldo’s body.

Luca knew their feelings on the matter were much more complicated than what needed to be done. He also knew Ula had no qualms about taking Geneva for herself, given that the woman had admitted to murdering her mother, Lygia, when she’d stood between her and a clean escape from the Itspi with newborn Ferdinand.

Because he was who he was, Luca replied, “I’ll take her any way you can bring her.”

“You shall have her,” Ula promised. “Hitz ematen dizut.”





CHAPTER 25


THE cleanup after the battle was a massive undertaking. Luca and Amarande directed what they could from the Hand. Not resurrecting the dais, nor climbing it like Alasne had, but using it as a focal point and backdrop to divide up and delegate what needed to be done.

A medical ward—those with healing skills were brought together to treat the wounded, ease pain, and, when possible, reunite those who had been separated in the fray. Those left behind by the Warlord were treated and held away from the camp for evaluation and questioning.

The funeral squad—Ardenian soldiers and members of the resistance fighters strong enough to collect, identify, and reunite the dead with family members ahead of a mass burial that would take place as soon as possible. All the Warlord’s dead would go into the firepit before it burned out.

The rebuilding coalition—everyone else, working to reinstate the camp, clear debris, and make way for the conclave parties that would arrive before nightfall from the remaining kingdoms.

It was hot work, as exhausting physically as emotionally. And by the time the other kingdoms began arriving and setting up camp after learning about the morning ambush, Luca and Amarande both declined the formal feast to start the conclave. Those hands could be kissed in the morning.

Tonight was about surviving the past day. And looking forward.

And though Luca yearned for a rest, he kissed Amarande softly on the cheek and told her he would meet her for supper soon. “I must visit Tala.”

The heaviness Amarande had been holding about her body seemed to flare, her whole carriage from the top of her head to the tips of her toes shifting to something hard and hungry. “Then I’m coming with you.”

Amarande took a step toward the pens that had been erected to hold the Warlord’s men, but Luca dove for her hand. Her attention.

“This is something I need to do alone, Ama.”

The queen stilled, her eyes still pink at the edges, her wan face coloring with fury at the mere thought of punishing the man who’d ignored King Sendoa’s orders and led Torrence to fall to ash.

Luca expected her to fight him on it. To insist upon standing sentry outside, waiting for him to walk away with answers and next steps.

Instead, Amarande said, “Then I’ll check on Ferdinand,” bent to her boot, and withdrew her favorite weapon. She placed it in Luca’s palm. “Take my dagger.”

He did, of course.

When they parted, Luca didn’t stake a course for the makeshift jail and the Ardenian soldiers manning it. Instead, he turned for his own tent.

The Torrentian camp had been rebuilt in a cluster about the Hand. Many of the tents could not be salvaged, and the Ardenian army gave up half their tents to the cause. Thus, sturdy resting spots of crisp, sun-bleached canvas replaced the previous patchwork of shelters devised from various caravans from all across the Torrent. For those who’d survived Geneva’s attack, it was a welcome configuration.

Moreover, with Luca’s approval, Amarande directed the Ardenian army to form their tents in a protective barrier around the Torrentians— a buffer from further attack. It wasn’t perfect and it wasn’t permanent, and it did make some of those still skeptical of Ardenia nervous, but if it built up a modicum of new trust along with a night of safety, it was worth it to both Luca and Amarande.

Upon insistence from Amarande, Luca’s tent had been General Koldo’s.

And within, beyond the four posted Torrentian guards, was Tala.

He was still bound at the wrists and knees. Sitting in a chair—not tied to it. Simply staring into the fire, awaiting his fate. As Luca entered, the old man’s head snapped up and immediately he began to beg.

“My Otsakumea, please. Have mercy. I ignored their requests, burned Geneva’s letters. I should’ve taken the time to read them to have a guess as to what she had planned, but I didn’t because I was afraid someone would see. Someone would doubt me. I want you to know I never once wavered in my support of you, I…”

His pleas trailed off as his attention pinned upon the knife in Luca’s hand.

The knot at Tala’s throat bobbed. Luca sank to a squat so that he was eye level with the man who killed his father.

Now, Tala’s taut body stilled, calm. At peace. He wrenched his gaze away from the glinting Basilican steel of the blade. “My Otsakumea, I am sorry.”

Luca raised the knife.

Tala’s eyes squeezed shut, his teeth gritted, his body again tense, waiting for the blow—slicing and devastating and immediate …

The blade flashed, plunging past the man’s open jugular, his chest, down to his wrists … and split through the rope binding his hands with a single sharp cut. Two more precise hacks released the bindings about Tala’s legs.

The old man’s eyes flew open. The rope pooled in his lap. On the floor.

Luca sheathed the dagger and pulled up a chair to sit across from Tala. The furnishings were the general’s and it felt a little to Luca as if Koldo were standing, staunch and stout, in the corner, surveying the seating arrangement with her famed precision.

Confrontation was not Luca’s preference, even when necessary. He was improving in that category of leadership, but it was a painful gain.

And this conversation was something that he could put off no longer.

Tala waited, staring at his freed limbs as if it were a trick. Or a tiny reprieve designed to make the next, unexpected blow even worse. Instead, Luca folded his hands in his lap and asked the man the question that perplexed him immediately and the most.

“Truly, none in the resistance suspected that you were really Jericho Talmage?”

Those among the resistance were savvy, careful people. Not untrusting or cold, simply skeptical and cautious in the right ways. The fact that the man who founded what they tried to destroy walked among them for so long was one nearly impossible to believe. If Koldo recognized him, shouldn’t they? With or without his mask?

Tala shrugged his slim shoulders, fingers trembling.

“Those who worked for the Otxoa the longest suspected. Enrico—that was Tala’s first name—and I were twins but we were not the same man.” He grimaced at his mottled hands. “There is a reason one of us had a nickname and the other did not. He was more personable. I was simply loud and people called it authority.”

Luca kept his tone gentle. “What happened to him?”

“Me.”

Luca let that admission sit and fester between them until finally Tala scraped a hand through his growing beard and began.

“Nearly a year into my reign as Warlord, the resistance was eager to strike. My brother embedded within our caravan and eventually confronted the Warlord’s party in the dead of night. He removed my mask as I slept and when he saw it was me, hesitated … he hesitated just long enough for my eyes to flutter open as Alasne shoved a sword through his back.”

Tala’s golden eyes flicked to Luca’s. “I hugged him to my chest as my seconds searched for the others—there had to be others—and held him as he died. Alasne returned to the tent first. I told her, ‘This was my brother—I must bury him. If I don’t come back in a day’s time, you’re to make yourself Warlord.’ And then I left.”

That was it. How Alasne came to power. And Geneva after her. It seemed so reactionary, and yet that simple act had set up more than a decade of strife afterward.

Tala drew in a shaky breath, his weaved fists squeezed tightly before him.

“My life changed when I found power. I was no longer just loud enough to sound authoritative, I was the authority. I was born beholden to the Otxoa, and though I had a decent life, I felt as if I were living it for someone else. I could have walked away; instead I stayed within the castle, growing bitter down to my very core. And then one day your General Koldo offered me a chance to take all that I was good at—being loud, being bitter, being knowledgeable of the Otxazulo’s inner workings—and build something with it.”

He stared into the distance, and perhaps General Koldo’s ghost stared back. “And build something, I did. Something I believed in so much that I turned upon everything I knew, everyone I loved, and for my trouble, I got everything I had ever wanted.”

Luca’s heartbeat had grown to a steady pounding that skipped the rhythm altogether when Tala paused and met his eyes with an expression that broke his heart. “None of that mattered when my brother died in my arms.”

Tala swallowed heavily and wrenched his palms apart. After a long moment, he continued, softly. “So, I buried him in my clothes. I wore his clothes on my body. Gave myself the same scars. Covered up my Warlord tattoo.” He held up his wrist, the wolf there a decent effort to hide the leaping flames. “Grew my hair and beard like his. And then I spent weeks trying to find the resistance.”

After a long pause, Luca asked carefully, “Was your purpose always to join as him?”

Tala’s gaze snapped up. “Or something more sinister? It is your right to ask, my Otsakumea.” Luca gestured—yes, that. Tala shook his low-hanging head, his slim shoulders arching like a buzzard as the rest of him dipped forward, dejected. “No, I was done with sinister. I was done with what I’d built. I was done with what had broken me and killed my brother. Done. And, I knew I could only end it as him. I wanted to end it for him. And, over the years, I wanted to end it just as much for me as for him. And for you.”

Luca was silent. All the years between them circling, a cyclone in the Torrentian desert.

If he forgave Tala for this, did that make him merciful or a fool? Both?

This was the man who had murdered his father. This was the man who’d had an opportunity to do so because of Sendoa’s choices. Who had disobeyed the orders of one and killed the other and then spent the last several years living a lie so that he could right his past wrongs.

Yet he fought with Luca when he needed him.

Was his withholding of the truth an act of protecting himself, or protecting the current cause?

Tala forced himself to straighten, to sit up, lean back in the chair, and look Luca in the eye.

“My Otsakumea, it is my greatest regret, what I did with my life. It is my greatest regret what I did to your father, your mother, your family, and you. It is my greatest regret what I did to the people of Torrence, to my brother, to all those who once shared the halls of the Otxazulo with my greedy heart.” Luca felt every ounce of that regret in the sliver of warm air between them. “I must tell you that I know that nothing I have done to repair it will ever make up for it. I’ll go to the stars knowing I have left this earth worse than I came to it. That said, I don’t blame you if you cannot find it in your heart to trust me in my word or actions. I won’t blame you if you wish to lock me in the dungeons of the Itspi until you have a castle of your own.”

Luca’s answer to this was forceful and immediate. “Tala, I won’t lock you up. You already live in a prison of your own making. This isn’t something I hope to ever understand as intimately as you.”

Tala’s lips twitched, his eyes lowering in something akin to guilt. He took a deep breath that seemed to stretch his skeleton past its breaking point before raising his eyes back to Luca’s, deflated once again. “You are as generous as your father, my Otsakumea. I preyed on that generosity once. I admit it. But my admission here should not be all I need to earn your trust.”

Luca didn’t budge.

“Tala, I’ve surrounded myself with people who were once my enemies or should be. I’ve forgiven the pirates who kidnapped me, the boy who stole my beloved’s crown and stood by while she was imprisoned, and the common people who fought by the Warlord’s side for years but who now follow me. I would’ve forgiven Taillefer for all of his various misdeeds had he lived. I would’ve forgiven Sendoa for his mistakes. Why on earth would you think I wouldn’t forgive you?”

“I’ve done the worst of those.”

“Even the worst can become good.”

“You and I aren’t of the same mind upon that.” Tala leaned forward, fervent and eager and hopeful. Desperate. “What else can I do? Make me a list. Announce it to our people. Have them hold me accountable.”

Luca shook his head. He knew he was just like his father. But he was not going to hide the best parts of himself for his survival. That wasn’t what he would do and even though he didn’t know the man, he was sure that wasn’t what King Lotyoa would have done either.

“Tala, keep fighting when I need you. Be by my side. Be by Amarande’s side. Be there when we need you as you have been. That is all I demand and all I ask.”

Tala’s arms wrapped across his body. “If I don’t, strike me down right then.”

Luca nearly admitted to Tala he wasn’t concerned about that. But in the last several weeks he’d also learned to believe people when they told him exactly who they were. Explicitly or through actions that were stronger than words.

So, instead, he nodded.

Relief rippled through Tala’s whole form. “Where do we stand now, my Otsakumea? Where do we go from here?”

Luca set his elbows upon his knees. “Now you will tell me everything you know about Alasne’s warriors, because currently they ride with Geneva, and we must prepare for more which we do not know.”

The man leaned forward, the promise of a chance to serve, to repay, to aid, in the newly solid lines of his shoulders, the tilt of his chin, the fierceness in his wrinkle-lined eyes. “Gladly, my Otsakumea.”



AMARANDE awaited Luca with cooling food and a sharp eye.

“I don’t see blood on that blade.” Her eyes snapped to his as he placed her unused dagger upon the table and dropped to the chair across from her, covered dishes sweating between them. “You’ve decided on a trial, then? A public accounting of his crimes? And those who would follow him—surely there are others. Did he give you names?”

Indeed, Luca was working on his penchant for confrontation at all points in his life—disagreement with Amarande was no different. She’d clearly been stewing on this since he’d left. Placing the tiniest bit of hope for justice on this cruel day upon the blade she’d handed him. After the loss of Koldo, she was yearning to make anyone who paved the way for the morning’s attack pay.

Luca reached across the table and took her hand. He forced himself to look her in the eye. “I let him go.”

“You … what?”

“I let him go. And I’m bringing him to the conclave in the morning.”

Amarande’s eyes blazed as if he’d slapped her. That stung because he would never ever hurt her. And yet, Amarande’s anger only seemed to intensify with his answer, mingling with her sadness and determination. “Tala should not be walking free tonight—”

“He fought with us when we needed him.”

“He did. But he has lied to you, to your people, to all of us, and you cannot let that pass. And you certainly cannot trust him to advise you with his history—”

Suddenly, it was as if she could sit no more. Amarande wrenched herself from him and the table, pacing furiously toward the fire before whirling back on Luca with stiff, angry steps.

“He did, but only after prodding. Don’t you think it might have been more helpful to know that he was the man who murdered your entire family before you began to trust him?” She stopped inches from him, her fury rolling off like smoke from the fire. “Luca, when you revealed yourself to the Warlord—was that Tala’s idea?”

“No, it was mine.” Just like it’d been today—even if Geneva hadn’t called to him, he would’ve called to her. It was only by either her love or hatred of Ferdinand and Amarande’s well-timed block that she hadn’t run them through. They both knew it. “Ama, please. The bigger picture is more important—”

“That bigger picture where he lied about who he was to you?” Amarande tossed her head back and shouted at the tent spire. “Not to mention lying to the entire resistance for years.”

“Yes. He did. And he’s done lying. I trust him and I will not betray that trust.”

“Luca, one battle should not earn him your trust! Not given what he did! What if he turns upon you later? When we see Geneva again? You know we will—and whose side will he be on?”

Amarande’s frustration had its own heartbeat but so did his—Luca couldn’t be so callus to a man who had time and again proven he would fight for and with him.

“We will see her, yes. And we’ll need Tala’s expertise. He watched her for years as the Warlord, installed Alasne himself, recalls Alasne’s men, and shared that they’d sent him a letter in cipher—”

“Oh, he shared, did he? Now? Why didn’t he share what he knew about Alasne or the truth about who he was when we discussed it in Itspi before I sent Ferdinand on a wild goose chase?” She was pinned to the spot, her hands balled into fists, nearly vibrating with anger. “And he had every chance to tell you that he’d received a ciphered letter from his Warlord kin ahead of the battle today!”

Amarande wasn’t wrong, and he had no accounting for that, other than that Talmage desired to keep his past in the past and had long buried who he was.

Luca rose and made to stand before her, toe to toe, and slipped one of her hands in his. He felt her tense, almost as if she was going to wrench herself away again, but instead she drew her other hand out of its fist and cupped his cheek.

Amarande lifted her gaze to his, searching. “I would like to believe this is your adaptation of the adage of keeping your allies close and your enemies closer, but I know you are not the type to see him that way.”

Without hesitation, he confirmed her assessment and confirmed his point of view.

“He isn’t my enemy, Ama. Geneva is my enemy.”

Raw concern slumped her proud shoulders and fresh tears welled along her inky eyelashes. “I worry, Luca. This is a man who didn’t follow my father’s plan and your entire family suffered greatly for it. You suffered greatly. Please at least think about the fact that he kept all of this from you. That could point to a man’s ego, one where he’s rehabilitating his image, yes. But it also could point to more devious inclinations.”

Luca gripped those proud shoulders firmly but gently. “Ama, I hear you.”

He released her, but then she caught him not so differently from how he’d just held her, claiming his upper arms with her swordwoman’s grip, and drawing him in for a kiss.

Quick, hard, and to the point.

And when Amarande finished, her eyes were full of pleading in their turquoise depths—enough to pull a man under. “Please, for your safety and ours, don’t let him attend the conclave. Give him a rundown of information later, if you must, but don’t let him learn all our secrets unfiltered. It’ll only be easier for him to stab you in the back if he’s by your side.”

“I’ll consider it.”

Amarande’s throat constricted as she accepted this—she wanted full agreement, not consideration, but she did not fight him. She let him choose, as much as it pained her. It was no small thing, and something he appreciated.

Luca swept a lock of hair over her ear. “How is Ferdinand?”

In answer, Amarande sank into the chair she’d been in when he’d arrived—one that had been King Sendoa’s and was as sturdy and solid as the man himself. He lugged his chair around the table, so that they could be side by side.

Amarande tucked her knees tightly to her chest as she’d done the night before in Luca’s tent. Perhaps as she always did when unmoored—it was still an uncommon occurance in Luca’s purview. Her green-blue gaze cast upon the flames roaring within a brazier at the center of the room. With her hair tumbling about her shoulders and her chin rested upon the mound of her knees, she appeared every bit a lion with a mane—firelit and fierce despite the pall of sorrow that had hung over her in the wake of Koldo’s death.

“Busying himself with cleanup and Osana—she was stabbed in the back during the battle. He held her down as she received stitches. Seems as if that’s both a metaphor and a reminder.”

Her eyes flashed to his, the subject of Tala right back there in the open.

After a moment, Luca nodded. “I wouldn’t say we were stabbed in the back as much as we were sitting ducks, just as Koldo warned—as you worried.” Luca reached out, pressed his palm into one of the forearms wound around her legs. “And you? How are you doing? With Koldo?”

The general was Amarande’s second mother—there was no other way to describe it. She was the woman who raised her, who she aspired to be in many ways. Luca admired Koldo and appreciated her guidance and outright pity in helping him learn to better fight Amarande, but in truth they had spent more time together over the last two weeks than in the whole of his time at the Itspi.

“She is—was—very much like my father. I just always expected her to survive. To return alive, unharmed. To just be there.” That shroud lifted and her emotions broke through with no one to witness them but him. Tears glistened in the queen’s eyes as they shifted away from the fire and to Luca’s face. “And now she’s not.”

Her lower lip wobbled, color rising in her cheeks. Amarande was never one to cry, and yet here, in the silence and privacy, the heaviness of the day was suddenly written all over her face. Luca’s hand slid down that arm and took her hand in his, their fingers wound together and palms kissing.

“I suppose I should’ve known it was going to end that way. She wanted to keep us safe, and the best way to do that was to take down Geneva. I can’t imagine what she thought when she saw Geneva facing down Ferdinand like that.” Amarande batted at her face with her free hand, fingers smudging tears into wet wells beneath her eyes. “She must have thought she might lose him twice.”

Luca nodded. And, surprisingly, Amarande broke into the tiniest of grins. “That’s how I felt, you know? When I saw you reveal yourself in the Warlord’s camp. I was in my cage, heart pounding, sure I was going to watch you die a second time—for real.”

Luca’s thumb dabbed at the wetness beneath her eyes and cupped her face. He was leaning forward so far that his knees knocked her chair and the tips of her boots that hung over the seat edge.

“I would’ve warned you both times if I could have.”

“I will take you not dying over you dying for real. You are forgiven simply by proving my worst fears wrong.”

He blew out a relieved laugh. “I am lucky for that mercy.”

Rather than laugh, Amarande clutched at the hand that cupped her face, and met his surprise with new tears welling in her eyes. Her cheeks were hot, her eyes red, her mouth misshapen into something between a laugh and a cry.

“Stay here tonight, please. Don’t sneak off after I’m asleep. I don’t think I can wake up without you again.”

As she had that morning. In the moments before the attack. Before he’d put himself right in the line of fire before another Warlord. Before they’d won the battle and she’d lost Koldo.

When Luca looked at Amarande, he couldn’t hear the barbs lobbed at him by his people. Their crude insinuations, their concerns over where he lay his head, the political ramifications. Instead, all he could hear was the raw emotion of her voice—a voice he would always, always heed.

Always, Princess.

Always, my queen.

Always, Ama.

“Yes, I’ll stay with you. I’ll always stay with you.”





CHAPTER 26


AMARANDE awoke to Luca’s hand in hers and a clear dawn.

No attackers on the horizon. No chaos. Just the scent of cook fires, the whistle of coffee kettles, and the low rumble of people wresting themselves from much-needed slumber.

She pushed herself onto her elbows from her bedroll. Luca wasn’t asleep or under the blanket. Instead, he sat cross-legged beside her. The hand not nestled in hers was wrapped around a steaming mug. Which he offered her with a sweet smile.

“Good morning, Ama.”

As she accepted the coffee and his greeting, she was struck by the crushing realization that her whole body ached, but not nearly as much as her heart.

Koldo.

This was her first morning on this earth without her. The woman who’d always given everything for her. For Ardenia. For her father. Who was everything Amarande always wanted to be. Even after the revelation of Ferdinand. Even after the misguided attempts to correct what had gone wrong, Koldo always came through with the right choice. The selfless choice. All the way until the end.

In some ways Amarande wished to grieve exactly as she had when her father died. Retreat. Sob. Work memories over in her mind until they were blurry-eyed visions as much as the truth.

Yet as much as Amarande wanted to dwell upon her sadness and discontent, she couldn’t.

The threats were too great.

From Geneva and others who would take advantage of the Sand and Sky’s tumultuous changes since the summer solstice—Eritri, Indu, even pirates searching for something more valuable to take than a cargo load. Why take the ship when the kingdom itself was ripe for picking? Anything could happen with the continent unsettled.

And then there was Tala. If Luca’s decision was to allow Tala to attend the conclave, so be it. She’d fight the battle about that man later. And she wouldn’t mention last night’s fight now either.

This morning, she wanted to focus on laying out the best future she could for the people of Ardenia, Torrence, and the Sand and Sky as a whole.

Amarande took a sip of coffee, discarded her cup, and swept a warm hand to Luca’s chin. His golden eyes were soft around the edges with too little sleep and the stress of the past day. She pressed a palm to his cheek and a kiss to his lips.

“Good morning, my love. Let’s go change the world.”

Truly, that was a slight exaggeration. It wasn’t the world, but their world, the Sand and Sky. Still, everything had changed the moment Luca claimed Torrence and Amarande the Ardenian crown. Today would formalize those steps, and move the continent in a new, and hopefully permanent, direction.

The conclave was set to begin as scheduled, in the private confines of a large pavilion tent, white in its neutrality, the central spire and all accents overlaid in gold. This was tradition. As was the seating arrangement—each leadership party poised upon their appointed spots in accordance with their kingdom’s physical location within the union.

One could draw a five-pointed star between the kingdoms, with Pyrenee at the top. To the right, Ardenia was next, with Basilica as its neighbor. Myrcell was located beside Basilica, and, for the first time in seventeen years, Torrence was situated between Myrcell and Pyrenee.

Mountain Lion. Tiger. Bear. Shark. Black Wolf. The continent separated into one deadly sigil after another.

Only Pyrenee had not yet arrived.

Given the general disgust of the surviving council, Amarande put the actual attendance of the Mountain Lion’s party at the flip of a gold piece.

Luca and Amarande settled directly across from each other. Three advisors were allowed along with each kingdom’s rulers, in an effort to keep the meeting discussion nimble. Amarande had Ferdinand and Joseba, electing to leave Koldo’s cushion bare. Next to her, Ferdinand was as stoic as stone—if sorrow draped Amarande like a shroud, her brother wore his like armor. If Joseba mourned Koldo he didn’t show it, and instead was wholly focused only on the task at hand and his role in it. That was what he was good at, after all.

Meanwhile, Luca … was alone. Apparently heeding her concerns about Tala’s presence, but also excluding Tala’s seconds from the resistance as well. And given Ula and Urtzi were off on assignment, they were not able to attend.

Amarande leaned forward, ready to offer Captain Xixi or even Ferdinand as support to Luca’s side, but he was already holding up a palm. “I have you. Not at my back but with me. Don’t worry.”

Before Amarande could answer, the party from Basilica entered, and the familiarity of the face of their king knocked the wind straight from the queen’s chest.

Sky-light eyes, dark hair—Domingu’s line clear—but it was the angle of his jaw, the finely cut features on his face, that were what caught her eye.

Then, in a single blink, the answer came.

A stiffly moving but finely dressed Osana appeared over the king’s shoulder, gingerly tugging at the cushion behind him. Ferdinand hopped up to help her get settled—and it was obvious now that he knew much more about the state of Basilica than he’d told Amarande. Koldo had been their only topic of discussion since the battle. And when Ferdinand walked away without a word, Osana’s face was a mirror to the man’s as much as a match. Her expression settled upon Amarande. “Apparently, my father is the new king of Basilica.”

Said king cradled Osana’s chin in his hand. “My daughter is in disbelief. She isn’t interested in returning to castle life.” Then he turned to Amarande. “Perhaps she gets that bit from my sister.”

Zavier.

Geneva’s older brother. Osana’s father. Amarande wasn’t sure she’d ever met the man, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know him now.

She caught Luca’s eye as the specter of Geneva swept into the room, summoned forth by her uncle’s lips. Ferdinand slumped to a seat beside Amarande without a word. As he did, the Myrcellian ruler raised both hands in the air. “Are we to begin before Pyrenee’s arrival?”

This man was much older than Akil but had the same striking smile and dark features. Silver hair curled about the sun-brown skin at his temples. Like her own uncle, Amarande wasn’t sure if she’d ever met him, yet he was familiar enough she felt as if she had.

“They knew when to arrive and yet they did not, Your Highness,” answered his own councilor, Calan. That was when Amarande’s memory jogged—this was Asan, Akil’s uncle. Not one for the court, more for the pearl trade and the ships that came with it. She hoped he was simply a substitute for Sumira—that so much travel in her condition accounted for her absence. “It is precedent to begin without them.”

The Basilican council leader, Kirana, raised a placating hand. She’d been chosen the juror of the conclave and would lead the day’s agenda. “Let us vote. All in favor of beginning without Pyrenee?”

Amarande and Luca exchanged a glance and immediately raised their hands. If they were present after what they had just survived, Pyrenee’s eventual excuses were likely lacking. Blessedly, Zavier of Basilica and Asan of Myrcell were also in favor.

Kirana rustled a parchment and began. “Excellent. First order of business is the finalization and recognition of new monarchs. Let us begin first with Myrcell.”

“I, King Regent Asan, will rule Myrcell for the time being. It is understood by all parties that I will remain regent until the birth and confirmation of Akil’s heir by Queen Sumira, and into the child’s life until adulthood.”

“Welcome, Your Highness.” The greeting was given in a crowded series echoed around the tent. But then Amarande turned and addressed the new king regent.

“And of Dowager Queen Sumira?” Asan had the same easy smile of Akil but Asan’s charm had hardened into something more acidic over the years and with proximity to the throne. “She agreed to these terms? She very clearly requested regency of her own at our previous meeting.”

Suddenly it was as if the entire section of the tent occupied by Myrcell held its breath.

“Her Highness is satisfied with my succession, as you will see in this decree.” Asan revealed a roll of parchment, then handed it to Amarande to read and pass around. Indeed, Sumira had signed the letter, which parroted Asan’s words.

Oh, how Amarande wished the woman had come to the conclave to speak her truth rather than hide behind a prepared statement. She didn’t know what it was to be with child among a pit of vipers who questioned your truth at every turn, but Amarande could understand how this was the best choice for one in such a vulnerable position, even if she didn’t think it would be a choice she would accept. Amarande could not begrudge Sumira that decision.

“Perhaps next we should hear from our host, Torrence,” Councilor Kirana offered, diplomatically.

Luca was prepared. “In a ceremony yesterday afternoon in this very location, the people of the former Torrent formally recognized myself, Luca, son of King Lotyoa and Queen Elixane, gone these seventeen years, and recognized Otsakumea—wolf cub, crown prince—as king and sovereign ruler of the reformed Kingdom of Torrence.”

Again, came a round of “Welcome, Your Highness” from all parties save for Basilica.

Instead, from that corner, Zavier clamped a hand on Osana’s wrist when she made to welcome Luca, his stare growing colder than a Pyrenee winter. “I have a question for the new king of Torrence. Is it true you slaughtered my older daughter, Celia, when she was acting as Geneva’s proxy as Warlord?”

Luca faltered in answering, clearly stunned that his very first royal interaction was a shot to the heart and an implication of murder. His proclivity for believing the best in people had allowed him to forget that the nobility was always brutal. Especially as an introduction.

“You’ve been misinformed, Uncle.” Amarande’s voice was calm even as her nostrils flared. Her fingers squeezed into aching fists within her voluminous skirts. “She fell to her death within the firepit of her own volition while trying to murder the Otsakumea. I can personally confirm that.”

“I did not push her into the flames, no, Your Highness,” Luca added, finding his voice. “But I do take responsibility. I led the fight. Her spirit lives on my conscience.”

The ice of Zavier’s stare did not crack, yet his reply was of another tack. “I was not expecting honesty.”

Luca’s brow furrowed.

“Honesty is our only way through this, Your Highness.”

From Zavier’s side, Asan waved a hand.

“This is true, young king, but given all of our recent grievances, we could go in a circle until sundown.” Asan pointed to Zavier. “His grandfather poisoned the wine that killed my nephew and his brothers, aunts, uncles, cousins, and that grandfather.” He gestured to Amarande. “She killed Prince Renard, then in turn Prince Taillefer murdered Queen Inés, and then, if I am understanding this correctly”—he gestured to a crinkled parchment timeline—“both Celia and Luca had a hand in Taillefer’s death.”

“And Renard killed my father, let us not forget,” Amarande added, because as many times as she said it, no one seemed to register the words. “With his dying breath and while wearing the title of king, Taillefer confirmed Sendoa was murdered by Renard using poison stolen from his workshop.”

That clarification to some who hadn’t heard it didn’t garner the anger Amarande expected. It was, after all, the strike that sent them tumbling into this mess and left them all so unprotected as a union of kingdoms. Yet instead Amarande’s cold truth was met with clear exasperation from Asan, who was obviously eager to move on, point made.

“The point being,” Asan summarized, “that we all have lost someone, and all of you are to blame.”

“Yes, take Myrcell out of it,” Zavier chided with a sardonic eyebrow to his neighbor.

The Myrcellian did not waver nor back down, expression and insistence intact. “We’re innocent this time. Not every time, but this time.”

“Untrue.”

All heads spun to Ferdinand and his cutting disagreement. He didn’t flinch, just straightened and trained his weary, loss-riddled features toward the bickering rulers—rulers who’d benefited from every murder in the past two weeks, as evidenced by their placement in this tent.

“Before her death,” Ferdinand explained, “General Koldo of Ardenia reported upon an incident at the tri-border of Myrcell, Ardenia, and Basilica. Soldiers were planning to drug the water source to kill Ardenian soldiers. An investigation proved both Basilica and Myrcell to be complicit, though the poison came from a sample Basilica received from Pyrenee.”

Asan simply replied with a finger whirling in the air, “See, round and round.”

Amarande didn’t like Asan’s trivialization of the brutality they laid upon each other as allies. This was exactly what they needed to stop, not dismiss with a laugh to avoid a harder conversation—

“You’re right.” Luca was addressing Asan, but then his eyes swung to Zavier with an honest lean and open face. “But I’m glad you asked me, Your Highness.” Then, because he was Luca, he added, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Zavier’s cold expression flickered as he gathered yet another parry upon his tongue when Luca cut him off with a polite smile. “Perhaps we should continue this discussion later and yield to Queen Amarande? She has yet to have her time on the floor.”

Grateful for Luca’s tact, Amarande tried very hard not to beam at him—having a partner here under these conditions, especially while navigating this after the loss of Koldo, who always had her back—made it nearly bearable to sit en suite with the Sharks and Bears.

Kirana made a motion of agreement.

“I, Amarande,” she began in a clear, confident voice, “daughter of King Sendoa, may he rest in the stars, and former Queen Geneva, was named queen of the Sovereign Kingdom of Ardenia in a ceremony a week ago, after the abdication of my half brother, Ferdinand, who chose to concede the throne to me. It is Ardenia’s will that we will serve the kingdom side by side—he is now the First Knight and Protector of Ardenia, and current regent commander of our army with the untimely death yesterday of our beloved General Koldo.”

“Our condolences on your losses.”

The response was somewhat sincere, and repeated around the space, and so the queen accepted it with a nod, and even Ferdinand’s stiff posture twitched. Unbidden, Amarande’s hand rested gently atop her brother’s massive forearm. Both in support and in search of it.

The silence was gaining heft. Growing like a storm but amassed like a cannonball—condensed and deadly when perfectly aimed.

As the condolences petered out, the shot was fired. Just as direct as the blow to Luca. And every bit as brutal.

“That being said—” It was Asan who took the lead. And he wasn’t afraid to look Amarande straight in the eye as he dealt a blow. “The Kingdom of Myrcell takes issue with the legitimacy of your claim, Your Highness.”

Before Amarande could parse what Asan was truly saying, her uncle’s voice cut in.

“The Kingdom of Basilica does as well.”

A single alarm bell started in Amarande’s mind, and a quick glance at Luca showed the same unease ticking against his tense posture. At her back, Ferdinand was leaning forward, seething beneath his aurora of earnest stoicism. She bared her teeth but kept her tone as measured as possible. “On what grounds?”

“The laws of this continent were built to fortify our union of kingdoms and keep us safe,” Zavier recited, clear and cold. “We are not large, but we are diverse, wealthy, and because of our continent’s unique geography—being surrounded by water on all sides—we are constantly ripe for takeover.”

Amarande’s heart skittered in her chest. “An issue Ardenia knows far too well as the protectors of the Sand and Sky.”

“Yes, but it is not just your men and ours that protect our continent. It is our way of life.” The smile that crossed Zavier’s face now was pedantic and no less cruel than any expression he gave Luca while attacking him for his daughter’s choices. “For a thousand years we have successfully remained intact. Despite the ambitions of a few, we have maintained our success because of those foundational decrees our forebears created before retiring to the stars. It is my estimation, and it sounds as if Myrcell agrees as well, that we continue the Sand and Sky’s patriarchal history.”

A few. Not Domingu nor any of the other men like him who’d tried to take the continent for themselves. No, a few women.

Inés. Geneva. Me.

Amarande had expected pushback from her so-called allies, yes. But this—this wasn’t a stiff-arm or even an obstacle, it was meant to be an unscalable wall.

“Surely that is unnecessary, Your Highness.” Luca’s tone was even but his golden eyes were clouded with fury. “That particular law hasn’t guaranteed our safety. I come from a kingdom that was burned to ash despite having a male heir. Queen Amarande has more than proved she has what it takes to rule on her own.”

“I second the Otsakumea’s assessment,” Ferdinand agreed. “I ceded power to my sister not because she is older than me or because she was the product of a legitimate marriage. I ceded power because she is the right person to lead Ardenia.”

Asan flashed the same brilliant smile his nephew wielded with impunity. “We don’t pose issue with her leadership skills, we pose issue with her defiance of the laws as they are set.”

“We’re here to rewrite those laws,” Amarande blurted out before hauling in her anger and speaking as rapidly as she could so that she might not scream. “That is the point of this conclave, is it not? To build the Sand and Sky back better than before? To modify what was there so that it may better serve us? These rules are nearly as old as the rock beneath our feet. Our continent has changed. We have changed.”

She looked to each of them in turn, the cords of her neck straining, barely hidden by her long fall of hair. “Where was this issue a week ago, when representatives of all kingdoms were ensconced within the Itspi and thus attended my coronation?”

Here, her uncle smiled—far less useful than what Asan had to work with. “You mean when our kingdoms were reeling from intrusion, and were forced to sit, wounded, in your rushed service?”

Forced? Rushed?

“Excuse me, Your Highness, but that was not the case. Not a single person in attendance specified that issue. And if those of you in attendance will recall, there were plenty of opportunities given and taken during our union meetings between Inés’s death and my coronation for your grievances to be shared.”

Zavier raised apologetic eyebrows as his daughter read threads in her skirt—had Osana known this was coming? “I was not in attendance as I was racing to Basilica upon a winged message that my grandfather, father, and several uncles, aunts, cousins, and even two of my brothers were poisoned or run through on Pyrenee soldiers’ swords.”

Surely that wasn’t true. Surely, he would’ve had to arrive much earlier from Eritri—

“And I was not in attendance,” Asan added, “as it is commonplace for Myrcell to leave a designated survivor in the event of large gatherings. And being King Akil’s closest relative, that job has fallen to me many times. It is only by sheer luck I was not in attendance along with my sister, brother, and nephew—long may they rest.”

Amarande steeled herself with a quick glance to Luca—but then he began launching into her defense. “As you so astutely pointed out previously, King Akil, all of us have lost someone close to us in the past two weeks.” Luca was attempting to appeal to their humanity, should they have any at all. “We have weathered heartache, seismic change, threats of war, occupation, strife. What sense does it make to find your own footing and send Ardenia, who has been ground zero for much of this upheaval, back into a tailspin? And for what? Archaic laws?”

Zavier speared Luca with an expression of utter disdain. “Archaic may they be, these laws are foundational, and it is critical we build upon them, not dig ourselves into a hole and hope we make it back to the surface.”

“And so your daughter,” Amarande bit out, “who sits by your side, will not rule?”

Zavier didn’t so much as glance at Osana. “I have a young son. As long as he comes of age, she does not matter.”

Now unable to hide her fury, Amarande wheeled upon Asan. “And what of King Akil’s baby? What if the child within Sumira’s womb is a girl? What then? You say you intend to be regent until the heir’s birth.”

As if he owned no other expression, Asan smiled again, but the handsome planes of his face were not a welcoming place. “Did I not specify? If it’s a male heir. If it’s female, she shall be well taken care of along with her mother within the Miragua.”

Lungs hammering in her too-tight bodice, Amarande’s attention flew among these smiling, sneering men, their seconds, and what was left unsaid.

The patriarchy hadn’t died with the kings and princes of the Sand and Sky.

It had never died at all.

All the hopes and dreams and schemes Amarande and Luca—and their advisors—had drawn for a new continental union in the past days were never a possibility. Not when the old ways made new men comfortable and secure in their power.

Amarande’s whole soul seemed to lurch within her body, the earth’s core rotating under her feet but coming right back to where they’d started.

“If there is a law change, it is required that we take a vote.” Joseba’s voice was not the most powerful, but it always had the right tinge of competency to it. “It follows that the union should vote on a possible amendment.”

“The councilor from Ardenia is correct,” Kirana agreed. “However, such a vote does not include all individuals within this tent, but instead is done by proxy by each leader. Given there are four of us and two objections, we are evenly split. A tie indicates no change.”

Amarande straightened. “Yes, but that is assuming Pyrenee is not coming. You recall they just amended their laws to make Inés their all-out queen. On that precedent alone, they might vote with those of us who want change.”

Zavier’s lips twisted yet again into something both sardonic and ugly. “It is a dangerous game to use Inés as precedent here, Your Highness.”

That was true.

Yet, it was also true that Pyrenee may have specified Inés marry Domingu before gaining her power, but if Amarande didn’t know, there was a good chance these people didn’t either. So, she thrust her shoulders and continued this line of defense despite the connotations. “We shall see when Pyrenee arrives—”

“Pyrenee has arrived.”

Everyone wrenched around at the sound of the new voice, and were met with the sudden, blinding light of a Torrence late morning as sunrays streamed through the entrance. A figure stepped through the gap. At first so backlit as to be impossible to parse out. But then the tent flaps dropped, and recognition pulled in from the edges.

Blond hair. Blue eyes. Lips twisted, smug, on a fairy-tale face.

Amarande’s heart thudded to a stop, her blood screeching to a halt, her breath frozen in her lungs.

Renard.

No. She was seeing things.

But then the dead prince moved, stepping deeper into the tent, making room for three others to join him, flanking him in the reality of his presence. Pigheaded Menon, ancient Laurent, and sycophantic Collette. They were smug, too. And maybe a little fearful.

As the entrance flaps slipped closed yet again and the blinding light blotted out, the boy who had been Amarande’s first kill found her across the room, and his smile sharpened into everything a nightmare should be.

“What did I miss?”





CHAPTER 27


THE silence was deafening as Renard and his advisors swept through the tent to Pyrenee’s empty place, waiting between Luca’s nonexistent Torrence party and Amarande’s stone-faced Ardenian crew.

Renard seemed to gain steam with every ounce of confusion thrust his way, vibrating off the shock, letting it energize his step and the sallow smoothness of his storybook-prince face. By the time he sat down, the entire space was ablaze with white-hot disbelief.

It was Amarande who spoke first, and it wasn’t the most elegant response she’d ever had in her life. The words fell out in a stumble as she stared at him more agape than she preferred but completely unable to control her features any more than her words.

“What … what are you doing here?”

Renard’s eyes met hers, broken glacier blue and brilliant as ever, highlighted by dark smudges beneath them and the cold smile that pulled bloodlessly across his lips. His arms went wide, as if he were presenting something special, but in this case, it was himself.

“I am King of Pyrenee, of course.”

Renard’s arms fell with a slap and the sycophants with him simply dropped onto their seats as if it was completely normal that a dead man would be their appointed leader.

Amarande openly glared, the silence buzzing in her mind at this new reality so thick it threatened to wall her up as she was, simply staring at him with wild anger and awe.

Finally, her brain jogged to life. Hooking on the possibility that this wasn’t real.

“But…” Amarande swallowed, attempting to unclog the words in her throat, describing the worst thing she’d ever done. “But I killed you.”

Renard grinned widely again as if it were a party trick.

“So I’ve been told. And yet, here I am. A miracle of the stars, no?”

No.

“There is a fine line between a miracle and a monster,” Luca gritted out.

Renard’s amusement only spiked. “You’re one to talk from what I hear.”

A single pointer finger uncurled from the tight fists in Amarande’s lap as her words lined themselves up now under her own power. “Your mother gained your kingdom because you were dead. And then your brother after you. If you were alive all this time … how?”

“How did they believe it was their turn to rule? I’m unsure.” Renard almost sounded bored. “It’s unfortunate they aren’t here to weather an interrogation as I’d like to know just as much as the rest of you because I was most apparently alive all this time.”

Ancient Councilor Laurent cleared his throat as he was wont to do. “The leaders of Pyrenee do not dispute our king’s account. Our previous queen and king were ill-informed.”

Amarande nearly choked on her own spit.

“They weren’t ill-informed. They were there, as was I. As was the Otsakumea.”

The parties of Myrcell and Basilica honed in on Amarande, her uncle speaking for them. “Did you lie to us, Princess?”

“Queen. I am queen.”

Amarande’s blood surged at this multipronged jab of disrespect. Questioning her title, questioning her account, with a dead man sitting mere inches away.

“And no. Of course not. I stabbed him and he died before me.” She waved a hand at the three Pyrenee councilors. “He died in front of you. You were there.”

Councilor Menon answered with a shrug of his thin shoulders. “We retreated with the queen regent. The castle guard attended to His Highness.”

“I was there. He died.” Luca joined in now, insistent, jaw in a hard line. “Renard fell to the dais, his lifeblood everywhere, his body slack. He was dead.”

The Pyrenee councilors shook their heads in time. “No, that is not our account. It is not an accurate representation of what happened.”

This was a different sort of denial than the public one at Amarande’s coronation. This was a bald-faced lie, meant to make her and Luca question their own sanity.

“But you elevated Inés to queen.” Amarande’s knuckles struck her open palm as she tried to lay out the honest truth of what they’d actually done. “You disowned Taillefer for his part in the regicide. You—”

“So you did lie to us.”

Zavier’s words stole Amarande’s own from her lips, though it was like she’d said nothing at all. Weren’t they hearing her? Or were they willfully ignoring what had plainly happened? What they’d agreed to and lined out on the parchments scattered about the Sand and Sky.

All heads swiveled Zavier’s way. He was standing now, tall and menacing and staring down Amarande, who remained seated. Trying to make her feel small.

Amarande was so tense she might snap into a million pieces.

“In the past two weeks,” the king started, in a booming and menancing tone, “Ardenia has lied about what happened at the wedding of Renard and Amarande, it has lied about the birthright of its new king, it has lied about Amarande’s death at the hands of Pyrenee. What else has it lied about?”

“Nothing else!”

No longer able to sit there and take it, Amarande shot to her feet, appealing to the room with pleading power in her voice. “It’s a trick. Magic! Pyrenee is trying to rewrite the narrative. I killed him—why would I lie about doing such a terrible thing?” She spun to Renard, his ever-grinning face supplanted over the version of him that haunted her on the backs of her eyelids, pale and bleeding out. “You died.”

Renard thrust his arm toward her and rolled up his sleeve. “Feel my pulse, Your Highness. Go on. Feel it.”

Out of sheer stubbornness and shock, Amarande did as he asked, slapping two fingers to the pulse point at his wrist.

The veins beneath thumped with life.

Her hand shot back in visceral disbelief. As if he’d tried to bite her. Renard’s lips kicked up, a laugh crawling out into the space between them. He offered his wrist to the other leaders, but they declined. Amarande sank on shaky legs to her chair. Next to her, Ferdinand pressed a big hand to her elbow.

In the new silence that followed, Renard seemed to gain power like a gathering black hole—a mark upon the night sky, devouring stars and souls in its wake.

“You believed your love dead, and yet he sits here before us all now, a king.” Renard’s gaze was too heavy on Amarande’s bare skin. “Perhaps, my queen, the problem isn’t us, it’s you.”

Amarande’s own heart pounded wildly in her chest. Warring between relief that her first kill hadn’t been that at all and disappointment that he wasn’t dead.

Renard murdered her father—she didn’t know it when she’d killed him, but now that she did … that was worthy of what she’d done.

Wasn’t it?

“I am a king,” Luca answered, “and I stand with Queen Amarande’s accounting of the events.”

“Of course, you do, wolf cub. Love often results in stupid, regretful pronouncements.” Renard’s tone and body language cast Luca aside as something weak, to be pitied. His attention swiveled to the rulers of the southern kingdoms and their bevy of councilors. “Surely we have something more important to discuss than these lies, which need no more attention.”

“King Renard,” Zavier began, before returning to the original question laid before them at Pyrenee’s entrance, “we were simply voting on the matter of if blood-born Sand and Sky queens should be allowed to rule on their own.”

“Ah, in response to our newly crowned Queen Amarande, I assume.”

Amarande’s skin crawled as Renard again read her face with interest. Across the way, Luca tensed, his shoulders turned completely toward Renard. If he were a different sort of person, Luca might be inclined to throw a punch. Amarande certainly wanted to.

“Yes. Ardenia has announced my niece as its queen after the abdication of their recent king, Ferdinand.” Here, Zavier indicated to her hulking brother. “It is in the view of Myrcell and Basilica that this coronation was in violation of current Sand and Sky precedent that we think it is important to maintain.”

Renard’s ghostly blue eyes swept between Sendoa’s children. His lips kicked up again as he inclined his head to speak. “My, you are an interesting surprise, Ferdinand. Is it true you are the general’s love child and not a reincarnation of King Sendoa growing into his frame?”

Ferdinand simply glared at the king.

Oozing forced geniality, Renard leaned toward Luca as if they were to gossip. “He can talk, can’t he? Or did a voice not come with his likeness?”

Luca didn’t answer. Ferdinand nor Amarande either. This only seemed to amuse Renard more.

“And the vote is currently tied?” Renard asked with an upward tick of one blond brow. “The old guard versus the young lovers?”

Again, Amarande squeezed her nails into her palms, balled in her skirts, simply so she wouldn’t claw the hint of glee from his impossible skin. “I have just reminded the ruling council that Pyrenee elevated your mother to queen less than a fortnight hence. Perhaps Pyrenee would support an update to this arcane and ridiculous law.”

Renard’s face hardened into something truly scary now, the dark wells under his eyes shimmering gray in the light. “My mother spent months poisoning me in the same way she killed my father. Once my brother deduced an answer as to why I often felt ill, I took matters into my own hands, yes, and moved the needle so that I might become king before she murdered me, got married, or managed another way.”

“Moved the needle?” Amarande leaned forward, itching to draw blood. From this vantage, she could slam his eye socket into his own knee and win a brawl from there. “You mean poisoned my father.”

A smile slid across that dangerous face.

“I wouldn’t believe everything Taillefer told you, Your Highness. He has a way of improving the truth.”

Amarande nearly stood again to shout, every muscle in her body fueling her restraint in body and tone. “If you are alive you should be censured for the death of King Sendoa, via poison. Taillefer may no longer be with us, but he spoke this truth with his final breath, and I dare you to deny it.”

Renard bared his own teeth, smug. “I will deny regicide if you will.”

That was a jab as much as it was a trick, given Renard’s current breathing, pulsing form.

“I was the one Taillefer told.” Luca’s words were clear and direct, and could not be misunderstood. “And considering our history, I don’t believe he was trying to disparage you and improve himself.”

Though few in this room knew the horror of the still-healing wound Taillefer left, nearly all eyes fell to Luca’s chest as his words settled under their skin.

“My point is,” Renard replied, annoyed, “women shouldn’t be allowed to rule on their own. My mother is the prime example as to why—we sit here today, battle-scarred from her emotional whims.”

Amarande could spit. “The same could be said of you.”

“Yes, but I am a legitimate king and heir.” Renard tossed a hand in the general direction of everyone but her. “As is everyone else within this vote.”

Legitimate.

That word was meant to be a kick to the gut, and it was.

Amarande’s dreams for a new Sand and Sky had been unraveling since the moment they’d stepped into this tent, but now Renard intended to draw a blade across every stitch holding it together.

“What is your vote, Your Highness?” Asan goaded. He was nearly smiling. Again.

Renard simply drummed a hand on his knee. “Of course, I vote to keep the status quo. Ardenia must reassess its line of succession.”

Amarande caught eyes with Luca—there was only one move left.

If they wanted status quo, they would get status quo.

“If I cannot rule alone, Luca and I will wed. My throne will be legitimate in the eyes of this barbaric and idiotic law and our kingdoms will be joined.”

Silence followed and Amarande hoped that meant consideration. But as the stillness stretched, she realized they were simply volleying for who would give an answer for the majority. Of course, Zavier took up the mantle, his expression again drawn from Geneva’s collection. “I do not believe that to be the best solution, Your Highness.”

They’d planned for this. Expected it. Yet Amarande’s frustration over yet another stonewall of her rights—of Luca’s rights—buzzed beneath every inch of her skin, seeping to her very core, aflame and reeling toward full combustion. She leveled her displeasure upon Zavier, who was fast becoming the very face of the patriarchy in her mind’s eye. “Excuse me?”

“My kingdom barely survived the hours-long marriage between Pyrenee and Basilica,” he said, lining out exactly the objection she’d dreaded. “I do not believe the continent can handle such a union again.”

“I concur.”

“Pyrenee as well.”

“Two psychopaths with plans to murder each other are not the norm,” Amarande insisted. “We are not that.”

“We are truly in love,” Luca added, “as we have proven time and again, publicly.” His eyes slid to Renard. “As you have just attested with your own opinion.”

Zavier ignored Luca, his reply pointed, searing, and directed to Amarande. “Your word is not sound, Your Highness. We just detailed your litany of lies moments ago—Renard, Ferdinand, yourself. All lies upon lies, birthed at the Itspi.”

“I—no. No, none of them were my lies. I have only told the truth. Luca has only told the truth.” Amarande’s eyes skittered to her love, who was nodding right along. “We love each other and would marry even if we were common folk.”

“Perhaps you should abdicate and do just that.”

Amarande whirled to glare at Renard, whose teeth were bared in the most satisfied of smiles. “What? No—”

“Your Highness Amarande,” Renard interrupted, leaning forward, as if a confidant and not an enemy, “you must marry someone who is not the head of a kingdom or step back and reinstate your brother, as from what I understand, he is recognized as your legitimate heir.”

He was. In all the official paperwork that Joseba had insisted upon, Ferdinand would take control of Ardenia if anything were to happen to her.

Anything was not supposed to mean a coup of preference from her allies.

Amarande’s anger beat like a drum at her temples.

“That is unreasonable. I refuse to toss my people back into a tailspin upon the whims of other rulers.”

Renard’s eyes glittered, amused as her tone veered into what could be called an outburst. He clearly thought that merely by standing firm but furious, she’d proven his point about a woman’s emotions coloring her decisions.

“You will,” Renard insisted, “or you’ll be in violation of the compact of the union of the Kingdoms of the Sand and Sky.”

Amarande’s fingers twitched for her boot knife, and perhaps Luca knew, because he put up a placating hand. “How much time do we have to sort this out?”

Here, Councilor Menon from Pyrenee gave a nasty old smile. “I believe a week is fair.”

Luca’s hand dropped to his lap. “That’s not enough time.”

“It’s exactly the same amount of time you gave us ahead of this conclave to sort out our own matters of succession,” Menon replied, clearly gloating over this twist of events.

Moldy bastard.

“Perhaps we could meet at the Itspi in a week,” Osana suggested. “The lack of travel will give Ardenia additional time to think it over.”

“To mount an attack upon us when we arrive, you mean, my darling daughter,” Zavier scoffed, turning on this surprise suggestion by Osana in a way that caused her to shrink back and Ferdinand to stiffen beside Amarande.

Renard clapped both hands together, almost as if he were proposing a toast. “No, please come to King’s Crest. Her Highness cannot hide behind stone walls if she is my guest, and the Bellringe’s secluded location will make it impossible for Ardenia to mount an attack upon all of us.”

It was most certainly not impossible, but that was beside the point.

Tears pinched at Amarande’s eyes as the other kingdoms agreed to the terms in quick succession. Luca sat, still and sober, all blood drained from his face.

A week.

A week to decide the fate of two kingdoms and two hearts before marching into the Mountain Lion’s den.

It was an ultimatum, but it felt like a death sentence.





CHAPTER 28


“HOW in the stars is he alive?”

Amarande held that question in for the remainder of the conclave proceedings. Proceedings in which they did not change a single damn law. Not for succession, not for marriage rights, not for anything at all. The Kingdom of Torrence was added into all currently standing agreements and that was it.

A thousand years of the same old blasted thing despite five new leaders.

The status quo. The patriarchy. The traditional Sand and Sky. All buffeted by a stars-damned ghost who broke up every tie vote until the entire meeting was a litany of three-to-two decisions with Amarande and Luca on every losing side.

Worse, Amarande’s vote was officially counted as “the will of Ardenia” because they wouldn’t count her as queen in her own right. Ferdinand and Joseba had to visibly agree to every single yay or nay from her side, even though there was one vote per kingdom on each and every issue.

Now ensconced with Luca and Ferdinand in the privacy of the Ardenian royal tent, Amarande felt as if she was completely coming apart at the seams. Every piece of her unraveling until she was a spool of fraying yarn upon the furnishings.

“He should be in the stars,” she spat, amending her previous statement as she tore across the space, her boots stomping sand inelegantly all over the rugs until she ran out of room and had to wheel around to keep pacing. “He isn’t real. He cannot be real.”

“He’s real. He’s here. And we can’t change that.”

Luca was right, of course, he was, but Amarande still shook her head forcefully enough that her love and her brother wobbled in her fury-filled vision as she paced toward where they stood, arms crossed over their chests, letting her rant at them.

“I could change that.” Amarande lunged at the naked air before her as if she had Renard by the neck. “Just my blade, hacking straight through that smug smile of his.”

“An assassin’s smile would be cleaner,” Ferdinand replied with cold precision. Amarande glanced up, surprised he’d even said a thing. Perhaps figuring out how to kill a man who should be dead was a terrific distraction for a heart broken by Koldo’s death.

Actually, yes, she knew this to be true from personal experience.

Amarande tossed up her hands. “That’s true. I’m so disgusted, I’m overcomplicating his next death.”

“It was a poetic idea, Ama—cuts right to the heart of the fact that Renard’s even more two-faced than I imagined.” Ferdinand was in full glower. “I can see exactly how he’s the type of man to want to marry you or kill you. Everything about him is wrong.”

“I appreciate that assessment because how in the stars could the rest of them just go on with that meeting like it’s completely normal to have a man presumed dead voting? I should’ve just stabbed him right there a second time.”

“I’ll stab him now if you like,” Ferdinand deadpanned. “Then perhaps they’ll believe it to have happened.”

Luca threw his arms wide. “We cannot—you cannot, I cannot, Amarande cannot. Nobody is allowed to kill Renard a second time.”

“Why not?” Amarande and Ferdinand asked, their words piling on top of one another into one question.

“Because,” Luca addressed them both, frantic exasperation leeching past his usual calm, “he’s here, he’s alive, and killing him now will mean war. Not just with Pyrenee but with the others, who think we’re out of our minds.”

“Out of our minds?” Amarande pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes until she could see the stars Renard should be within. “We’re not out of our minds—that thing is not of this earth. He was dead. We saw him die.”

Luca drew himself in carefully, let the knot at his throat bob, and pinned Amarande directly.

“Did we?”

Was Luca truly asking this? Did the others get to him? Make him question what he saw?

“I did.”

Amarande hoped the certainty in her voice would expunge whatever doubt he had. She stopped pacing and dropped to the nearest cushion, too fidgety for a chair. “I thrust the knife. I saw the realization on his face. His lifeblood sprayed my dress. His body fell to the dais.”

“But did you see him die?” Luca pushed, offering her something—a mug of water. He’d poured himself a drink and taken care to bring her some as well. He sat next to her. Ferdinand lowered himself to the wooden chair that had been their father’s and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Ama, did you see him take a final breath? Watch his body go rigid? Feel his soul sail to the stars?”

Amarande paged back to that horrible night.

“I told him on the dais ‘I would rather die,’ tossed my ring at the priest, and the bouquet at the guards to buy time, drew the knife I’d hidden in my bodice, and…”

Suddenly she was reading the recognition on Renard’s face—he saw her expression, the blade, and knew exactly what she was about to do.

“And then I stabbed him—upward thrust, as I’d been taught, catching the heart and the lungs in one.” She swallowed. “I withdrew the knife, his body fell, then Inés was yelling, and the guards rushed in. I leapt off the dais and onto Taillefer … and I didn’t see Renard after that.”

“I didn’t see him either.” Luca’s eyes met hers. “I was so focused on saving you.”

Even after everything, that little admission sent Amarande’s heart soaring into her throat. She squeezed his arm and dropped a kiss to his shoulder. Then, the queen stared at the remaining water in her cup as if it held the answers in its depths.

It did not.

“Even if he somehow survived…” A gust of wind tore at the tent, all sides fluttering against the stakes as Amarande’s words fell to the space between them. “How would Inés have convinced her council to move on her behalf if he wasn’t dead? And Taillefer—he believed it and regretted his role in Renard’s death with his whole rotten heart. Taillefer lied about much, but I believe that admission of pain was an honest one. I do.”

Luca sighed. “None of it makes sense.”

Ferdinand crashed his hands together, one fist to a cupped palm, and the chair protested his shift in weight with a pointed crack. “It doesn’t, but that thing is unnatural, and it must die.”

Amarande concurred but Luca was right. They couldn’t outright kill Renard a second time, especially here and now, and with the union of kingdoms already so set against Amarande, and by extension, Luca. But this problem needed to be addressed before it festered more—stamp it out, burn it out, seal the wound.

“I must speak with Renard.” Amarande was already standing before finishing the sentence, angling toward the tent exit. “Alone—either of you coming with me will only fortify his belief that I need constant male support for any sort of diplomacy.”

Ferdinand’s protest was immediate. “But—”

She cut him off with a useful errand of his own to continue to divert his grief. “Brother, perhaps you can visit Osana, check upon her wounds, and inquire as to if she’s spied any caracaras to her father. We know Geneva and her brother keep in touch, but we don’t know exactly where his loyalties lie currently. I’d imagine it’s quite touch-and-go now that he has an entire kingdom under his control.”

Barely pausing, she turned to Luca—who also very much needed something to do. “Visit your people, deliver the news that Torrence is formally renewed as a standing kingdom of the Sand and Sky. They need to hear it from you, directly.”

Luca snagged her hand, forcing her to pause. “Ama, it’s not safe—”

“It’s perfectly safe.” Amarande squeezed his hand lovingly before prying her own free. “We both know Renard can barely hold a sword let alone use it, and if he so much as touches a hair on my head, the entire Ardenian army will storm his tent.”

“But—”

“Luca, despite my earlier frustrations, I agree with you. I can’t kill Renard here and now. I promise I won’t draw my blade unless he does. Any act of aggression from me, actual or perceived, would worsen things for me, you, and our people.”

The queen gave them both her most winning smile as she backed toward the exit. “I do have a modicum of restraint, you know. And I know when to use it.”





CHAPTER 29


PYRENEE’S contingent was ensconced on the northern edge of the conclave camp. It was a much smaller group than Amarande anticipated, but then again, she’d already been reprimanded for the massive presence of Ardenia—thanks to Koldo’s surprise army regiment—at the conclave.

The summer sun was ducking behind the western mountains by the time she arrived, the cook fires at full steam, and the scents of herbed game and new potatoes swimming in its juices, along with fresh bread, and the sting of uncasked Madiran, mingling in the night.

Amarande’s stomach rumbled as she approached the royal pavilion—two aubergine-clad guards standing attentively outside. Surprisingly, the entrance was drawn open—something unexpected—and Amarande didn’t have to utter a word to the guards about seeing the king because he saw her first.

“Leave your blade at the door, Your Highness.” Renard’s voice was more playful than it had any right to be—his confidence as ridiculous as ever after a very successful conclave of denying every single thing she requested.

Coolly, she replied, “I don’t plan to use it.”

“Yes, but we both know your penchant for impulse.” She could almost hear the eyebrow-raise in Renard’s flat voice. “Your plan is irrelevant.”

“Fine.” Amarande removed the dagger from her boot—the knife that’d killed Renard the first time. She thrust it at the nearest guard. “If anything should happen to my knife, I won’t hesitate to use your own in doling out punishment.”

To her surprise, Renard laughed. “She means it, Pierre.”

The guard nodded at his king and Amarande swept past him and into the interior of the royal tent—the flaps falling closed behind her. The space was much like that of the king’s chambers she had seen at the Bellringe before their wedding. All oiled wood, leather, and furs that had the must and marks of age. King Louis-David hadn’t been prone to war or travel, and Amarande mused that the contents of this tent might be a century old or more.

Renard reclined in a massive bejeweled-and-gilded wooden chair that was completely inappropriate for the setting, and too heavy to boot—Amarande pitied the horse that had the distinct pleasure of hauling it a hundred miles to be this idiot’s window dressing in a scene such as this. With a sweep of his hand, Renard gestured to a far less fancy yet still gaudy guest chair across a ridiculously ornate table. Amarande remained standing—she didn’t plan to stay a moment longer than necessary.

A tick of displeasure flickered in his jaw before Renard crossed one leg over the other and attempted to play coy. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit, Your Highness?”

He knew exactly why she was here, and only intended to annoy her. Amarande wound her arms across her chest and narrowed her eyes. “How?”

“You’ll have to be more specific, Your Highness.”

The queen approached with a furious gait, hoping the voluminous skirts of her formal gown masked the anger her body would not cloak on its own, until she was gripping the back of the empty chair with white-knuckled hands.

Perhaps it was best that she’d left her blade outside—Amarande knew she shouldn’t kill him, but she wanted to. She wanted to end him and everything he stood for. The smirking patriarchy, the archaic laws, the type of environment where a woman raised to lead could be bested by men of all stripes—a bastard, a dead man.

She ached to snuff it all out. Instead, she stuffed that want down as forcefully as she could.

“How are you here? Breathing? Talking? Playing stupid just to watch my temper flare?”

Renard simply smiled. It was a harsher thing than it had been previously. That smooth expression of a boy who knew he was a storybook rendering come to life was gone, or at least not entirely whole. As fractured as the glacier blue of his gaze. Shadows lingered in every hollow of his face, even in the flattering light of the candles upon every surface, and there was a sharpness to his features that hadn’t been there before. Whether the change was out of injury or anger or both Amarande did not know.

“I’m here because I was meant to be Pyrenee’s king. It’s as simple as that.”

“No, you cannot boil all that has happened since our wedding down to that.”

“Why not? My mother and brother were pretenders to the Pyrenee throne. Is it any wonder they are in the stars as we speak? I am the rightful king, and I am still here. Nothing they did and nothing you could do can change that.”

“I refuse to believe it.”

“You refuse to believe many things that are good for you, Amarande.”

Slowly, Renard rose to his full height. He wasn’t as tall as Luca or Ferdinand, but he still looked down upon Amarande in a way that was meant to make her feel small. Insignificant. Less.

The queen took a step back, attempting to put distance between them yet hoping that she would not appear to be backing down. This only made his eyes shine with amusement as he caught her wrist and thrust her open palm to his chest. Renard slid her fingers under his doublet, to the thin linen tunic below. His skin was too hot, and beneath the feverish warmth was the unerring drumbeat of his heart.

Strong, true, undeniable. Real. And somehow so much worse than simply feeling his pulse earlier.

No, no, no. None of this could be.

The reflexes Amarande had perfected in the meadow kicked in, her fingertips curling around the fabric of Renard’s tunic. She yanked upward as her other hand scrambled to wrench aside the doublet hem. Suddenly, the naked skin of Renard’s torso was bare in the candlelight.

And there, in the soft spot under his ribs, was proof that Amarande had stabbed him.

The deep wound was rife with sutures and ringed in flat black—the skin deadened like Luca’s snakebit leg.

Amarande blinked at the damage she’d done.

The proof.

The truth.

Renard didn’t move to cover himself. In fact, as her hands fell away, he caught the fabric and pulled off both the doublet and tunic. Tendons firing and muscles flashing lithely under his burning skin, Renard proved in more ways than one that he was vibrant and whole as he tossed the clothing away.

“I’m alive, Amarande, despite all you’ve done.”

She took a step back, head shaking though her vision could not blink free of what should have been a mortal wound.

His heart and lungs, punctured in one fell swoop.

Renard only moved toward her, that smile slipping back into place. The storybook prince and a nightmare in one.

“I am alive. I am king. And you are right back where you were after your father’s death. A princess who cannot be queen without marriage, a girl in love with a boy she cannot wed, and a ruler whose kingdom hangs in the balance between what she wants and what it needs.”

Amarande was certain Renard couldn’t properly wield a blade, but there were other ways for him to cut her to the bone. And he was particularly good at using words as a weapon. Not clever like Taillefer. Just mean. Smug. So sure that he had her pegged and put in her place.

Every muscle in Amarande’s body tensed, strong legs drilled into the rugs and sand beneath her boots, as she held her position and snared him right in the eye. “You don’t get to define what I am.”

This only made him break into laughter.

“Ah, but the Sand and Sky does, which means I do have a say.” Renard’s dead eyes smiled, cruel. “Unfortunate for you, Amarande, because it very easily could’ve been us. Us succeeding. Us ruling. Unstoppable us.”

Amarande’s stance grew stronger, her anger replacing her shock like a fresh coat of paint upon a ship’s bow. “It has never been us in any capacity. It has been you and it has been me.”

Her words only emboldened him. Renard stalked closer, shirtless and dangerous in the candlelight. It forced her back, away from his too-warm, too-naked skin, and Amarande bumped into the chair that would’ve been hers.

“Yes, us. You deny what’s right in front of your face. Our fates have always been tied. We wouldn’t have had to go through all of this if you’d just accepted that I was the best one for you. Your stableboy would’ve been safe, your people, too. Now you’ve chained them to a crown you cannot keep, set them up for invasion, war, or some other travesty. All because of what? Your own rash decisions? Your belief that your love—lust, more like—was worth more than a coolheaded political transaction?”

Amarande’s fists coiled tightly in the swell of her garnet skirts. “Coolheaded political transaction? Is that how you picture yourself when you decided to poison my father and set all of this in motion?”

Heat crowded her as it rolled off his skin, and Renard cocked a hip and tossed his head back. “Are we seriously litigating this again?”

Amarande bared her teeth. It was what he wanted—to bring her claws out, to distract her, and yet she did it anyway, because she wanted to lash out. To create pain in the wake of her own.

“It seems no one else in the Sand and Sky will. So, yes, we are litigating this and your plan!” The humid, suffocating presence of him made her blood burn. “You killed my father, and then pursued me. You were never the best for me, I was the best for you, given your mother’s inclinations.”

“Ah, so you do see it.”

“What I see is cold, calculating, and completely and utterly devoid of any understanding of human nature.” Renard had the audacity to chuckle softly, but Amarande wasn’t finished. “If you really believed it could be us against the world, why on earth did you not even take the time to figure out who I am? All you did was push my hand—”

“Taillefer hired the pirates, not me. You know that.”

“I do. He had his own reasons to make you king.” Taillefer’s admission on their raft played in her mind—the cautionary tale of someone who got everything he’d ever wanted and hated every moment of his success. A weight gathered in Amarande’s throat and when she responded, her voice was but a rasp. “And he regretted it in the end.”

Renard scoffed again, attempting to look amused in the same way his brother always had—like everything was a joke—but it didn’t play right on his features.

“Taillefer lied to you, Amarande, and you lie to yourself, I see. What did he tell you on your journey to make you have a soft spot for the person who compelled you to murder me the first time?”

“The truth.”

The smile dropped and again Renard was right in front of Amarande, crowding her space in a worse way than he had that day at the funeral when he’d attempted a public display of consolation and got his own sword pressed to his chest for his trouble. Those sharp and beautiful eyes of his bore into her, and she gave what she could right back to him—stubborn, defiant, strong, despite being backed against the hefty chair.

Amarande had spent a lifetime learning exactly how to stare down a threat. And this was a threat in every way, from his forced proximity to the sneer in his eyes, to the truth of his life in the heat rolling off his naked chest, laying bare the pumping blood and pounding heart behind.

“The truth, Amarande,” Renard whispered, so close, too close, “is that I said my vows. You’re the one who didn’t keep them.”

That verbal hit knocked her breath away.

They had nearly completed the ceremony. Every last bit of it that would have tied them together and led to a coronation for them both.

One word, one ring, one kiss away from it all.

Renard had said “I do.” Amarande never had. She’d heard the vow, gathered her courage and …

“No,” she insisted, now, as fiercely as she could, “I simply said I would rather die. I expected to die that day. A life for a life, that was my last wish.…”

His death. Her life.

Now his life. Her living hell.

Fingers trembling, Amarande slid out from between the chair and the King of Pyrenee, backing toward the exit.

Away from the heat and reality of Renard. Her first kill no more.

Renard did not chase her. Did not force her to stay. Did not even admonish her for leaving. Instead, he tilted his head, and savored Amarande’s retreat with the last word.

“Be careful with those wishes, Your Highness. Sometimes wishes come true but not as you hoped.”





CHAPTER 30


THE Basilican tents were arranged in a series of tight circles, with the extravagantly grand royal tent at the very center. Though Basilica had admonished Ardenia for bringing a large percentage of its vast army, the truth was that it’d brought at least half a regiment itself as an escort.

Ferdinand didn’t know if that was as protection, or provocation.

All he knew was that it was incredibly inconvenient for seeing Osana.

She’d been whisked away from the healers’ tent upon the arrival of the Basilican caravan. And kept from Ferdinand ever since.

Seeing her at the conclave had been a surprise both pleasant and infuriating—it was impossible for them to say barely anything at all to each other, let alone have a true conversation. Not with her father so close by.

Ferdinand entered Zavier’s camp and was immediately stopped by guards, sweating profusely after an entire day under the searing Torrentian sun while wrapped in the deep brown uniforms of the Basilican regiments.

“What is your business with Basilica, Your Highness?”

“I am here at the request of Princess Osana.”

The men shared a glance, and then the shorter of the two motioned to a third man, who stood within the next ring of protection. In a quick exchange of orders, the third soldier disappeared and within a few minutes’ time, King Zavier himself and a handful of personal guards surrounded Ferdinand.

Osana wasn’t with them.

The king greeted him with a smile that widened ever so slightly as Ferdinand scanned the faces for hers, only to come up empty. “My condolences on your birth mother, Ferdinand. I know you had most recently connected.”

“Thank you, Your Highness. It is a most terrible loss for me.” That was an understatement, but that pain was currently as deep as it could go, and this was the very last man who would see it. If Zavier expected a reference to Koldo to rattle Ferdinand, the king would be sorely disappointed. “I do appreciate the gesture but I didn’t come for condolences.”

“I suspected not.”

Ferdinand waited for more, but when it didn’t come, he pressed on. “Your Highness, you know why I’m here.”

“I do.”

“Why can’t I see her?”

Though his demeanor was that of a particular type of learned royal benevolence, there was a cold glint to Zavier’s eyes—one Ferdinand recognized from Geneva’s time as Warlord in the moments her mask was pulled aside. “I’m afraid Princess Osana is indisposed with quite the complex treatment for her serious stab wound.”

Yet another pointed blow, but Ferdinand didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t give Zavier anything at all. If Ferdinand and Amarande shared any trait the most obvious one was that both were more stubborn than the worst mule on earth. He moved to sit where he currently stood. “I will wait for the treatment to be completed.”

Zavier’s lips twitched, and he held out a placating hand. Ungloved, the palm was soft—no calluses from swordwork. For all his bluster, this king likely did nothing more strenuous than paperwork. “That will not be necessary, Ferdinand. The princess will not be available to you tonight. Or before our decampment, I’m afraid.”

Standing tall again, Ferdinand asked, “Why can’t I see her?”

The king chuckled, making a show of his jollity though his eyes remained hard, piercing, angry. “Boy, I told you to keep my daughter safe. I arrived to find her gravely injured and newly sewn up. Survival is not safe. You are fortunate I haven’t taken an arm for the danger you put her in.”

The danger he had put her in? Zavier couldn’t be serious.

“Did Osana tell you what happened?”

“It doesn’t matter that you didn’t stab her, Your Highness, you didn’t keep her safe. My daughter is stubborn, but I won’t blame her, I’ll blame you.”

Ferdinand watched this man, who’d sent his daughters into a lion’s den years earlier, knowing exactly what he was doing. Osana and Celia hadn’t come to the Warlord’s camp on a whim. They were sent for that life. One that would give them a power they could not have as the great-grandchildren of the father-in-law to the continent, and women in a thousand-years-deep patriarchy, besides.

And though maybe once he had wanted Osana to come into her own power through lessons taught by his sister, Zavier now seemed determined to regain his daughter as a possession rather than allowing her the agency to handle the consequences of her own choices.

“Why not blame Geneva? It was your sister’s man who stabbed Osana.” Ferdinand didn’t care that the king’s men were close enough to hear, to wonder. This was a secret that they should rightfully know if they were to place their lives on an arrow’s tip for this man. “Or is it too inconvenient to believe that perhaps you never should have sent your daughters to apprentice with the Warlord in the first place?”

True anger shaded more than the king’s eyes now. His full mouth stretched into a bloodless line, a muscle working in his jaw. He wore his sword and dagger at his hips, the same as Ferdinand, who didn’t miss the nearly imperceptible twitch of the king’s soft hand toward the Basilican steel. “It does you no favors to question my choices, boy.”

Your choices. Not hers. Never hers.

Ferdinand’s stoic glare didn’t flicker. “It does you no favors to turn a blind eye to your own mistakes, Your Highness.”

Zavier gathered the few remaining hints of feigned geniality and arranged them in his expression and reply, masking the anger poorly. His face was soured into something as disappointing as stale bread. It still looked kingly from a distance, but in truth it was already rotten. “As lovely as this conversation has been I must attend to my supper. Good night, Ferdinand.”

And with that, the king turned, but motioned to the guards to stay, a physical barrier between Ferdinand and the camp.

Between Ferdinand and Osana.

Still, he did not retreat, and instead stood, oxen shouldered and watching the royal tent in the silvering distance. Ferdinand waited, appearing bored, but truly was as attentive as possible, hope clawing at the pieces of his shattered heart as they clattered into something of a heartbeat in his chest.

After several moments, his reward came.

Zavier’s procession was slow and plodding as he wound his way to the inner circle and his tent—no, pavilion, for it was even larger and more imposing than any of the others, having once belonged to Domingu and his ego—and in that opportunity came a little movement from the pavilion’s back corner.

The silhouette of a fancy gown flickered, lopsided with Osana’s one arm still in a sling. Then, with an efficiency and spirit only that girl would have, Osana raised the sword she received from Amarande, holding it up just enough that the shiny tip caught the direct rays of the setting sun, twinkling a secret message just for him.

It was a system they’d used in the Warlord’s camp. When Osana was charged with the duties of a spy simply because Geneva didn’t like the way Ferdinand looked at her. When she was in camp, playing a rancher’s daughter given for penance, she would send him messages with anything bright and shiny. Three blinks, two blinks, one long one—all had their significance in their little world of two.

And this message, one long one, enduring and endearing in its meaning, caused him to nod his head just enough so that she might know it was received and understood: I will come to you.



FERDINAND waited in his tent for an hour. He didn’t know when Osana would come, only that she would. The problem, though, wasn’t that their system didn’t allow for precise timing. It was that alone with his thoughts, the darkness crept in.

His mother’s dying words.

Her spirit lifting.

Her love draped about him as surely as the sharp sense of loss he felt for all those years they hadn’t had before and would never have after.

For as strong as he was, Ferdinand couldn’t sit with that darkness long. Not yet. It was too fresh, too encompassing. And it muddled with a strange sense of confusion he’d had over Geneva’s murder of Alasne. She’d shown love in blood … and then hurt him more than he’d thought possible. It all made him as seasick as he’d felt on the Gatzal with no land in sight.

Ferdinand left his tent. He motioned to the nearest man in Ardenian regalia. A lieutenant. “I’ll be with the queen. If I receive a visitor, retrieve me at once.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Then, Ferdinand slipped away to confront the things he could control.





CHAPTER 31


STEAMING platters of supper sweated upon the table and Amarande was pacing a rut as long and deep as the Divide in the rugs about the floor when Luca arrived.

“You’re not covered in blood—I assume that means your modicum of restraint held fast.”

Though the jab was delivered in his typical gentle tone, Amarande startled at the sound, her head whipping round—she’d been so lost in both revulsion and frustration about Renard that she hadn’t noticed Luca until he spoke.

Trained in all the arts of a warrior and yet she suddenly had no idea how long he’d been standing at the tent entrance, holding it open so that his familiar strength was framed by the full black of a Torrence night. It was the kind of darkness that seeped down and touched the skin, the stars one with the air around.

The blazing light of the brazier fire painted his handsome features in such a way that Amarande lost a step just looking at him, some of the fury within her receding as she could not help but smirk—a little.

“It did. Though he sorely tested me.”

His dimples flashed. “His most recent experience with you hasn’t quelled his death wish.”

“Unfortunately not.”

Luca dropped into a chair at the table, taking in the spread prepared by the camp with hungry eyes—buttered hare, honeyed beetroot, sheepherders’ bread, and a mixture of dried figs and cherries for a sweet treat. None of it touched.

Just as the night before, Amarande was making a habit of letting all her food grow cold. Luca ripped off a hunk of bread and held it out. “Tell me about it—but first, eat, please. You’re terrible about sustenance when you’re agitated.”

Amarande stopped pacing and stared at the bread a moment too long before rushing forward, accepting it. The crust hot against her fingers, she took a bite without a word and dropped into the chair across from Luca.

A pang of guilt for Taillefer and his raw potato offering swelled in her throat as Amarande swallowed. He regretted Renard’s death as much as she did—what would he think now? And what would he do about it? Celebrate in relief, guilt abated at a second chance? Or scheme a way to end Renard for good?

If Amarande were being honest, for as horrified and frustrated as she was about Renard’s reemergence, and for as vociferous as she was about murdering him again, she actually stood somewhere in the middle of those two extremes. She didn’t know if this was a blessing or a curse. Only that the finality of losing Koldo and her father weighed on her heart in a much different way than the peace she’d made with Renard’s death and the subsequent cauldron of competing feelings that swelled within her now.

He was alive.

But he would hurt her. Hurt Luca. Hurt the continent.

Was it just days ago that Amarande wore the title of queen while watching Luca accept his own destiny, finally feeling as if the ground had shifted in their favor? Now it was as if they were in a valley, enemies revealing themselves one by one from the high ground.

“Well, he’s definitely alive.” Amarande let her eyes flutter near-closed, embarrassment clawing through her belly. “I may have attacked his shirt to ensure that he actually had a wound to the chest.”

Luca coughed, nearly choking on a fig. “Really?”

“Yes. Yanked up his tunic and doublet and there it was, evidence that I really did stab him at the wedding—upward thrust, under the rib cage, deep enough to catch both the lungs and heart.”

Amarande tried to deliver the news as Koldo would have—straightforward, no emotion—but her voice cracked at the end.

The evidence was there. True. But everything after it had been a lie. Apparently.

“The wound has been stitched up and salved, but the skin is black with necrosis. Similar to your leg but worse somehow? Like it’s spreading—black gold on water.”

Yes, that was exactly how it’d looked.

Silence hung between them, and Amarande’s own sutures—in her arm and leg—called to her. She almost ripped up her sleeve to stare at them in comparison—they were somewhat inflamed despite all the salves and ointments in the world but certainly weren’t black like that.

Luca fiddled with his collar. His chest injury had a similar healing timeline and under far worse conditions than a sickbed or wherever Renard had been kept after the wedding, and yet she’d seen it just the other night, healing well, no blackness or even red irritation to speak of at this point.

“Was there anything else unusual?”

Amarande was nodding before even formulating what she meant to say—every bizarre note of her encounter with Renard spilling one on top of the other as she tried to deduce what might matter as much as the spreading black. “He’s fevered. Like he’d sat so close to a fire he’d singed his clothes, but there were only candles burning.”

“Strange.”

An understatement. Very few men could have survived a strike like that and live to tell. And only under the best care available … which gave Amarande an idea.

“The medikua—she was on the Pyrenee ship, was she not?”

Luca had been been privy to the initial search of Inés’s royal ship after Geneva’s escape and Taillefer’s death, while Amarande was still knocked out after losing far too much blood in one final fight with her mother. “Yes. Inés paid her to travel to Pyrenee with her party after the funeral, ostensibly to help improve, um, her moon cycle ahead of her marriage to Domingu.”

Of course. The original plan, per Renard himself: Geneva would marry Domingu and bear a joint heir before Renard came of age. Or, apparently, kill off Renard with poison like she did Louis-David, if the current king was to be believed. Amarande did not believe much but considering her new understanding of Taillefer before his death, this rang true.

“Perhaps the medikua attended to Renard’s injuries?” Even as the question slipped from her lips Amarande did not want to believe it.

From the tent entrance came the clearing of a throat, then her brother’s voice. “I will fetch the medikua.”

Yet again, her sixth sense was off. Flustered, Amarande threw up a hand. “Ferdinand? Yes, but wait—”

When he turned around, she saw that the anger he’d thrived upon earlier was all burned up—he looked absolutely exhausted. Amarande almost hesitated, but she recognized that need to feel anything other than what was left. It was why she so often sought steel and Luca when overfull with thought or emotion. She could barely sit alone with her own thoughts after Sendoa’s death, and Koldo’s was not more palatable. Ferdinand’s pain was a different shape and something she could not touch. She’d keep him as busy as possible if it would allow him peace. “Did you speak with Osana? Did you learn anything of where Basilica stands when it comes to Geneva?”

Ferdinand’s whole body seemed to slump, his shoulders pulling forward toward his ears as his passive face showed nothing. “Zavier wished me condolences about Koldo but claimed Osana was indisposed with a very complex treatment to her stab wound.”

Amarande muttered, “If she truly needed such a specialized regimen he shouldn’t have forced her to sit all day in the conclave.”

That earned her the slightest flicker of a smirk from her brother. There and gone, but still present in the dryness of his reply. “I will bring the medikua straightaway.”

The task underway, Amarande leaned back against her chair until it surrendered a satisfying crack, and she plunged the heels of her hands against her eyes. A brilliant band of colors swirled against her eyelids, but then as the pressure dissipated, there again was Renard’s stunned face as the knife went in—shock, draining blood, and anger. So much anger.

Amarande opened her eyes. Luca watched her patiently, giving her space to digest, to think, to be. No pressure, no expectation, no ego pressing her into accounting for her thoughts.

The words came and vanished from her tongue, her lips dropping open before pulling up short. Luca waited. Finally, she took one creaky breath and looked him in the eye.

“The medikua is talented, very talented but … I know what I did. I know it like it’s a very piece of me. I’ve lived with the weight of what I did for every moment since that blade slipped into his chest. I just cannot believe Renard survived what I did to him.”

Amarande’s voice was nearly a whisper when she finished.

The specter of regret still lived in the pit of her belly from the long days during which she’d worried she’d killed Renard in vain—Luca lived through Taillefer’s torture, to be sure—even though it was papered over by the surefire truth that Renard had indeed poisoned her father. She believed those dying words of Taillefer’s as much as she believed that she’d killed Renard with her own strength and blade.

And now she wasn’t sure what was true.

Any of it?

Suddenly, Luca was beside Amarande, pulling her to her feet. His strong arms wrapped gently around her, careful of her newly mended sutures, hugging her solidly to his chest. Amarande buried her face into his clothes, woodsmoke mingling with the clove oil and honey protecting his healing skin. She felt tight, safe, whole. “Perhaps he’s a ghost.”

Amarande sighed. “I would almost feel better believing that.”

They stayed pressed together like that for so long, dawn could’ve come and Amarande would have believed it. Every bit of air away from Luca felt as if it were teeming with monsters of her own making, created simply because she would not accept the future designed for her by others.

No. That wasn’t fair.

This happened because Renard couldn’t wait for his kingdom. Because he decided to take his own fate into his hands by murdering her father with Taillefer’s poison.

It wasn’t her fault.

It was simply the undying patriarchy of the Sand and Sky that made her feel that way.

Amarande drew in a steadying breath, buoyed by the certainty that Luca’s shoulder felt like solid ground.

“You’re right, though, Luca. It doesn’t matter how Renard still breathes, it only matters that he’s alive and brimming with enough spite to make our lives hell.”

With Renard, there was always more. He may have been the deciding vote for the status quo of the Sand and Sky at the conclave, but he wouldn’t stop there.

Amarande knew it.

Luca knew it, too. “We won’t let him do that.”

His words were a comfort and a promise—salve and suture in one.

Luca shifted to plant a kiss to her temple—and that was when Amarande’s shock and anger gave way to the cool suffocation of a certain sadness. An insurmountable wall of it, surrounding her. Locking away her hopes for creating a new Sand and Sky. Now those hopes withered in the darkness of others’ orders—no light, stale air, certain death.

“I don’t understand how it has all gone so wrong.”

To Amarande’s own ears, her voice sounded small. Miniscule. Weak. It seemed to be happening more and more of late, this loss of volume and space, even as her power supposedly grew. It would be beyond embarrassing if this weren’t Luca. Someone who had lived alongside her fits and rages and still found ways to love her. He could love this version, too.

“We were right, weren’t we? Right to fight back, right to fight for what is ours, right to fight for—”

“It all,” Luca finished. “Yes, we were right. And what we asked for today—both your right to rule on your own and the chance to marry—were not inappropriate.”

The words marched into the firelit air, and somehow, even after everything, that familiar flush of wild embarrassment came over Amarande, the same as it was when she first kissed him after she’d rescued him from the pirates.

They’d talked about this.

And yet even putting it into the negative space between them felt raw and mortifying. Her heart’s desire. Right there.

Her words came out in a rush, the panic as undeniable as the hot flush creeping up her cheeks.

“I’m sorry I brought up the suggestion of marriage without first warning—”

“No, no, Ama, no.”

Luca shifted so that she might see his whole expression. Kind. Sweet. Perhaps a little flushed, too.

“I want it as much as you do.”

The breath stilled upon Amarande’s lips, the blood in her veins paused. His dimples flashed. His forehead met hers until she saw nothing but his golden eyes.

“No matter the difficulties, we’ll be together, hand in hand, until we’ve made it through it all to the stars. I promise you this always, Ama.”

His lips found hers. The queen’s eyes closed. And in that moment, though Amarande believed Luca with her whole heart, she could not deny the fear creeping through her belly that the stars might come for them first.

“Your Highnesses?”

Ferdinand’s voice came from the entrance, formal and stiff. Though he wasn’t one to panic, the stilted delivery as well as his choice of words spiked a new twinge of fear in Amarande’s blood.

Because utmost formality was what Koldo would do in light of bad news. Like mother, like son.

Amarande steeled herself for another blow. “Please come in.”

Among all the terrible sadness he held for Koldo’s loss, Ferdinand’s green eyes were indeed lit with a new concern as he stepped into the brazier light. The news was delivered without preamble. “The medikua didn’t come with the Ardenian caravan. No one has seen her in several days.”

Amarande blinked at her brother, her fear not fading nor spiking, simply changing into something anew: certainty.

Something between the ancient medicine woman and Renard had occurred. Amarande’s imagination hadn’t run wild. The healer’s absence was an answer, even if it invited more questions.

Though, Ferdinand was prepared for that, too. He stepped aside, allowing entry of Naiara. Someone who could provide answers.

“To what do I owe the honor, Your Highnesses?” The Torrentian healer hadn’t called Luca kidege, “little bird,” since the day it had nearly gotten both herself and Amarande killed. This was partly because of what had transpired but mostly because he was now her king. For the same reason Amarande was no longer “little queen” even though in truth she was exactly that.

Still, Naiara settled upon a cushion and blinked at Amarande and Luca with curiosity. She was old and wry, and very pious—more so since surviving her brush with the firepit. Amarande hadn’t seen the healer in days—she’d left camp at the Itspi early on orders to clear the remaining poison from the Cardenas Scar. Successfully, according to Luca. Then she’d been caring for battle victims hour after hour—they’d lost as many as they’d saved.

“Thank you for coming, we know you’ve had a trying time caring for the injured.” Amarande smoothed her skirt and chose her words carefully. She did not want to be misunderstood. “Naiara, the question I am about to ask comes from desperation. It’s not a reflection on how I feel about the art of healing or your talents. Please understand that I only ask because we are trying to unravel a mystery we don’t entirely understand.”

The healer’s threadbare brows pulled together, expectant.

Amarande squeezed her eyes shut and hoped the woman would not fall over in laughter or stomp straight to the exit at this clear waste of time. “Do you know of a tincture or ritual or prayer or anything else that may bring a person back from the dead?”

When Amarande’s eyes opened, Naiara’s expression had tilted, her brows raised in unmitigated interest. “How dead?”

Amarande exchanged a look with Luca. “Dead dead.”

A knowing smile appeared on the healer’s lips, as wry and intelligent as ever. “Ah, in my world, dead is not always dead, Your Highnesses.” Her golden eyes glittered, and she leaned in as if they were having a much more salacious conversation. “Tell me everything you know about this dead man, and I will tell you how he lives.”



THE answer was akin to magic, in Amarande’s mind.

Astral ember—a tincture, if used soon enough in the proper circumstances, that could preserve the remaining spark in a dying man.

Or woman.

Which led Amarande to grab Ferdinand’s hand and meet Naiara’s lined face with a new plea. “Do you have some of this astral ember?”

“Of course. Any healer or medikua worth her salt—”

“Use it on Koldo!” Amarande cut in, jerking her brother forward as she did so. It was everything she could do not to drag Naiara to her feet from the cushions where she sat. “We’re at thirty-six hours, and you said it is best with a single entry wound within forty-eight hours. I know exactly where she’s been kept for transport to Ardenia.”

“Your Highness, I’m sorry, but that won’t work.”

Amarande reeled as if she’d been struck. The healer hadn’t lashed out—she’d erected a wall, and the queen had smashed herself straight into it.

“Why not?”

Luca was behind her now, arm crossing her back as one palm cupped her shoulder. Strong, supportive. There.

Naiara pulled herself to standing under her own power. She made it a point to take Ferdinand’s other hand in hers, laying kind eyes on his down-turned face.

“I inspected the general’s body myself.…” The healer sounded apologetic, her golden gaze still pinned to Ferdinand for a long moment before looking to Amarande and Luca behind. “You’re right about the injury and the window of time, Your Highness, but the conditions are not right.” Again, she looked to Ferdinand. “I am sorry.”

Amarande’s words came out furious and hurt. Disappointed. “I refuse to believe Renard had more to live for than Koldo. All he cares about is power and revenge—before, after, always. Koldo had Ferdinand, she had her army, she had…”

Me. She had me, too.

“Little Queen.”

The nickname hit her ears as a balm, not a jest, and both its shocking use and the healer’s tone stopped Amarande’s thoughts dead in their tracks.

In that stolen pause, Naiara cuffed Amarande about her upper arms, forcing the queen’s chin to snap up. The woman’s topaz eyes bore into her, steady, serious, wise. Apologetic.

“Life and death are unfair in the same measure, Your Highness. The stars decide, and there’s nothing more we can do.”





CHAPTER 32


KING Renard had no interest in remaining at the Hand after his private encounter with Amarande.

The need for revenge pulsed, satisfied with the day’s events. Replenished. Fed.

As the Ardenian leader stalked away with her own anger, Renard was so nourished indeed, that he didn’t want to be at the Hand for a moment longer.

Short of Amarande’s death, there was literally nothing more Renard could get out of the conclave, and in his mind—which was much clearer than before—spending the night would only serve to provide an opportunity for something less than ideal.

Moreover, the king had a very important meeting for which to prepare.

And so, though supper was barely out of the cook fires, Renard ordered the Pyrenee party to pack up to leave immediately. They drove north several hours before halting for the night in a forest of bent and spindly trees, that, in the pewter relief of the moon at midnight, appeared like the bone-thin hands of death themselves, reaching for the spirits of the stars.

The stiff peaks of home were still so distant they couldn’t be seen with the naked eye, even as dawn came. Renard had once been one for sleeping late, but now it seemed he could barely rest at all, his body like a million bees in a driving hum. Accordingly, he ordered the caravan to continue toward Pyrenee by the rise of dawn, his only concession that his tent stay up long enough for Dunixi to complete his secret treatments. The royal tent was the last item to be packed away.

This pace put them on track to arrive at the Bellringe at midnight.

The morning after their arrival, Renard called for the medikua to resume his treatments with breakfast—Dunixi had been a passable healer on the road but his attention to detail was sorely lacking. More than once Renard’s hands had balled into fists so he wouldn’t ring the boy’s throat and be done with it.

The medikua arrived alongside the breakfast cart with a smile upon her wizened old face.

“My king, I bear good news.”

Renard paused in unbuttoning his nightshirt and stared at the massive leather-bound ledger pressed to the woman’s chest. “Prince Taillefer kept a precise record of the tinctures and potions in his workshop.”

The ledger’s considerable weight rattled the king’s crown and other jewelry as the medikua thudded the book upon Renard’s vanity and opened it to a specific page toward the back. There, in neat lines, was a list of potions, the dates they’d been made, and copious notes upon each—all in Taillefer’s embellished hand.

The medikua stabbed a gnarled finger at an entry halfway down.

“Astral ember. That is the name of the tincture that saved your spark of life. According to the prince’s records, he distilled two bottles of the serum two years ago.”

Renard’s heart fluttered from a near-halt into a steady, thumping beat under the open collar of his tunic as he read Taillefer’s handwriting.

Astral ember: A rare tincture but useful if you can get it. Not useful for multiple wounds or poison, but with a single point of kill, very effective in reviving someone for a limited length of time given the correct conditions.

The king straightened. “DUNIXI!”

The boy plowed into the bedroom immediately—he’d sleep outside Renard’s door like a dog if so ordered. Pathetic yet useful. “Yes, my king?”

“Gather the councilors. Mid-bite on their morning tart, it matters not—I want them in my chambers within the next five minutes.”

“Yes, my king.”

When the three members of the Royal Council appeared in various states of dress and alertness, Renard didn’t even attempt to muster a veneer of pretense. He greeted them in the parlor of the king’s chambers, breakfast cart idle and its contents wilting, as he sat in a large, tufted leather chair, as high and mighty as if he were holding court in the Bellringe’s glittering throne room. Fury crackled beneath his skin, muddled with the promise of a path to survival.

He was upon them the moment they sank to the guest divan.

“Where are the contents of my brother’s workshop?” Renard pointedly looked each of the councilors in the eye. Behind them, Dunixi faded to block the exit. “I assume you know. If you don’t, that’s a serious concern.”

“Part of the dowry, my king,” Menon answered with a surprised swoop to his considerable eyebrows. “Your mother had it all packed away and took it with her to Basilica.”

Renard stood, and all three councilors shot up, too. Perhaps out of obedience or fear, but it didn’t matter whether they sat or stood—he loomed over them. Moreover, he’d already banked copious amounts of their fear to leverage along with his height. “Yes, but then my mother murdered the groom, as you may remember. Surely she recalled the dowry?”

Menon exchanged an ill-advised glance with Collette. Laurent’s eyes were miles away from the fury that Renard knew was already coloring his face. The king’s next question was cutting—he was already so tired of these three and their obvious unspoken communication. “What?”

The lead councilor reset, choosing his words carefully and waiting until the full thought was lined upon his tongue. “It was on the royal ship, in the queen’s quarters, when we left Basilica, my king, but as we departed from Ardenia, we found the crates containing Taillefer’s handicraft were not aboard.”

Renard raised a sharp brow. “Not aboard?”

Menon nodded in confirmation but said no more.

The king took a deep breath, but it didn’t calm the anger lacing tight around his bones. In one swift, satisfying blow, he knocked over the crystal pitcher that held water on his untouched breakfast cart. It fell to the marble floor with a tinkling crash.

Collette hopped back, into the divan, an involuntary gasp upon her lips, as the two old men froze.

“You are aware of what is in those vials, are you not?” Renard asked Menon before pointing his glare at the other two. All three councilors nodded, stricken enough to be reflexively honest. “And yet you’ve lost them? Who else was aboard the ship? Surely the great army of Pyrenee was not idiotic enough to leave such a trove unguarded?”

All three stared blankly back.

Renard felt his fury flash its teeth. His nostrils flared. “Where are Taillefer’s vials?”

After several angry heartbeats so loud Renard was sure even their aged ears could hear the drumbeat outside his own body, Menon unlocked his jaw and raised his cowardly eyes to his king. “It is my understanding from the soldiers who were aboard at the time that Ardenia seized the vials and all other contents of Taillefer’s workshop.”

Renard’s fists bulged, white and static at his sides. “Ardenia seized them? And we let it happen?”

“Yes, my king, it would appear so.” Menon held up two placating palms, soft and cold. “Leadership was not made aware of the missing items until we had long been moving toward Pyrenee.”

“Well then. We must get them back.”

“The Ardenian party will not likely return for—”

“Then have the message waiting for Amarande. Send a bird, a rider, a cannonball straight through the front gate of the Itspi. Amarande will release those vials ahead of the conclave or we will send a regiment to retrieve them ourselves.”





CHAPTER 33


IT was near dawn when the warmth of a palm covered Ferdinand’s mouth.

He startled awake not even realizing he’d finally fallen asleep, his eyes snapping open to the lovely smile of Osana by candlelight. “Hush now, you big ox—you thrash any more, and the candle will go out.”

Ferdinand pushed himself to sitting, and immediately cupped her pointed chin. “I’d light it and ten more to see your face clearly. I’ve missed it. And you.”

He captured her mouth with his, mindful of the candle and her injury, still marked by a sling. Osana’s good arm wrapped about his neck, pulling their kiss deeper, making it as much hers as his. Her skin was cool, the overnight winds leaving their mark as she made her way from the Basilican camp to his tent—the small, single-person kind afforded the Ardenian soldiers. It was what he requested and what he truly preferred. It didn’t leave much room for maneuvering with an extra person, which, in this instance, was not a problem at all. He’d be as close to her as she’d let him be. Now and always.

After a long moment, Osana pulled away, her fingers smoothing a lock of hair from his brow.

“The sun will be up soon—I can’t stay long. But I’ve brought you something.”

Osana set the candle aside, and then the body of a sword was thrust into his waiting palms. Though it was sheathed, Ferdinand immediately recognized it. “This is the sword Amarande gave you.”

“It is, but I want you to have it.”

This weapon had been one he recovered for her in the hours after they’d won back the Itspi from Geneva and staved off war with Taillefer’s crucial defeat of his mother. She’d surrendered it at the gate upon entry to the castle with Urtzi, and he knew she loved it for what it meant between her and Amarande. “No, you need a sword, and she gifted it to you for your service.”

“She did, but as you’ll recall my father has designs on holding me hostage in the steel capital of the Sand and Sky. The Aragonesti is practically swimming in metal—I’ll have no trouble obtaining another weapon. But this, this is special and let me tell you why.”

Despite a lack of leverage because of the careful binding of her sling, Osana slipped the sword a hand’s breadth out of its sheath. Then, she brought the candle close. “See that inscription?”

“Egia?” Ferdinand read aloud. “I don’t know much Old Torrentian. What does it mean?”

Osana’s eyes truly glittered in the flickering candlelight. “Truth.”

Ferdinand’s breath caught, and Osana again set the candle beside them and cradled his face in her small hand. “This was your father’s sword, the twin to the one Amarande carries. Do you know what that one’s called?”

He didn’t.

“Maite—‘love.’”

A stillness settled over them. Ferdinand’s mind was suddenly heavy with all he didn’t know about Sendoa, or the man he was. In the past few weeks, Ferdinand had gathered the clues he could—stories and letters and scribbles on a map—hoping to know his father better, and yet perhaps the swords the man wielded said more about who he was than anything else.

Truth and love—what the Warrior King carried with him into battle to protect Ardenia, and indeed to protect the entire continent.

Osana’s beautiful face tilted in the candlelight. “Do you now see why this was meant to be yours? Amarande’s belief in true love led her to begin the quest we’re on. Your belief in the truth has defined everything you’ve done since you found out what had been hidden from you for so long. I believe you and Amarande are strongest together, and that you were meant to hold this sword, not me.”

The weight of this gift settled heavily on the shards of Ferdinand’s heart, and he found himself staring at the etching until the letters blurred in his vision. He couldn’t look at Osana in that moment, and when he asked the question his voice was smaller than even the flickering flame of the lone candle.

“Does this gift mean a final good-bye for us?”

She gripped him as solidly as she could—Ferdinand had learned that one didn’t need size to have strength, and the ferocity in Osana’s grip was simply a tiny demonstration of the larger whole.

“I will find my way free. I will find my way to you. I promise. My father won’t win—he won’t keep us apart and he certainly won’t keep me locked in those black walls saddled by a title and his imagined duties.”

Her thumb caressed the top of his own. “But I also can’t put you in further danger. His ire is already high and set upon Luca and Amarande besides. I won’t give him a third reason to provoke a fight. You know that if I disappear with you again, he’ll mimic Renard and say you’ve taken me against my will. And these people will believe it because they believe Ardenia will lie at any cost.”

Ferdinand understood this. “I know. And I know my role in that problem.”

“It wasn’t you, it was Geneva. We know it, and they know it, too, but it’s an inconvenience to acknowledge something so obvious.” Osana nodded against him and then pressed her lips to his cheek. “Our separation now isn’t permanent—it’s an inconvenience of our own. We can and will best it. The world will see the truth soon, and we’ll help show them.”

He hoped so. Oh, how he hoped.

Suddenly, Amarande’s request welled up from within, and he had to ask though he hated to make any of this about more than what they meant to each other. Still, it was crucial they know if they had a spy in the meeting room. “Osana, can we trust your father? Is he in league with Geneva?”

She sighed. “They’re after their own power but they still share the same blood.”

Ferdinand met her forehead with his.

“That’s more a riddle than an answer.”

“Yes, but that’s what I can provide.” Osana’s eyes were bright, brighter than the candle flame, and watching him intently, her skin still gently pressed against his. “If I learn more, I’ll tell you. But given the vastly different actions of those who share blood on this continent have shown us … perhaps none of us can be sure of the choice anyone we call family will make when power is involved.”

This made Ferdinand smile, just a little. He squeezed her hand.

“You’re right. Perhaps the loyalty we can rely on most is in the family we choose.”

Osana kissed him again, hard and aching. It was everything and it was not enough to last until they’d meet again.

Then the candle was snuffed out and she was gone.





CHAPTER 34


FOR nearly the entire northern length of the continent, the Divide was a straight drop down steep cliffs into the crystalline water below. This made it nearly impossible to dock a ship along the northern coast of the continent except at the Port of Pyrenee.

Unless one knew exactly where to look.

“That can’t be.” For once, Urtzi’s voice was actually quiet—a trick Ula was sure he’d acquired only in the past week. It was perfectly appropriate, because at the moment, they were pressed against a swell of juniper trees, watching a strange procession from afar.

One by one, the Warlord’s men left their horses with a stand of groomsmen, and then descended into a hole in the earth, only to appear below, where a pirate ship as black as night waited, anchored, along a thin pebble beach ledge about halfway down the giant cliff.

“How many times have we sailed the Divide?” Urtzi asked, attempting to make himself small and completely failing, though the trees and the distance kept them covered. “A hundred? Two hundred?”

“Maybe twenty.”

“Okay,” he answered, not arguing Ula’s accounting. “My point is, we’ve sailed it a lot, and we’ve never seen anything like that.”

Ula leaned a little closer to the cliff, surveying the ship. “We haven’t seen it because the tide has to be just right. If it’s not, the ledge won’t appear, and the tunnel would be waterlogged. Which means if we’re going with them, we have to go right now.”

“Now? We can’t go now. We’ll be exposed. And what about the horses?”

“The horses will go with the grooms.” She gestured to the corral and the hard-faced men there, tying reins together. “Didn’t you see Geneva have a discussion with them? They’re taking the horses somewhere specific. Everyone on that ship will need a horse when they disembark. They’re planning a rendezvous.”

“We should just follow on the horses.”

“No way, we won’t be able to trail them without being caught. Besides, we need to keep eyes on Geneva. Which means we need to be on that ship.”

“And how are we going to do that?” Urtzi asked, brows reaching for his dark curls, wet and sticking from the salt-spray air. It was criminally attractive for a boy who hadn’t bathed in days. “She knows exactly what we look like. It’s not like we can waltz down that tunnel-chute thing and parade around as crew members.”

Ula glanced down at the ship again. Then back to the line of people entering the tunnel—the procession was slowing now, only a dozen or so of the Warlord’s men and women remaining.

“I have a plan, but the timing has to be perfect.”

“Ula—perfect … or what?”

Ula was used to Urtzi bantering about, but the number of questions in this conversation was somewhat staggering when compared to the total sum of queries compiled during their long history together. Urtzi liked following simply because it meant he didn’t have to make decisions. Questions were a step away from making the choice himself. Apparently, he’d recently learned more than how to be quiet.

“Or,” she answered, “we are either caught or float away in the Divide.”

“I don’t like those odds.”

An opinion, too? A completely inconvenient development considering the timing, but an exciting one that proved that being away from Dunixi had done the big lug a world of good.

“We don’t make the odds—we just have to execute.”

Ula captured his hand in hers—and clearly that turn of events stunned Urtzi right back, because his dark eyes went wide with shock as he stared at their suddenly entwined fingers. “Which means we need to go. Now.”

Ula yanked him in the direction of their hidden horses, and, because he was Urtzi, he followed.



THE horses went with the grooms easily enough, though the saddlebags—and the supplies within them—stayed with Ula and Urtzi, as they waited for their chance to tail the last person into the tunnel.

As the Warlord’s crew filed in, Ula’s eyes snagged on a man who set himself apart—waiting atop a large flat-top rock. He was grizzled and salt worn, looked to be of Pyrenee besides, and seemed to purposefully distance himself from the others.

“That’ll be the last of them,” she whispered, nodding to Urtzi. They were hovering near the closest stand of trees, horses already being tied up, waiting for this man to turn for the entrance to the tunnel, so they might rush forward and crowd him.

“He’s got a set of keys around his neck,” Urtzi answered, and, by stars, he was right.

Honestly, Ula didn’t have a plan for how to deal with this man if he challenged them in the tunnel, other than an assassin’s smile and a prayer that he wouldn’t be missed.

After the last in the line descended belowground, the man hauled himself up from his spot on the rock and began angling toward the entrance. Again, Ula clutched Urtzi’s hand, and they began to run—the pounding of their feet upon the flat rock outcroppings of the cliff got the man’s attention, and he netted them in his pinched gaze.

“Off in the woods, were you?” he asked as they rushed forth, his well-lined face crinkling from confused to all-too-knowing. Ula’s blood spiked at the man’s apparent glee as his eyes twinkled up to Urtzi’s.

A lover’s tryst. That’s what the old goat assumes.

Ula’s fingers tightened around Urtzi’s as her free hand formed a fist. If she punched this man right now, would it ruin everything?

Urtzi grunted at the man, giving him nothing, and yet the old codger simply laughed something dirty. “Come now, if I had a honey pot like that, I’d want her before the boat barracks gave me an audience, too. But it’s quite a choice to keep this captain waiting, she’s worse than the last one, mind me.”

Everything about Ula’s body was tense and tight. She forced herself to focus on the tunnel entrance, spying ancient stone steps just beyond, a wooden cover camouflaged with stone on one side, sitting beside it. Almost there—yet her legs were leaden and slow with the irresistible pull of drawing her sword, lunging at that stupid, knowing grin, and shutting him up with a perfect thrust or slice.

Ula was concentrating so hard on just moving forward that she didn’t hear the whisper of steel against leather until Urtzi dropped her hand. In a blink, Urtzi had the old man’s spine squeezed against his own chest, one forearm locking him in place while his other hand pointed a dagger straight at the silver beard climbing the old man’s throat. Urtzi’s broad back was to the grooms tending the horses—from their vantage, they couldn’t see anything more than a simple, tight-knit conversation. Urtzi had to bend his chin all the way to his chest to whisper in the smaller man’s ear.

“Apologize to the lady or I’ll slit your throat and stomp every bone in your body to chalk.”

The old man pawed at Urtzi’s arm, his slight form lifted off the ground, boot tips dragging against the stone. When he spoke it was thin and wanting for oxygen. “I. Am. Sorry.”

“Not to me. To her.”

The man’s brown eyes were bulging by the time he wrenched them away from the boy who was about to kill him to Ula. She stood there, watching back with both hands clenched tightly, teeth ground together, her whole body stiff and still as if she’d just been hit by lightning.

“I. Am. Sorry. My. Lady.”

Satisfied, Urtzi dropped the old codger, and he crumpled to his knees, hands immediately clawing at his scruffy neck. Urtzi sheathed his dagger. “Pirates have honor, too, you know.”

The man nodded, clearly afraid of any more infractions.

“Now, in. We’ll follow,” Urtzi ordered, motioning.

“I—I am the lock man.” He gestured to a hovel past the horses, something they had not noticed before, as obscured as it was. “I don’t go. I stay for when the ship docks.”

Ula and Urtzi exchanged a glance, as the old man tried to make himself smaller, clearly terrified of his new discordance with Urtzi.

“Fine,” was Urtzi’s answer, and it was a good one—didn’t give anything away about what they did not know. Nor did it give this man any more information about if they were new followers or old followers or anything at all other than they didn’t know him in their positions on the ship.

Ula grabbed Urtzi’s hand again and pulled him toward the hole. It was indeed a very long, very steep stone staircase. It smelled of damp and decay. The only light came from the entrance, and what had to be the exit on the ledge.

As they descended the smooth and slick stones, the old man yelled into the hole, “I’ll close the entrance when I can no longer see you. You should be to the exit then.”

Ula was surprised at the offering of instruction, but perhaps his official position and livelihood were more important than getting revenge upon them by having either break their necks on the stairs.

They moved as swiftly as they dared, hoping to silently come upon the last line of pirates. Ula’s plan was to hide in one of the rowboats the ship used for excursions to shore, as they hung stacked and so low that—at least from the vantage of the cliff above—it might be a simple climb into one. It could be their shelter and their escape, should they need it, rolled into one. If they weren’t spotted on their way into one, of course. If they were, they may have to march aboard with the others, and hide from Geneva as soon as possible.

Indeed, the man was good for his word, and shut the top hatch well after the light from the ledge emerged. They marked it by pausing at the rough click and clang of the key to the wooden door above.

Ula and Urtzi watched the space ahead carefully for the others, slowing now, hoping not to draw attention. But then, as they nearly made it to the light, there was another echoing clang, clink, churn.

“What was that?” Urtzi breathed, halting ahead of Ula, hand immediately to his dagger sheath.

Ula’s chest squeezed like a vise. “Another door—a closed one.”

They ran down the rest of the steps as fast as they could, coming to a pebbled landing and, indeed, another closed, locked door, small and narrow and almost perfectly aligned with the ship rail beyond. It was actually more like a gate—an iron grill of metal bars, strung together like in a dungeon. Hinges ran up and down the left side, thick and tight, the locking mechanism on the right side two hands thick.

“Stars and dragon’s piss,” Urtzi breathed, big bear-paw hands achieving absolutely nothing in jiggling the lock.

“Put your shoulder into it?” Ula whispered, pointing carefully to the parts that were more rusted than the rest. There had to be a weak point.

Urtzi pivoted and immediately went for the lock edge. The gate rattled and Ula kept a very nervous watch on the ship with each clanging impact. After five tries one of the pirates turned, and Ula yanked Urtzi against the wall, their hearts pounding in time as they waited for a shout or bell or some other sign that they’d been spotted.

Nothing came. And the door still held as sturdy as before, an iron trap.

Ula drew her sword as silently as she could, the steel whispering against the scabbard. “Back away, I’m just going to hack at it.”

Steel met steel in a hail of sparks. The salt spray had rusted the whole thing, but it was still a hand’s breadth thick. The hacking sound wasn’t too bad, but the sparks and the movement were eye-catching. It all added up to enough commotion that with each resounding whack, Ula had to waste several seconds staring at the ship while pressed against the tunnel wall.

From their lower vantage, all they could see was that most if not all of the crew were congregated around Geneva, who stood atop several crates. Ula was certain she’d seen the woman hold up a caracara, which meant they’d arrived to news. The Warlord’s watchers hadn’t completely faded into Torrence’s sands, apparently.

Ula raised her sword once again, teeth gritted and frustration mounting. But then Urtzi pawed at her shoulder, lips near her ear. “Wait!” he shouted in his new whisper-voice. “Would this work?”

She glanced to where he stood behind, far too close to the upswing of her sword. In his giant hand was a tiny cobalt vial.

“Where’d you get that?”

“You took it off Dunixi when you stole the Gatzal’s harbor slip from his pocket.”

Ula was flabbergasted. “Yes, I did, but I haven’t seen it since then. I thought I’d lost it in the fight. Where did you…?”

“It was in the laundry.” Urtzi shrugged. “I thought you might want it back, and so I kept it.” He waggled the saddlebag in his hand.

“And you’ve had it this whole time?”

“It was small. I forgot.”

She spun around and sheathed her sword, fingers hovering near the dark glass. “Do we know which one it is? I never looked.”

“It had a label.”

Urtzi handed the vial to her and started digging through the bag in earnest, squinting hard and pressing his face close to the bag’s opening, trying to see as he groped around.

Ula’s eyes skipped to the ship—and to the tide, which was rising, the snaking pebbles of the ledge nearly consumed. “No time to find it. I’m going to dump it on the hinge. It’ll either eat away at the metal or we’ll poison the whole waterway with hemlock.”

“Or it could be something else. There were lots of labels—”

“Not now, Urtzi.”

Ula shrugged off the long strip of linen she used as a headband to keep her hair from escaping her braids in the Torrentian wind and wrapped it around her nondominant hand. Then, with careful fingers, she popped the cork. “Please work, please work.”

Covered hand shaking slightly, she tipped the vial at the bottom-most hinge. The second the thick green liquid made contact, it began smoking.

“Thank the stars and that blue-eyed psychopath.”

“Which one? Dunixi or Taillefer?”

“Both. All. Let’s go.”

With a careful nudge, they squeezed out of the gate and onto the slim beach—it was just wide enough now that Ula’s boot tips stayed dry as she pressed herself against the cliff, but the water lapped at Urtzi’s big feet. Moving as fast as they dared, and with eyes upon the ship and the crew watching Geneva speak, they made their way to the lowest rung of two-tiered rowboats that hung from the starboard side, dangling on thick iron chains.

Tall and strong as he was, Urtzi pulled himself up and over the side with one long drag of his body, before smashing himself against the edge and lowering a hand to Ula. She stood on her tiptoes, wedged her hands in his, and went up and over.

The boat was small, especially considering Urtzi’s sheer size, but it was far better than any other option. Soundlessly, they shrugged aside the woven cover used to protect the rowboats, climbed under, and lost themselves to the new dark.





CHAPTER 35


THE caravans of Ardenia and Torrence spotted the red spires of the Itspi under a dying sun, the leadership agreeing to retire their travel-weary bodies and minds for the night so that they could tackle the net of problems closing upon them with fresh eyes and thoughts in the morning.

And though they may have agreed to reconvene in the new day, Amarande and Luca took their supper within her royal chambers, unable to stop turning it over between them. King Sendoa’s enduring metaphor of a diamond and its facets never left the forefront of Amarande’s mind as she picked at crusted trout upon her plate, the little fish’s dead eye staring up at her for answers she did not have.

Unfortunately, no matter how they twisted their amalgamation of complications to the light, the whole of it appeared no different back in the castle where they’d been raised.

Always together, and now to rule, the continent had basically forced them to part.

No—part or abdicate.

The first was out of the question. The second—neither of them had dared to say that option out loud yet. That choice was so final, it felt like a defeat. A death.

Instead, the questions posed over and over were essentially meditations repeated in different configurations across scores of hours and piling strategies littered at their feet.

How do we defeat Geneva?

How do we defeat an undead king?

How do we defeat the will of the patriarchy of the Sand and Sky?

All of those questions needed attention. All of them were connected, but not. No single answer would slay them all.

Survive the battle, win the war—that had been one of Sendoa’s many sayings. But what if there was no true war? Just battle upon battle until one side collapsed? That was how it felt to Amarande in that moment, staring down all the things they’d won that had suddenly been ripped away.

Their ongoing safety and security.

Their right to rule.

Their right to marry.

Everything they’d fought for, all the seeds they’d planted, had been stomped underfoot the past few days, no real chance to grow. Instead, each seed of hope lived long enough to be planted, watered, and left to shoot for the sun—only to be crushed the moment it showed itself to the light.

Everything trampled and trashed. New roots torn out, spindly and nascent. So much promise discarded to wilt.

After a long silence, Luca shoved his plate away, stood, and crossed to the divan where Amarande sat, her feet tucked up under her, the food she’d pushed around her plate cooling on the low table they were using as a workspace. Luca sat down, his weight pulling her toward him in the slip of crushed velvet. His attention was upon the maps laid across the table with their discarded meal, his knuckles balled together and captured in his teeth as he gathered the best way to say what was on his mind.

Amarande watched him, breath waning as the shadows shifted upon his face. She knew before his eyes met hers that they had finally made it to the part where they were going to say the worst out loud. And because he was Luca, soft of heart, strong in loyalty and conscience, he would do it first.

Luca took her hands in his. “I would give it up for you.”

Oh, her heart. No matter what happened, he would always be the same boy she fell in love with.

“I know,” Amarande squeezed his hands right back, “because that’s who you are, but for the sake of your people, you should not.”

“I can still shepherd them through even if I’m not their king.”

“But you shouldn’t simply guide them.”

She slipped her fingers through the silken strands of dark hair at his temples. “I know you first agreed to take the mantle because it meant you were a prince and if you claimed that blood, we could marry to gain my crown. But the truth is that you want it now.”

The knot at his throat bobbed.

She caught his eyes and gave him an encouraging smile.

“You want to claim your destiny, your family’s legacy—and you have. That’s a good thing, Luca. Don’t lie to yourself about that for my benefit.”

Amarande paused, reading his golden eyes, making sure Luca could both comprehend and believe her words. It was quite a task—cutting through his armor of selflessness to the part of him that, deep down, understood not all sacrifices meant walking away.

“Your people deserve you as their king.”

Amarande’s fingers swept down the side of his face and cupped his chin. “They waited for you not simply for your blood but because you’re the right person. Geneva knows that and that is exactly why she’s trying so hard to unseat you. Without you, the uprising falls apart. Torrence is easier for her to reclaim. And you know what will happen then. Everyone who supported you will go to the firepits. Things will be worse than before.”

Luca’s shoulders slumped a little, and Amarande sat up to catch them, fortify them, steady them, her grip firm. “You can’t let that happen. And you won’t. You’re good at this, Luca. You’re a natural leader, and your kindness is a rarity upon this continent. We need more of it.”

After a time, he drew in a deep, longing breath. “You’re right.”

Relieved, Amarande released his shoulders and swept her palms over his knuckles, entwining their hands in the crevice of space between where her knees jutted out from her skirts as she sat upon her haunches, and the muscled hardness of his outer thigh.

He sighed, a tiny, resigned smile in it. “You once called the royals all greedy and backstabbing, and even though they’ve all changed positions, they almost seem worse now.”

“They’ve had the opportunity to grow more pungent over time.” Amarande’s eyes widened. “Like cheese.”

Luca coughed out a surprised laugh. “I suppose you’re being polite in not simply comparing them to sagardoa—time and bad apples and all that.”

“I wouldn’t dare do that to our national drink.” Then Amarande realized she’d misspoken. “My national drink … I suppose.” She reddened a bit. “I know you belong to a whole other kingdom—I even just ranted about it. And yet I still forget.”

“It’ll take time, Ama.”

Yes. But that was something they didn’t have. They had a week—less, now.

Amarande squeezed her eyes shut and forced the conversation away from fermented metaphors and back to the matter at hand.

“The point is—I know you would give it up for me. That is you, that’s who you are. But what we both know, and what those rotten-hearted men at the conclave knew, is that it would be best if I did.”

All the lightness from a moment earlier completely evaporated, horror parting Luca’s lips now. His golden eyes flared wide as he firmly, but gently, gripped her shoulders. When his words rushed out, they were fierce and low and burned like the last embers of a fire. “Ama, no, you can’t—”

“Luca, I would if it were the best thing, but it’s not. I don’t have the same kind heart you have.” She patted him gently on the chest, and then rested her palm there, right over his wolf tattoo. “I wish I did, but the truth is that I don’t. I don’t give up easily, especially when I’ve been challenged, and for much of the time, if I’m being honest, I wanted to rule because I thought it was my right.”

“It is your right, Ama.”

Rights meant nothing to a woman if men said they did not.

Amarande sighed at the certainty in his expression. Luca was everything that was good about men—kind, generous, selfless, and a lover and leader to boot. Why weren’t more men like him? It would all be so much easier if they were.

“It is, but what I am saying, badly, is that I wanted to rule for the wrong reasons.” Heat tore into her cheeks as the words spilled out. “Because my father did and his father before him, and on and on in a long line of men dating to before the first stone was laid in building this castle. I thought that keeping Ardenia within my blood would be the best thing for my country, not because I would necessarily be the best thing.”

She paused, embarrassed as much as she was relieved. There’d been much time to think about this, to turn this particular diamond over in her mind and really inspect it. Eventually the sheen wore off and Amarande could see to the heart of the matter so clearly.

Entitlement drove her more than felt prudent to admit. Pride, too. The combination made her want to sink into the golden threads of this divan and never come out.

But with Luca, she could share the truth of it all without judgment.

“Because of that,” Amarande continued, “I would return my crown to Ferdinand in a heartbeat. He would do it if I asked him. It would disrupt Ardenia again but be worth it in the long run. And then I’d be free to join you in Torrence forever.” She glanced at their hands before sighing and again looking into Luca’s eyes. “The problem is that if I do that, they will question Ferdinand’s legitimacy as they did my own.”

Thinking, Luca shifted, fingertips grazing the map on the table—the one still baring creases from its travel across the Torrent with Taillefer before landing with her. The thick black ink her father used shimmered in the candlelight under the slight movement, giving life to the words and strategy he was ready to impart just days before his death. His final attempt to right the wrong he regretted most.

“You don’t think they’ll do that, do you?” Luca finally asked. “It seemed as if they want Ferdinand on the throne.”

The hope in his voice was pure Luca, but a heaviness trailed it that told Amarande that he’d truly learned much about the operations of the continental ruling families in the past few weeks.

“Of course, the Sand and Sky wants us to put him upon the throne. That way, when it is convenient to their aims, they can suddenly decree Ferdinand not to be legitimate. A bastard, with no living parents to even confirm it. My father was dead before Koldo breathed a word about his birth. And now she’s dead, too. Geneva was Koldo’s best witness, and we all know how unreliable she is.”

Amarande drew a thin breath. “And so, whether he takes the throne now or as my heir if I die before having children, the Sand and Sky will do to Ferdinand just as they’ve done to me—perhaps none of the men who became king in the past week sat through my coronation, but every man and woman who advised and approved their ascension did.”

The betrayal of that change of heart hurt especially—more than Amarande really wanted to admit.

In the candlelight, Luca’s eyes went somewhere far away—he knew that without the tattoo they would call him illegitimate, too. Amarande nodded to herself. “Perhaps not right away, perhaps years after I abdicate to be with you in Torrence, and we marry, they will figure out a way to rid Ardenia of its legitimate ruler.”

Amarande had made Ferdinand her successor—though the continent obviously wanted them to switch roles—but Luca had no natural blood remaining. She wouldn’t necessarily need an heir for Ardenia to remain in the family—if they didn’t betray Ferdinand—but Luca would.

Luca placed a hand on the swell of her knee through the skirts of her dress. “And they wouldn’t let you ascend to the throne then, not because you are a single woman but because you would be attached to me and our kingdoms would combine, the same as why they do not want it now.”

What was it that Inés had said when she’d cornered Amarande in the bath?

Yet you have the right blood, and your claim is still worthless without you attaching yourself to another like a parasite.

Once a parasite, always a parasite in these conditions, even when both blood and love were involved.

“Yes.”

The weight of a thousand years of patriarchal decrees and laws and proclamations crowded in with just that single word. Amarande had long mused that the continent was built of those things, the sand and mountains laid atop those rules as if it were some sort of terrarium under the never-ending sun and the sky holding all those who came before. And now Luca saw it, too.

The laws were meant to fortify the compact among the kingdoms, but all they really did was catch those who dared defy them under their crushing combined weight.

Luca straightened, clear-eyed, trying to see his way out of this maze. “So, our options are … what? To change their minds somehow? To convince them that more upheaval will only make things worse?”

Amarande’s shoulders quaked as a dark laugh bubbled from her lips. “Perhaps we should’ve run away together.”

Luca’s dimples flashed and he moved close enough to tip her chin up toward his with a knuckle. “To the port, to Indu, and beyond.”

That was the gist of what she had suggested after she’d rescued him from the pirates who would become their friends. They’d stopped for water, no pursuit close. She’d kissed him for the first time then. Not thinking, not asking, just doing what she’d craved for years.

What she wanted to do now.

“Sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?” She arched a brow at him. “Running away?”

Amarande wrapped both arms around his neck, pulling him close. Luca smelled of fresh linens and clove oil as the night breeze through the open window of her chambers teased his curling hair away from his face.

She kissed him, and for just a moment, all the frustration and sadness and anger melted away and there was simply the two of them, the home they’d always known, safe and peaceful.

As they parted, though, it all came flooding back in.

Real and raw, and a threat.

Just like their vow to stay together.

It hit her hard enough that Amarande nearly wanted to cry out, but then she looked into Luca’s golden eyes—creased with a smile.

He pressed his forehead to hers, a certain mischief in his tone as he finally answered her question. “Yes, except that you and I are no good at running away from a fight.”





CHAPTER 36


THEY met in the council room in the North Tower of the Itspi with the sun still rising. The chairs were pulled tightly against the oval table, every one of them taken, though the makeup of the advisors was different than before.

No Osana. No Ula nor Urtzi. No Tala, who elected to stay with the resistance members who camped upon the Itspi’s grounds—though they had been offered quarter within the castle itself—but declined the meeting because he believed he would be more of an impediment than an asset.

Amarande had to agree with him.

As the net tightened, so did the inner circle, it seemed. Even if it was not by choice.

And so, Amarande and Luca sat side by side, flanked by Councilor Joseba, Ferdinand, newly appointed General Xixi—who, out of the corner of Amarande’s eye, almost seemed to be Koldo’s ghost with her long braid, proud shoulders, and calm stoicism. If she noticed the striking similarity, Ferdinand likely did, too. And they were both stubborn enough to pretend they didn’t.

“Before we begin our earnest discussion of Ardenian succession in the eyes of the continent, I must make note that we have received an additional request from Pyrenee as of this morning.” Joseba removed a slip of parchment from his ivory robes. He passed it to Amarande, the aubergine seal crumbling across the shiny surface of the table. “They are demanding forfeiture and return of anything removed from the Pyrenee ships while in our harbor. Namely, the contents of Taillefer’s workshop.”

The vials.

Of course, Renard would account for those wretched vials. Of course, he would.

Amarande read the demand, her attention immediately snagging upon the bottom footnote, which delineated that the message had also been sent to the other kingdoms.

“They cannot have their poisons.” Amarande let the paper flutter to the tabletop. That constant frustration that had ticked under her skin since the debacle at the conclave spiked. She waved a dismissive hand. “Tell them the vials have been discarded. Or that they were damaged.”

Joseba’s chin wobbled. “My queen, we’re not in a position to lie.”

“It’s not a lie if we discard them now and then send a message.”

Joseba was not Satordi and wouldn’t argue that she was being childish or foolish or anything else. He was only two years older than his queen, and his personality was friendly besides. But the councilor’s erudite nature meant that he had a certain entitlement when it came to being right and would argue from that position no matter what obstacles were tossed straight at his cherubic head.

“Semantics aside, Your Highness, the kingdoms are already suspicious of anything we do or say. Any move but compliance will be scrutinized and used against us.”

The councilor’s argument was sound, reasonable, and appropriate. The problem was the person on the other end of this request was anything but. Tense and unwavering, Amarande shook her head definitively.

“I would rather be scrutinized than arm that madman with Taillefer’s poisons.”

Luca placed a gentle hand on Amarande’s wrist. “Perhaps we can deliver them while attending the conclave? Or at least bring them and our concerns before the group as a whole. Surely Basilica and Myrcell, given the loss of their kings to the very same poison, will not approve?”

Ferdinand shook his head. “Considering their overall disdain for any of our ideas at the last conclave, I highly doubt they’ll side with us under Renard’s own roof.”

“If I may,” Joseba interjected, cheeks flushed against the ivory fabric of his robes and the dark fall of his hair, “the order also specifically says that we are to deliver them ahead of the conclave. If we are tardy, there will be retribution whether we have them or not.”

Amarande’s gaze rolled to the ceiling, her palms pressing so firmly against the table she wished it would crack under the pressure. As satisfying as a huge gaping fault in the wood would be, the table held, and she balled up one of her fists and pounded it into the highly polished top.

“I am so tired of retribution from men willing to put us all in danger simply to keep hold of their power.”

With a deep breath Amarande swept her attention from the ceiling to her advisors—friends, love, family—her royal facade webbed with shallow, spidering fractures as her voice barely held it together, a lump forming in her throat. She wouldn’t cry now, but only because of so many years of practice. Her frustration was at a breaking point and so was she.

Perhaps she didn’t yearn for a terrible splintering of the table but of her noble self.

“Why am I punished for being reasonable? I am punished for my sex. I am punished for whom I love. I am punished for my power, my weaknesses, my mere existence. I am so exhausted by it.”

By the end Amarande was breathing hard, simply out of the effort to keep from all-out shouting. Frustration and anger roiled through her, from the tip of the complicated braided crown her maids had insisted upon, through the sword-honed muscles of her shoulders, her abdomen, straight to the boot knife crowding her ankle with its grounding presence.

It was easy to see why Inés and Geneva acted out so. Renard’s gripe about the emotional instability of women still stung all these days later. He wasn’t wrong about their mothers, those two were unstable with their hunger for power. Yet, Amarande understood intimately how they were driven to their instability.

Everything about this world pushed a woman to madness, especially one with power to hold and none of it to use.

Luca gripped her wrist tightly now but had nothing to say that might help; Ferdinand stared at the table so intently it might actually splinter; and General Xixi examined her gloved hands, knowing when to stay out of a battle that was not hers.

After a long moment, Joseba, brave or stupid enough to be beset with solving these problems upon the best timetable, ignored the queen’s frustrations and redirected. “I apologize if my opening to this meeting was a distraction—my error. Perhaps we should pause our discussion of Pyrenee’s request and pivot to matters of succession, as that is the most pressing concern.”

Amarande swallowed, trying to keep her voice level, even as her heart fluttered like a hummingbird’s wingbeat in her chest, and her fingers were pressed so tightly now into a fisted ball that the hand on the inside was losing feeling. Luca’s hold on her wrist did not dissipate. He was her tether and her partner even if this was her fight to fight.

“We will inform them I have been made regent,” Amarande said. “We have my father’s will with his wishes written in plain language, signed, and dated. They may discard me, but they can’t discard him.”

A sheen of perspiration sprouted along Joseba’s dark brow. “It is a weak argument, my queen. They will see it as a loophole and work around it.”

“Not if they want to keep Asan in power,” Amarande answered, one hand gesturing in the vague direction of Myrcell to the southwest. “He is a regent, too. If Sumira’s baby is a girl, he’ll become king. If it’s a boy, he will be a regent for the next eighteen years. And if Asan can be a regent that long, so can I.”

But Joseba was right there with her, and ready to argue. “Not true, my queen. Even if that baby is a boy, Myrcell still has stated plans to question the child’s legitimacy.” Yes, yes, they’d said as much. And they would do it. “Furthermore, part of the concern may be about the limits of your regency. It is a difficult thing to argue that you will be regent until Ferdinand comes of age, given he has already been crowned king once.”

Ferdinand pushed a lock of hair out of his eyes—more a sign of frustration than he usually allowed. “Perhaps we tell them I want more instruction. Years of training and study. Or to be married first. That would buy us time.”

Joseba shook his head. “It is still weak. It is all weak.”

Amarande bared her teeth, her own frustration surfacing yet again. “It is only weak because of arbitrary rules that are unfairly used against Ardenia.”

“The queen is right,” Luca agreed, “these rules are lopsided, arbitrary, and essentially meaningful only when the majority deems them so.”

Joseba batted at the sweat along his brow, smoothing his hair into place. “Unfair or not, they are requisite for the compact of the Sand and Sky. Which is why it is best that we ignore loopholes altogether and simply announce we are returning Ferdinand to the throne.”

“That will not work, they will question his legitimacy,” Luca answered, broaching the argument Amarande had laid before him the night before. It was somewhat of a relief that he’d made the first cut in this battle for her. Yet Amarande hated that even her own advisors might take such a suggestion better from Luca because of his gender. “If not now, later, when it’s most convenient.”

Ferdinand leaned forward, fingers calmly laced on the table, chin tilted up just so. Aggrieved exhaustion cut crescent moons under his eyes but didn’t hide the vibrant flare of green that flashed with his next suggestion.

“What if I married Osana?”

Amarande’s mouth opened, then closed. Ready to tell him that he was too young for such nonsense. But in truth Ferdinand was just a scant year younger than her, and Osana was her age. The idea wasn’t any more ridiculous than her marrying Luca. And it was completely in line with continental culture.

Ferdinand continued, laying it out like a battle plan, not an act of love. “Osana would welcome the chance to get out from her father’s new, suffocating attentions, and the match would prevent Basilica from acting on its interests in discrediting the legitimacy Ardenia has bestowed upon me.”

“A strategic marriage could buy Ardenia protection, yes. And it would pass muster with those who don’t want joined kingdoms—so long as Zavier’s son comes of age.” Joseba’s dark eyes met Ferdinand’s. “Would Princess Osana be amenable?”

At this, a little color rose in Ferdinand’s cheeks, but he didn’t shirk or acknowledge his emotions in any real way. “Yes, I believe she would.”

“But her father would not,” Amarande replied as gently as she could. “Zavier believes Ferdinand to be a traitor to Geneva even more so than I am, that he supports the ruler who he holds responsible for his other daughter’s death”—here she nodded to Luca—“and that Osana’s injury in the battle at the Hand was his fault.”

Ferdinand’s gaze dropped. “This is true. He believes it all.”

“Not to mention,” Luca added, “Zavier could be in league with Geneva. If he thinks you to be a traitor, Ferdinand, then we can infer he supports her actions in private.”

“That’s something Osana assumes, too, and is trying to confirm for us,” Ferdinand answered. “She’s putting her watcher training to use for us in the Aragonesti.”

Amarande nodded to her brother and turned to the table at large. “Such information could be very valuable to both Torrence and Ardenia. But what of Geneva? Have we received word yet from Ula and Urtzi?”

All shook their heads.

“And anything from the scouts in Torrence?”

All shook their heads.

“At our borders?”

All shook their heads.

“My queen,” Ferdinand said after a time, “I would like another chance to hunt Geneva. I understand this is Ula and Urtzi’s mission, but I am disappointed by my performance the first time. I can be the one to deliver the vials to the Bellringe, then use that as cover to travel to the Port of Pyrenee and gain information from those who sail the Divide about Alasne’s ship—sightings, trades, any other useful information. I can report what I find to you at the conclave at the Bellringe.”

It was a good plan—useful and resourceful. And if anything, it could supplement what they learned from Ula and Urtzi, though their continued silence worried Amarande greatly.

The queen’s chin dipped in approval, and Ferdinand immediately stood, but Amarande put up a hand. “No, you’ll go in the morning. I believe we still have about ten hours of talking ourselves in circles about succession strategy before you ride off.”





CHAPTER 37


INDEED, the morning bled into the afternoon within the Itspi’s North Tower as Amarande, Luca, and their advisors talked in circles upon circles with nowhere to go.

A regency game of wait-and-see.

Ferdinand coupled with Osana.

Or no change at all. Simply a static decision of Amarande remaining queen and daring the other kingdoms to remove her.

Every option was slight and leggy, reaching for the sun, its roots shallow and countenance infirm. Nothing was established in any meaningful way.

And, before it was even time to break for supper, Amarande had had enough, and adjourned the meeting. Luca wasn’t surprised, though, when exiting the North Tower, Amarande leaned close and whispered, “Let’s go test my newly repaired sutures, shall we?”

An hour later, those sutures held fast though they’d soaked their training garments through in the blazing heat of late afternoon. No swords this time but throwing knives—a fleet of them in different shapes and sizes, and all deposited in a far juniper with consistent efficiency.

Luca dumped his blades in front of him and handed Amarande the one of hers that was too high for her to collect herself. He could see she was thinking of more than steel now, her mind spinning like a spindle wheel, sharp and fierce and ready to make something.

Therefore, he was surprised when she sounded somewhat stumped.

“Okay, so what are we going to do?” Amarande was rearranging her knives in the order she liked—smallest to largest, with her trusty boot knife right in the middle.

“About which? Renard? Geneva? Succession?”

“All of it.”

Luca set his hands upon his hips and meandered in a little loop, the grounds of the Itspi spinning out before him in a panorama up the hill. The red spires of the main castle, the chapel and stadium beyond. The soldiers in residence were running their own drills on the field, while the cook fires were lit for supper in the pro-Otxoa camp. He missed Beltza skulking in the trees, stars save her.

“I suggest we focus on one problem at a time,” Luca responded after a moment, pulling a knife into his hand and holding it up, a visual aide, “and that we use what we have at our disposal.”

“Okay, the meeting at the Bellringe…” Amarande paused with her first knife ready, the slight breeze brushing tendrils of burnt-chestnut hair about her face—it never wanted to stay in her braid for long.

“We have our knives and my army, and neither are welcome because they give us an advantage, not to mention if they’re with us, they aren’t aimed at Geneva, wherever in the stars she’s buried herself.” She shot her first knife at the tree—striking it at the perfect height to bury it straight in an opponent’s kidney—and then cast both arms toward the general direction of the mountain mines. “Perhaps we simply fling diamonds straight at the gaping mouths of all our opponents. They’ll choke and we’ll win.”

“Or they’ll crack a tooth or two, spit them out, and pocket precious trade stuffs.”

“Worth it.”

Luca laughed and waggled a finger at her as he paced the same little looping path in reverse, parsing over their strengths.

“We have your army and my rebels,” he started, gesturing to the castle and the camp. Amarande nodded and his words gained steam. “If the army can train the rebels in specific defense mechanisms to throw off Geneva, it would do a whole lot of good. These people planned for a single, covert attack for seventeen years. Their defense is piecemeal and is designed to keep a hidden community safe. They have no idea how to deal with open hostility, let alone defend against it.”

Amarande chucked a knife in the ground in forceful disbelief. “You’re right. We should’ve started with this training days ago. How did we not think of that?”

“We didn’t think of it because until the army swooped in to save us from the Warlord’s men, there wasn’t a sand grain of trust between the two.” Koldo’s last gift, in more ways than one. The soldiers sharing their tents with the people of Torrence had helped bolster that dusting of goodwill, too.

Amarande thought it through. “Do you think they would be amenable to training with my men?”

Luca sank, plucked her knife from the cracking earth, and handed it to her, his fingers lingering upon her own. “We can’t undo the past. We can only focus on how to keep surviving. No—thriving. We want our people to thrive. And right now, with these mounting enemies, it’s worth at least posing the proposition to them.”

Amarande would certainly beat herself up over the missed opportunity for longer than she should, but in that moment, she finally smiled in a way that almost reached her eyes. “Let’s make it happen.”

She sheathed the knife in its protective leather roll immediately, making it clear she meant to make it happen now, practice finished.

They gathered the knives and hauled out of the meadow—Luca expected them to head first to the military quarters to call upon General Xixi, but instead, Amarande halted at the base of the hill that led down to the meadow. When Luca glanced her way, he saw her attention caught on the tents erected by the Torrentian followers who’d elected to stay with Luca even if it meant laying their heads in Ardenia.

Amarande grabbed his hand with her free one. “Luca, does Naiara reside in the Torrentian camp?”

He followed her gaze to the cluster of tents and carriages hugging the flattest section of the grounds that wasn’t part of the royal training yard or the military yard. “Yes.”

“Perfect—I have an idea that might address another of our many problems.”

“Oh yes? Which?”

Amarande grinned. “Let’s see if it’ll work first.”

Then she began nearly dragging him up the hill.





CHAPTER 38


IN the morning after another fitful night, Ferdinand stood upon his balcony and attached a letter to the leg of his favorite remaining caracara. The bird stared at him with incredulous eyes as he checked for a third time to make sure the parchment, binding, and additional protective wax were secure.

“I apologize for the inconvenience, dear Lilia. I know you’ll take great care to fly straight and true, but it’s very important this letter arrives at its destination.”

The bird nipped at his fingers.

“I know, I know.” He held out a thin strip of white fish, pilfered from his own breakfast tray, and she greedily snatched it away. “You always do a fine job.”

When the caracara had finished her treat, he walked Lilia to the railing and pointed her south and west. Osana had made it clear she did not wish to wait in a tower for a bird, but perhaps the circumstances had changed.

Then Ferdinand turned the opposite way for a journey of his own.



FERDINAND arrived at the Itspi royal stable not only to his preferred black stallion, Marcel, and a cart full of the crates of vials promised to Pyrenee, but the queen herself.

Alone.

This was rare—Luca was always by Amarande’s side. And slightly suspicious.

Still, the combination of suspicion and surprise made for a good distraction to the heaviness that tugged Ferdinand’s heart into his boots. If he stood still too long, thought of Koldo too much, he felt as if it would take him fully under. For Amarande, he attempted a smile—miniscule but tangible.

“Why, Sister, here to see me off?”

“I should’ve seen you off when you left the last time.” Amarande swept a hand in the general direction of the Port of Ardenia in the far distance. “I thought perhaps if I did now, I could change our luck and the next time you and I met our reunion wouldn’t come with battle on its heels.”

His expression tilted to a smirk. “We do have a terrible record of a fight in line with every reunion. Though at least for the majority of them we’ve been on the same side.”

She raised her eyebrows in an amused way and then dropped her gaze to her hands.

They didn’t know each other’s rhythms as most siblings did. They hadn’t had enough time. But he knew enough of his sister to know she didn’t waste time with pleasantries. And she certainly didn’t play coy.

“But that isn’t the reason you’re here, is it?”

Amarande stepped in close. No one was near them where they stood—several paces away from the mouth of the stable, under a tree so that the horse and vials could remain cool—yet when she spoke again her voice was much softer.

“You prefer the truth,” she said, watching him in such a way that he knew she wanted to be sure he heard every whispered word. “Therefore, I’ll tell it to you, if we can keep this secret between the two of us.”

Ferdinand drew a thin breath. “Depends on what it is.”

Amarande didn’t blink. “It involves your delivery.”

His gaze skipped to the load—the vials sat there quietly in their crates, beneath a tarp that had been pulled tight over the cart. In that moment, Ferdinand tried to figure out exactly how much about this he needed to know. Finally, he quietly asked, “Am I delivering an empty load?”

“No, not empty. They—”

“Don’t tell me.”

The queen’s lips snapped shut, and her attention strayed to the distant mountains he would traverse over the next two days. Ferdinand could tell by the cut of her shoulders that his sister wished she could hop in the saddle with him and take care of this chore herself. Delegation wasn’t her strong suit.

“You don’t have to take them if you don’t—”

“I will.”

Amarande attempted to read him like a book, though they both knew it was a waste of her time. “Are you sure? I can send soldiers to deliver it if you’re now uncomfortable.”

Ferdinand shifted his weight. “No, I’ll take it. But if I’m to deceive that ghost of a king, I request a small guard come with me—not so many he’ll be suspicious of an attack, but not so few that if Renard finds reason to lash out, I don’t have backup.”

“Consider it done.”

Amarande set a hand—small but mighty—upon his arm and squeezed. Ferdinand looked away as the gesture reminded him far too much of the woman who raised him. “Brother, this is no different than when you deceived Geneva by letting her believe you were marching us into the Itspi in a plan she approved.”

Relief swept across her face at his single nod of understanding. Then, Ferdinand squeezed her arm back. “I will see you in Pyrenee, my queen.”





CHAPTER 39


DAY and night crashed together in Ula and Urtzi’s hiding spot. Their only true indication of time was the subtle shift of light from pitch dark to steely gray when the sun hit the sweltering black covering of the rowboat as it swayed with the cutting wake of the Warlord’s pirate ship.

Ula jutted awake, sure it was day, blinking into the colorless confines of the world she and Urtzi had called theirs for the last day or two or three. Urtzi was still heavily asleep beside her, his massive frame balled up into a tangle of muscle and smooth brown skin. One long arm wrapped across her waist and the soft crown of his curls pressed against the bare skin of her neck.

She lay there for several minutes, listening for hints as to where they were, what Geneva was up to, if it was safe to take a little peek between the cover and the rowboat’s hull. It was silent, the birdcalls signaling early morning. In all likelihood, she could shift to her elbows and crawl to the starboard edge to look out away from the ship and toward where land should be.

But the truth was, Ula actually liked being snuggled up under Urtzi’s biceps.

Solid, warm, safe. The heft of his hold was nearly as satisfying as her beloved sword. And though Urtzi had long been a lout about women, she’d nearly kissed him right there after the trouble he gave the old lock man on the cliff.

Ula wiggled her body around to face him. Urtzi always slept like the dead. His breathing slow, his whole body a weight that would sink straight into the earth if given the chance. And even then, he might not wake up until he popped out topside a world away.

The shadowed light gave a deep relief to his smooth features. His messy curls spilling over his forehead and toward his eyes, the curve of his full mouth softly parted, a brilliant hint of teeth white against his dark skin.

The big oaf was nearly beautiful like this, the brutish pieces of him at peace. Dreaming of stars knew what—a five-course feast, the lemon cake at the Itspi, which was as good as Amarande and Luca had described, or perhaps, a tiny part of her hoped, maybe he dreamed about her.

Before Ula could stop herself, her forefinger was sweeping away a corkscrew lock of hair springing from his temple. When he didn’t stir, she trailed it down the warm skin along his strong jaw, all the way to his mouth. Her fingertip brushed his bottom lip.

A surprise—it was softer than she imagined.

Another—his eyes sprang open.

Ula jerked away, knocking the back of her head into the boat’s side with a muted thud as it collided with the hull of the larger ship. That soft mouth of his slipped into a smile as a laugh rumbled out. It was only then that Ula realized Urtzi and his damned lightning-quick reflexes had snatched her wrist and was holding fast, her index finger still poking up, guilty.

“Stars, Urtzi, you never wake without a cannon blast,” Ula whispered, aware that her cheeks were growing hot.

He brought her guilty finger between them, his dark eyes never leaving her face. “Maybe that was a cannon blast to me.”

Then, slowly but surely, Urtzi bent the top of her hand toward his lips and kissed it.

Ula’s breath caught, watching him, every muscle in her body completely tense against the boat hull, her entire being trained on the point where his skin touched hers. When her lungs rattled, searching for breath, she finally forced herself to draw in air, his lips still warm against her skin. Ula blinked. “Urtzi, I’m going to kiss you now.”

Their bodies crashed together, bent knees knocking, the wood beneath them sighing, as the whole rowboat swayed slightly on its chain tethers.

His lips were even more wonderful than she’d imagined, just as comforting as his presence and strength, yet softer than any part of him. Except maybe his hair. Her fingers splayed into the silky curls as her palms cupped the side of his face.

After a measure of time Ula couldn’t track, Urtzi pulled away just so that he might say something. “I’ve been wanting to do that for five years at least. Maybe all seven I’ve known you, if I’m really being honest.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I wanted the choice to be yours. It’s the polite thing to do with a girl you fancy, and I knew if I misread your intentions, I’d lose a hand besides.”

Ula grinned. “You’re smarter than people give you credit for, you know that?”

“I know that, and you know that, and that’s all I care about.”

Urtzi bent forward and captured her lips again, just as hungry as before—but then their whole world shook with a shuddering halt.

“What?” The word was out of his mouth, but only in reflex. He knew just as well as she did what that was. They both answered the question in an overlapping echo.

“The sand bottom.”

Rolling flat on their bellies, they lifted the starboard cover. Land was less than two ship’s lengths away. The mountains were snowcapped though it was summer, the trees atop the Divide cliffs thick stands of junipers. Actually, there was a true beach in the angling distance, which meant they were likely rounding the corner of the continent, away from the Divide and toward the open water. It would be hard to tell without a view to the other side to gauge the location of Eritri.

“That’s either Pyrenee or Ardenia,” Ula whispered.

Urtzi nodded as there was a huge splash and the boat lilted so far to portside that he had to brace himself to keep from rolling straight into Ula. “And that was the anchor.”

“But we’re not at a port…” Ula surmised. They knew every port and even with what they could see it was obvious that they were not in a harbor.

But of course, they weren’t. These were real pirates. They couldn’t easily dock at a main royal port without notice, especially in a ship like this. It was possible to pay off a harbormaster but not everyone with eyes.

Ula grabbed Urtzi’s shoulder with a panicked twist of grip. “They’re boarding the boats.”

Urtzi cursed.

Sure enough, there was suddenly a certain thud and clang of bodies and movement and boats swaying upon their ship side. Through a slit in the cover, they confirmed that pirates were scaling the chains keeping the rowboats secure.

One by one, they dropped to each rowboat, removed the covering and tossed it upward, laddering the covers until each was stored up upon the boat. After each vessel was uncovered, its crew would climb down into it. Four to a boat, as it appeared, with Geneva up front. She was their mark, but she was also too far for an accurate hit with a knife, and they had no arrows.

Stars and hell.

Theirs was the last boat on the line. The lowest and the farthest toward the end of the ship. They couldn’t simply drop it to the water and blend in with the four people needing to board it.

Ula judged the distance between themselves and the shore. “Urtzi, how well can you swim?”

“I bet you I doggie paddle better than that black wolf of Luca’s.”

“Good, because I have a plan.”



IN the shadow of the great black pirate ship, Ula and Urtzi watched as four of the Warlord’s soldiers assigned to their rowboat dropped to the vessel and trounced around. It didn’t take long for them to realize they were up a creek—so to speak.

“Where are the paddles?” one asked, very loud and very annoyed and very concerned with the fact that the first rowboats were already landing ashore and taking off for the horses gathered in a clearing up from the beach.

“What do you mean, where are the paddles? Mine are right here.”

There was a great show as this person held them aloft, into the bright summer morning.

The annoyed voice came again. “There are two but not four.”

More trouncing. More discussion. And finally, someone from the boat above, which couldn’t lower without the one below it doing so first, shouted down, loud and decisive, “We best get going or they’ll leave us altogether. Get in the water and be slow or sink. Just get out of our way.”

“Come, help me with these chains,” someone said.

The boat lowered with a splash. Then the next one up. The top boat with the four oars immediately started moving the moment it hit the water, but it took the hampered boat time to get settled.

“If we’re slow, we’ll lose them,” said one who hadn’t spoken yet. “Do you know where they’re going?”

“Of course, I do,” the annoyed voice replied. “And besides, it’ll take them time to get the horses moving. We’ll make it up.”

There was some rustling, shifting about, settling of the four onto two benches.

“I hope so,” said one of the others, “I don’t want any trouble from the dragon lady.”

“That dragon lady is our new captain and you best shut your mouth,” the annoyed one spat. “Just row. We’ll switch off if you get tired.”

They started to row. Darting after the boat that had been above them, which was already making good time in its earnest chase for the shore.

And then, clinging to the paddles they had stolen for extra flotation, Ula and Urtzi swam after the very last rowboat and toward land.





CHAPTER 40


THE Pyrenee mountains looked near the same as the Ardenian mountains to Ferdinand.

Perhaps this was how Torrence appeared to those who didn’t know it—endless and identical, with very little variation. To him, during his childhood, the sands had rolled like water and every drop was unique. He knew his location by the faint changes in color, the depth, the way it packed underfoot or devoured a boot. The brush helped, too—clawing up from the dust like a boy’s first whiskers, or grown and bushy. And then there were the trees, of course—those always surprised visitors—and the rock formations in all their near-sentient glory.

Here, deep in Pyrenee, so said the maps and the border marker, these rocks were the same shade and thickness as the ones miles away in Ardenia. Eventually he’d learn, especially if he ran the kind of plans for Amarande that Koldo had for their father—always on the move, always for the best of Ardenia.

Ferdinand wasn’t sure what he wanted in life, but he knew he’d do what was best for Ardenia. He had a faint hope that it wouldn’t include living within the Itspi as a figurehead simply because the kings of the Sand and Sky demanded he sit on the throne rather than Amarande. He much preferred to be on the move, as he’d always been, the cause and destination different, but the churn of it the same.

The small retinue of soldiers who traveled with him—four of them, three women and one man—insisted these mountains were different, and that by the time they arrived at King’s Crest and the Bellringe, there would be no mistaking the snowcapped majesty of the northernmost kingdom.

They were on one of the main roads, traveling two in front of Ferdinand and his cart and two behind, and though the trip hadn’t been packed with travelers—the threat of war wasn’t exactly enticing to trade—the pullback of Ardenian soldiers from the border had indeed led to more regular merchant patterns. The diamonds of Ardenia often sat best in a setting of Pyrenee gold, and even a war couldn’t keep that profitable partnership apart.

And so, on the second day when they came upon a merchant with an overturned cart on the side of the road, it wasn’t a surprise. The merchant was headed in the direction of Pyrenee and was likely of Ardenia. As such, he excitedly took in the five of them in garnet and gold.

“Thank the stars. Our cart tipped, and my brother is underneath. I fear he may be dead. He hasn’t moved in an hour and—”

“You haven’t seen anyone for the past hour?” This question came in a clear, challenging voice from Second Captain Mirande, the retinue’s highest-ranking officer. She stared him down, her face not betraying the dozen travelers they’d passed in that amount of time.

“Come now, Second Captain, surely we have a moment to help,” mused the only male soldier, Polde, from his spot in the rear. He began to dismount.

Osana’s words from the Hand rang in Ferdinand’s ears.

If a man asks for help, it’s a trap.

That advice was given in the middle of battle, but the situation was startingly similar.

“Lieutenant Polde,” Ferdinand started, “stay on your horse—”

A dagger whistled through the air, lodging itself in Polde’s outer arm, knocking him to the ground, and stealing the rest of Ferdinand’s command straight off his tongue.

“Down!” someone cried, as a dagger pierced the cloak of the other rear soldier.

The man by the roadside was rushing forth with another—presumably the “brother” who’d been under the cart. With brutal efficiency they sliced the straps keeping the saddles on the front two horses straight off, sending the two soldiers sliding in their mounts as they shifted their weight to draw their swords. Before their blades were fully revealed, both were struck with daggers straight in the stomach. The front soldiers lurched, grabbing at the blades, off balance. Immediately, they lost their reins to another pair of men, appearing from the trees.

Ferdinand got his sword up and ready, but no one engaged him—the length of his reach only long enough to slice at his own soldiers as they struggled.

Weapon out and blood pounding in his ears, Ferdinand searched the thick junipers—each dagger had seemingly come from a different direction. There were at least eight opponents on the ground now, and he was crowded in between his own soldiers and his cart behind—too heavy to make it easy to outrun anyone should he push through the crowd, especially given the steep nature of their current switchback climb.

He’d known this was a possibility.

He’d asked for a retinue because of this.

And yet he didn’t think it would happen. Not until he met Renard face-to-face with the bounty he so desperately wanted. What was the point of Pyrenee taking the vials now, in this way? Didn’t they want Ardenia to publicly deliver? Or perhaps that was it—another lie to be told about Ardenia not giving over the goods, relayed with a wink as the vials in question sat deep within the Bellringe.

Ferdinand wasn’t sure, and so, he squinted through the white light of the noontime sun and into the shadows of the pines that grew so close they spent their entire lives combed together, and simply asked.

“What do you want?”

The shadows flickered—there were more of them. Not just these eight. Of that, he was sure. But he was blind to it. And though he’d voiced the question, Ferdinand understood that if he was uninjured, it was because they wanted him uninjured.

His query was rewarded with a laugh coming from the northern tip of trees. High and delightful and so familiar Ferdinand’s blood froze to crackling sheets in his veins.

“What do you think?”

The woman who had been his mother for fifteen years stepped into the light.

Her face was uncovered, smiling wide, eyes crinkling brilliantly as the shadows melted away. Twin swords were crossed at her back, the pommels a protruding and protracted warning, along with the edge to her voice. Around her, at least a hundred men and women, maybe more in the shadows, made themselves known.

“Geneva.”

“Still not calling me mother, are you?” She took a step forward, and it could’ve been his imagination, but Ferdinand was sure her lips twitched with disappointment. The complicated tinge of guilt that slid into place over his heart immediately dissipated with her next twist of the knife. “Even though I’m the only one you have left?”

The ice in his veins met the pounding of his heart in an awkward collision. Dizziness spilled over him in a rush, and Ferdinand squeezed his eyes shut, trying to stay in his saddle.

“I understand there is to be a meeting in Pyrenee,” she said with the same twist in her voice she got when gossiping about the kingdoms during her time as Warlord. “By my account, you’re early. Where is the rest of the Ardenian caravan?”

So, her watchers had reported back after the conclave—maybe even Zavier himself. That wasn’t good. Geneva likely knew much more than anyone save her brother wanted her to know about the state of the Sand and Sky. Information that she could use against Ardenia, Torrence, and the union itself.

“I was sent ahead at the request of the queen.”

Ferdinand’s gaze slipped to his soldiers—still alive, though some in better straits than others, though all had been stripped of their weapons. He still held his sword—his father’s sword—though Ferdinand knew that if he used it now, the brave Ardenian soldiers would likely die even as Geneva spared him.

But if he surrendered, and let Geneva use him for whatever she had planned, whatever this was, would more people die?

His mind churned forward, engaging the possibilities—all of them seemingly wrong—as Geneva stepped toward him, a cat playing with a mouse backed into a corner. That smile had widened into something feral, her head tilted in show for the men and women at her back, looking to her to be the fiercest version of the Warlord they knew.

“My daughter would send you on no mere errand.”

She motioned to a set of men with ropes. “Hold my son as I examine his wares.”

The men came forward and Ferdinand made his choice. He stowed Sendoa’s sword and slid from his saddle, his hands up and placating. Not fighting. In surrender.

Geneva smiled, advanced to the cart, and in one bold swish, she revealed the topmost crate. The glass within tinkled in warning. A knowing smile tipped upon her lips before she even drew the dagger at her belt and wedged open the wooden top. “And what are these, Ferdinand?”

She asked, though she knew.

“Inés’s wedding dowry, seized by Ardenia while her ship was in port, ordered returned by Pyrenee.”

Geneva withdrew a vial. Even at this distance, Ferdinand witnessed the thick green sludge known as fire swamp drape a film across the interior. That vial could bore through this mountain and to the center of the earth itself—or so he’d been told. She grasped at another one, also in a clear bit of glass—the color of the vial didn’t seem to matter as much as the label—this one with a colorless liquid thinly sloshing throughout. It was exactly the same as the one Koldo had in her hand during that first meeting at the Itspi.

Geneva knew it, too. “Is this the poison that killed Domingu?”

Ferdinand nodded. “And Sendoa.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Truly? He was poisoned?”

“By Renard, according to Taillefer’s last admission.”

This was a test, Ferdinand knew. Geneva had come to loathe his preference for truth-telling in the past few weeks, but here, she was asking for information, and she was getting it.

Grinning from ear to ear, Geneva slipped the hemlock into the pocket of her trousers, returned the top to the crate, and pulled the cover back over it all.

“Tisne, drive the cart. You four”—she gestured to the men in linen and leathers holding the Ardenian soldiers—“march the soldiers into the woods. Ferdinand comes with me. We shall move everything to the clearing a hundred paces up and wait for the remainder of the Ardenian—”

“This is the one who killed Alasne!” A gold-toothed pirate cut short Geneva’s sentence with a loud, sneering shout straight into Ferdinand’s face, his breath reeking of ale and fish, his few remaining teeth as brown as rye bread. The man had a shaved head and a crown of freckles; every bit of skin showing was like its own stretch of Torrentian sand.

Ferdinand winced at the stench of his accuser, unable to help himself as he was held in place by two other men and being tied by a third. The pirate was leaning in as if he were about to start an ale house brawl, his sun-scarred shoulders hunched forward, and posture unflinching.

Ferdinand did not look at Geneva as he told a truth that might save her from what really happened.

“Alasne was about to kill me.”

Even after the words were out, Ferdinand wasn’t sure why he’d done it.

The wrinkles around the accuser’s eyes flattened out with angry glee as his entire forehead folded upward.

“Ah! You admit our captain died on your blade.” The ring of steel cut through the wet groans of the injured. “And you shall die on mine.”

The other men scattered, no longer holding Ferdinand in place. Ferdinand held up his rope-tied hands, placating, and tried to back up, but promptly ran into the injured Mirande behind him—and the pirates hiding behind her. There was only about a foot of distance between himself and the accuser’s blade tip. Barely enough room to grab the dagger in his boot they’d yet to take from him.

“He will not!” Geneva’s voice cut into the threat, along with her body—angled, tense, regal. “Ferdinand is to be taken alive.”

Amazingly, the gold-toothed pirate had the audacity to turn and grin straight in the face of the longest-serving Warlord of them all. “That isn’t an order I’ll take from you. Revenge is an order from the stars and of higher priority than anything you say.”

The pirate returned to his advance on Ferdinand, who still held his hands up, apparently boxed in. His best defense appeared in his mind—a quick kick to the man’s middle to create space, and then a dive to his boot knife to finish him off with a strike to the neck, chest, stomach … whatever was the most readily convenient.

If it didn’t work, he’d be dead. If it did, he’d be breathing, but short his only remaining weapon. Though given Geneva apparently did not want him in the stars yet, it would be worth the loss of his knife.

But before the pirate could again raise his sword, Ferdinand recognized a hardening to Geneva’s features over his opponent’s shoulder. Her sky-light eyes flickered with an edge as sharp as any blade, her brows and mouth pulled into twin taut lines. Her right hand twitched at her side, and Ferdinand knew she’d released a blade from her wrist sheath.

Fixing his breath, Ferdinand didn’t react. Didn’t move. Only stared down this man who would take his life for his captain’s.

Just as the pirate’s sword paused on the upswing—maximum torque built and ready to release, the man’s whole body coiled with enough ferocity to remove Ferdinand’s head from his body—Geneva’s wrist flicked, as quick and deadly as the bite of a Harea Asp.

A knife stuck straight out of the soft spot between where the pirate’s skull met the column of his neck. The man hung there for one breathless beat before crumpling onto dusty mountain dirt, his sword clattering unevenly on a rock or root. As his body hit, Geneva crouched and served an assassin’s smile in a rousing spray of blood that doused her, Ferdinand, the earth and brush, before settling across the man’s leather jerkin in a ferocious beaded line.

Geneva shot to her feet, dagger dripping blood, and faced the stunned-stiff crowd of pirates and mercenaries.

“Would anyone else like to disobey me? Do it now, before I clean my blade.”

No one dared move—breathe, blink, twitch—all brought too much attention. Even the horses were statues.

“Good.” Geneva wiped the flat of her knife in one long warning streak across her trouser-clad thigh. “Now let’s get this cargo hidden and sorted and prepare for the main Ardenian and Torrentian party.”

The collective clamor of men and women grateful to still have their blood on the inside after watching a colleague be cut down so publicly rose, and a satisfied Geneva turned to Ferdinand.

He braced himself for one of her feral smiles. Or a jab about what he owed her now. Instead, a line of worry creased between her brows and she immediately dabbed at the pirate’s blood smeared across the ivory section of his garnet-and-gold uniform. “Are you all right?”

It might’ve been involuntary, but Ferdinand started nodding, all speech missing from his tongue. It seemed to be enough and he thought she might walk away, to start directing everything. But instead, Geneva sheathed her own knife, and, without a word, bent to his boot and retrieved his hidden dagger from its sheath.

She grinned up at him—it was a slight tip to the lips, all emotion in her eyes and only seen by him. “You’re my son, and I know you better than anyone in this world or the stars. You would do best not to forget it.”

The implication was clear—now that we’re together again. With him as a prisoner.

Geneva stood, his dagger in her hand, that semblance of a grin falling away, the ruthless expression of the mask-less Warlord slipping back in place. She opened her mouth to yell another order—

WHOOSH. WHOOSH. WHOOSH. WHOOSH. WHOOSH.

Arrows rained in cluttered succession from the dense junipers and pines.

THWACK. THWACK. THWACK. THWACK. THWACK.

Each arrow speared the jugulars of the Warlord’s men surrounding the cart.

Geneva spun and shot Ferdinand’s own knife into the trees, where a good hundred men in the aubergine and gold of Pyrenee rolled out like morning fog. She caught an archer—the arrow taut on his bowstring going up and wide—but better, she caught the attention of the attacking soldiers just enough that they hesitated, and suddenly her men and women were drawing their swords.

In that pause, the Warlord unsheathed one of her swords, too, eager to charge—which was when Ferdinand kicked out a foot to trip her. Geneva stumbled over his boot toe, falling forward, free hand catching herself as her sword arm splayed wide. The moment she landed, Ferdinand caught her shoulder between his bound hands, wrenching her back as one arrow and then another—THWACK THWACK—lodged into the dirt where she’d been.

“Stay still. They want the vials.”

More arrows rained down as Ferdinand further protected the woman who had been his mother under the thick drape of his Ardenian uniform’s reinforced cloak. Those still standing bore the brunt of the arrows, those already aground spared. And then, after a time, the flurry stopped, the footsteps of the Pyrenee soldiers moving in.

“Let me speak,” Ferdinand whispered in Geneva’s ear. Feeling her nod ever so slightly, he slowly released the cloak and stood, hands out again and placating as Geneva rose at his side, her posture just the same.

Closer now, the Pyrenee soldiers stowed their bows and drew their swords in a resounding collective ring of metal, more than two hundred men armed with the best steel Basilica had to offer.

“I am Prince Ferdinand, First Knight and Protector of Ardenia. Queen Amarande sent a caracara ahead to the Bellringe. Her letter announced that I would be complying with King Renard’s request for the return of the remnants of Prince Taillefer’s workshop, which had been part of Queen Inés’s wedding dowry to King Domingu, may they all rest in the stars.”

Ferdinand paused, searching out a man—for they were all men—who could be the group’s leader. But their insignias looked the same, and no one moved forward. Thus, he continued, addressing the entire group and hoping the right ears heard him. “I respectfully ask that you escort both me, and this woman here, who is Queen Amarande’s mother, to Pyrenee for an audience with King Renard.”

At his side, Geneva stiffened—the only sign of surprise she allowed. Perhaps she’d expected him to toss her to the wolves—no, these were Mountain Lions, per sigil of Pyrenee. But in truth, Ferdinand simply hoped Renard would do the job for him of telling Amarande and Luca of Geneva’s whereabouts.

Finally, a soldier stepped forward. Three scuffed gold beads crowded his collar—a captain, maybe. This close, he stunk of wine and coffee and sweat.

“Tie up the woman and check the boy’s binds. Search them both for weapons. Tetee, Marques—they ride with you to our king. Cilic and Jannette, take the cart.”





CHAPTER 41


“RENARD. Ferdinand said Renard. Why would he say Renard? He’s dead—how could he be king?”

Urtzi was back to asking Ula questions, and though she preferred it that way she didn’t have much of an answer.

“Maybe it’s not the one we know.”

The words stumbled out of Ula’s lips as memories of that night in the chapel crawled forth. Watching Amarande stab Renard and then dive off the dais and onto Taillefer before Urtzi, Luca, and herself had rushed in from their shadowed corner to collect her, save her.

There was no way the crown prince could have survived a strike like that. The only thing worse was an assassin’s smile. He’d worn no hidden armor—blood was everywhere, a garnet slick on oiled wood in the light of a thousand candles reflecting off stained glass.

“Maybe it’s a little cousin. Or something. Names run in families, you know.”

Urtzi froze, his shoulders suddenly bunched to his ears and his eyes downcast. “Ula, I don’t remember a single name in my family save for my mother’s. I don’t know.”

His answer knocked all the wind from her lungs. Ula grit her teeth—she knew better. About him. About making false equivalencies between the royals and the common people. She meant it when she point-blank asked Amarande and Luca what in the stars was wrong with the continental royalty—they weren’t normal in so many ways. If anything, Urtzi’s experience—her experience—was more commonplace.

Ula drew in a deep breath. “Bad example—I’m wrong. Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Urtzi sounded like he meant it. Then, he turned them back to the present ghosts instead of those who haunted his childhood memories. “No, it can’t be him. We watched him die.”

The party was at a good distance now. Urtzi unfolded himself from where he’d crouched in the brush, and stood, the junipers a decent cover at this point. “So now what?”

More questions, and though she was relieved he’d been able to move past her accidental twist of the knife, again Ula wasn’t sure how to answer.

To follow meant keeping eyes on Geneva, Ferdinand, and the vials—why on earth would Ardenia give poison back to Pyrenee, regardless of which Renard these soldiers served?

But that wasn’t their only choice. The pair of them could also take their horses, point them to Ardenia, and bring the news to Amarande, and, by the sounds of it, Luca, too. Geneva had been sure they were coming this way, and soon.

Urtzi tracked back toward the horses, gathering their reins. “If we’re going to follow, they’re almost to that ridge. They won’t see us if we hit the road once they’re up and over.”

He started walking the horses toward the cut of dirt north past the bodies that littered the roadway from the cascading battles.

Ula chewed her lip. “No. A warning is more valuable than confirming what we already know. Pyrenee holds both Luca’s enemy and Amarande’s heir, not to mention vials of deadly poison. Whatever they were planning in coming this way, they’ll need to know the game has changed as soon as possible.”

“To Ardenia?”

“To our queen and king.”





CHAPTER 42


RENARD did not much enjoy surprises that he had not planned himself, but even through the buzz of his constant, underlying anger, the king was nothing but delighted upon learning that his soldiers had returned with both the prize he wanted and one that was completely unexpected.

Watching the precious contents of Taillefer’s workshop come up the final incline of King’s Crest as well as a pair of creatures in chains, he leaned over to Dunixi and said, “If that is who I believe it is, the stars are indeed shining for us.”

Not waiting for an answer from the Bellringe’s newest sycophant, the king descended the steps at a speedy clip, and greeted his newest good fortune in the castle’s glittering courtyard. The walls were icy white, sheer and smooth, while the courtyard proper held the greenest grass in all of the Sand and Sky. The contrast in color was striking under the high blue of the sky, the marble fountain in the center trickling as merrily as any cool mountain stream.

The Pyrenee party lined up before him in their sweat-stained aubergine, chins held high with triumph as they presented the crates of Taillefer’s vials. The party leader, Second Captain Zabrin, marched the two notable captives forward. The rope binding them appeared excessive but considering the worth of these two to the hearts and ambitions of a certain ruler and her love, Renard appreciated the care taken.

The soldier knocked them so that they had no choice but to meet the king on their knees. Held tight in their bindings, they were forced to look up at Renard’s face.

“As you requested, we have captured both the bounty and the messenger,” Zabrin nodded to Ferdinand, then turned his attention to the Runaway Queen, “but also the former Warlord as well.”

“Current Warlord, thank you,” Geneva snapped, teeth bared, eyes fierce, dark hair whirling around at her declaration.

Renard had been but a babe when she’d been at King Sendoa’s side and, therefore, couldn’t recall ever having seen Geneva in person. But in that moment, he recognized everything Amarande was that Sendoa was not. Slight frame tense with strength, delicate features, full mouth—all presented with the attitude of a caged cat.

It was as eerie as it was interesting.

Renard didn’t address his prisoners by name. Instead, he looked to the soldier who led the expedition. “Zabrin, for this feat you have just made full captain. Help yourself to Nikola’s abandoned things.”

The soldier’s lips dropped open, the man shocked for a moment before he caught himself. “It is my honor, my king.”

“Good. Now, Captain Zabrin, please see to it that these prisoners are given the golden suite.” He watched the soldier closely to make sure he understood exactly the cell he had in mind. Clearly, he did. “There are no more?”

“We left no survivors on either side, Your Highness.”

Well, that would be a message in itself if the Ardenian party approached through the mountains. Renard accepted this with a tip of his fingers. “The goods to my quarters.”

Zabrin kicked the prisoners to standing, about to haul them on their way to the dungeon, when the rumbling voice of the bastard prince cut into the air.

“I would like to request my own cell.”

Ferdinand didn’t look at Geneva. Instead, he watched the ground with a quiet intensity that reminded Renard very much of Sendoa. Like he could burn a hole in the mountain, march in, and warm his knickers against the fiery heart of the earth.

Interesting.

Renard nodded to Zabrin to ensure the guard held fast and met Ferdinand eye to eye. “How perceptive of you. Yes, our suite is meant to be shared. I do hope you understand that our dungeons are quite full at the moment and that this is a very special accommodation. Had your men survived mine, they would’ve been so crammed into a cell that they’d be trampling each other’s bones in a few days’ time just to ensure position away from the corner latrine. Terrible way to live, especially for an indeterminate amount of time.” Renard smiled, though he didn’t bother to let it meet his eyes. “You are quite fortunate we have the golden suite available.”

Ferdinand shrugged his big shoulders in his bindings and looked away.

“It wouldn’t be prudent for us to share a space,” Geneva offered. Even her voice sounded like Amarande’s. “We could conspire.”

Now this made Renard truly smile. These people—they loved to wear the mantle of bravery but deep down they were cowards unable to look each other in the eye.

“No, you won’t.”

Renard stepped in close enough that he could smell the salt of the sea in Geneva’s hair—unexpected. “You’ve not forgiven him for choosing Amarande over you, and he will likely never forgive you for killing his birth mother. Forgiveness comes about as easily in the Sand and Sky as true love.”

Renard leaned between them, setting a hand upon each of their shoulders, and spoke quietly. “I hope you claw each other apart like cats—it would make things much cleaner for me. However, if you choose to be civil, you may regret it, because combined, you are the perfect bait to convince Amarande and her love to do something very rash.”

Ferdinand predictably reacted, the shoulder under Renard’s palm hardening with the same intensity he wielded in his cool green gaze. The boy’s lips did not curl in a smile; instead they were cold and flat, and bore a warning.

“You will regret provoking my queen.”

Renard simply smirked. “I provoke her by breathing. You’re merely her most recent excuse.”



THE bait settled, Renard requested and received two visitors upon his balcony.

The first, the Bellringe’s fastest and most trusted messenger. Taillefer had kept crows in his chambers for correspondence, but Renard did not trust a bird to do a man’s work. Especially with such an important message.

He nearly sent Dunixi, but the king didn’t trust the pirate enough not to make his own deal. Moreover, there was a good chance his former cohort might kill him on sight simply for being on the other side. Or perhaps to finish what they did not in their daring escape from the wedding.

Alas, he wouldn’t find out and didn’t care.

The preferred messenger—Fayette—however, came with more baggage than Renard preferred: Menon, Laurent, and Collette.

Laurent had cleared his throat and was speaking before he’d even made it across the room, as slow as the ancient councilor was. “My king, I must strongly suggest that you release the Ardenian prince. Capturing and quartering him is an act of war.”

Under his burning skin, Renard’s anger flared anew. “Ardenia is in no position to lecture me on acts of war. They brought their army to the conclave, or do you not recall?”

“They did that because of the threat of Geneva—”

“Who we have now as well, as stars would have it.”

“My king,” Laurent continued, unfazed, “by rights, she should be extradited to Torrence for her crimes there.”

Renard scoffed; sarcasm was easily becoming his preferred cover for his ever-present fury. “Extradited to where? The wolf cub has no palace. What’s he going to do, tie her to the Hand’s thumb until she withers to hide and bones? No.”

The ancient councilor wasn’t dissuaded from his argument. Perhaps it was spite that kept him alive. “It does not matter what he does with her, only that it is within our duties as members of the Sand and Sky to trade in prisoners.”

“That is what this letter will do.” Renard shook the parchment, already sealed and prepared, at them. He shoved it into the gloved hands of his messenger. “It alerts Ardenia and Torrence of who sits within our dungeons.”

Renard gestured to Fayette, and the messenger all but ran out the door. When he was gone, the councilors continued their affront against the king’s choices.

“My king,” Menon stated with pinched brows and an aggrieved swoop of his shoulders, “Ferdinand is a member of the royal family and has done nothing wrong. We hold him unlawfully.”

“How do you know he did nothing wrong?” Frustration bit at his veins, Renard’s blood growing hotter with each passing admonishment, even as he chose to combat these old meddlers with sarcasm. Perhaps that approach would only last him so long. “I have at least two hundred men in my barracks who can account for the fact that it was Ferdinand’s dagger that killed the Pyrenee soldier who died in the fray.”

Menon’s face pinched to pedantic points. “His dagger was drawn because he was already under attack by the Warlord.”

That was correct. It was also true that Ferdinand didn’t throw the dagger. Geneva had. But it was his weapon. And the councilors hadn’t been there for his full debrief with Zabrin. Renard cocked a sharp brow. Questioning. “Was he? Was it?”

That shut them up.

“And,” the king continued, “isn’t it possible and even likely that Ferdinand and Geneva are actually working together, against Ardenia?”

They stared at him. Renard tilted his head.

“I think so. Which is exactly what I detailed in my letter to the queen.” In truth, he did think so—which was why he’d placed them in the same cell. “Amarande won’t know if she should be relieved or enraged, but either way she’ll want them both. And knowing the queen she won’t ask nicely.”

Old Laurent cleared his throat. “You intend to provoke Ardenia, my king?”

“No, I intend to lay out a series of facts and if Amarande can’t keep her sword in its sheath, that’s her problem. Attacking Pyrenee will be an assassin’s smile on her dreams of being queen outright, and she’ll likely take her beloved wolf cub down with her.” He grinned now, cold and cutting. “I don’t intend to bury Amarande, she’ll do it for me.”

A silence fell upon the room.

They had all been at King Sendoa’s funeral. They had all been at the wedding. They had all been at the conclave. And they all knew exactly how the queen responded to a direct attack on her independence and those she loved.

With a fight.

“My king, is that the ultimate intention?” Menon asked—bravely or stupidly. “To bring the Sand and Sky’s retribution to Ardenia and Torrence?”

The black skin beneath Renard’s fine clothes itched. The medikua’s knowing questions reverberating against his still-breathing chest.

What is it for you? True love? Pure hate? Intense fury? Kingly ambition? Unfinished business? Revenge?

Yes. Revenge was the goal.

Which meant suffering was the goal.

Renard would make Amarande and Luca suffer as much as he could before he left this world for good. And if the rest of the Sand and Sky suffered? So be it.

“Of course.”

Behind Renard, the sycophant Dunixi leaned down. “Excellent plan, Your Highness.”

Yet the remaining councilors were as sour faced as curdled milk. Renard’s father had always walked away from a fight, and when he was attacked by Eritri, it was Sendoa and Ardenia who saved him. These councilors had been there for that, too, and were similarly shy when it came to bellicose maneuvers.

It was so incredibly boring.

“My king, these games … they are unwise.” Collette’s carefully powdered cheeks seemed to wobble, but the fact that she pushed back at all was something.

Menon’s chin tapped the front of his robe as he nodded, while ancient Laurent scratched his wizened face.

These councilors had supported him out of complete shock and fear, and yet that magical cocktail appeared to be dissipating. They were falling into the patterns Renard knew he would’ve faced if he’d actually been crowned upon his wedding night.

Ones they used with his mother. His father. His grandfather.

Did they think he knew nothing because of his youth? If anything, Renard felt because he was intimate with the particular void of near-death, he knew more than they did, despite all of their years combined.

“Simply because you don’t understand doesn’t make me foolish.” Renard’s words were short and taut, all sarcasm gone, the anger that compelled him rising to the surface—as astringent and biting as sagardon splashed straight in the eyes. “I have my plans and you need not be a part of them. Now, you will leave me. The medikua and I must talk.”

The councilors did as they were told, skirting away in silence. They would whisper about him in secret, Renard knew. It didn’t matter. The king would have them sent to the dungeons if they defied him again.

Immediately, the medikua stepped into the room, and Dunixi closed the door, standing guard outside. He was probably listening in and most likely had heard everything that had already been said. That didn’t matter either.

Renard gestured to a table that had been dragged to the center of his study—the cartons of vials were stacked in a crescent around it, a comfortable chair pulled up for her ancient bones. The first carton was already on the table and open, a mixture of cobalt and clear bottles shimmering in the candlelight and ringed with thick plain wax. Somewhere in all of that were two vials of the tincture needed to keep him alive. Hopefully, the vials were full. If not, that was another question.

“Medikua, you will sort Taillefer’s vials so that we may have a definitive understanding of all the contents, but your highest priority is separating out the astral ember. We must understand the supply as we wait for your batch to age to full strength.” The woman nodded—she’d known her assignment before he said a word. She lowered herself into the chair and touched the first bottle. “If the amount we find is not sufficient, I would assume you have other ways to locate additional tincture?”

She shrugged her bird-like shoulders. “I have my guesses.”

The answer wasn’t as flip as her previous ones, but the king was growing tired of her ornery tendencies. Talent or no.

Renard placed a very heavy hand upon the medikua’s shoulder and lowered his gaze to her so that there would be no misunderstanding the fury and promise within his expression.

“You best hope we won’t need to guess.”





CHAPTER 43


AMARANDE and Luca were in the Itspi yard, assessing the training that General Xixi and her team were giving the members of the Torrentian camp—and squashing any skepticism before it rooted itself in the rebels’ minds—when a commotion came up from the guard tower that caused nearly every head to turn.

There, two riders burst forth onto the grounds upon lathered horses.

For a split second, Amarande was back in their meadow, one hazy moment away from kissing Luca, when the specter of a similarly fevered rider raced across the distance with life-changing news. Every nerve in her body seized as she peeled away from the scrum of men and women and toward the open field, angling for a better look as Luca fell in step beside her.

A coming attack? Bad news from Ferdinand? A blow of another kind?

Amarande broke past the last line of bodies as the riders were almost upon them. Her strong legs went soft at the knees with relief when she saw the familiar figures of a tall brawler Myrcellian and a petite Torrentian with a sword pommel caressing her shoulder.

Urtzi and Ula.

“Your Highnesses! We bear news!” Ula yelled, as the pair of them pulled up short on the edge of the yard, the royals in question skidding to a halt.

Luca steadied the horses as Ula and Urtzi dismounted, gasping and haggard. Both looked as if they’d been up two days straight, their clothing slick with sweat and crumpled into a million fine wrinkles. Dark crescents hung under their eyes, yet they were bright, eager, and completely brimming with the need to speak.

Ula held up a hand, trying to calm her heaving lungs enough to get out exactly what she needed to say.

“Some water, please?” Luca called out in the general direction of the crowd, and immediately a handful of Torrentians stepped forth with waterskins.

Ula accepted one but spoke first, voice as breathless as her body. “Ferdinand was taken captive by Geneva—”

Luca and Amarande both bit out a collective “No!” but said no more as Ula shook them off, gathering enough breath to finish.

“—and then they were both taken captive by Pyrenee.”

“Pyrenee has the poisons,” Urtzi added, gulping air. “The ones Ferdinand was delivering.”

Luca’s brows touched and his hand stilled on the nose of Urtzi’s horse. “Wait—they got what they wanted and took both Ferdinand and Geneva prisoner anyway?”

Ula and Urtzi nodded while taking long pulls from the offered water. Someone else was removing their saddlebags and relieved Luca of the reins.

Amarande’s nostrils flared, her jaw set. “Renard will be sorry. That was a diplomatic mission—there was no need to capture what we were willingly bringing him.”

General Xixi chewed the inside of her cheek and shifted her weight. “Your Highness, perhaps there was need if Geneva was present?”

“No,” Urtzi bit out, bending over to place his hands upon his knees, nearly empty waterskin hanging from his hand. He glanced up at them, rivulets of sweat running from his damp curls, down his temples and cheekbones to the swell of his throat. “We were trailing Geneva and saw the whole thing.…”

His words failed him then, and Ula placed a hand upon his upper arm and continued for him, her breathing slower and thirst quenched. “Geneva intended to trap the Ardenian caravan to Pyrenee and just happened to be in position early, which meant she was ready when Ferdinand came through. She couldn’t resist entrapping him for obvious reasons. And when she realized he had the vials—”

The sound of hooves swallowed her words as they all turned once again to the gate and another surprise.

Another messenger. This one, escorted by the castle guard manning the gate, mounted upon a horse as white as snow save for his undercarriage, which was a rusty, muddy brown. The soldier was in full aubergine and panting loudly, his face drawn with lack of sleep, blond whiskers climbing his cheeks.

“A message for the queen from the Kingdom of Pyrenee.” The soldier held out a roll of parchment like a spear.

Amarande accepted it but didn’t open it in front of the messenger. “Pualo, please allow this man and his horse proper accommodations.”

The second captain nodded and immediately drew the man away. When the messenger was gone, Amarande gestured to Luca, Ula, Urtzi, and General Xixi. They formed a tight circle as she slit the purple wax and unfurled the parchment.

As one, they read the deep, swirling scrawl of Renard’s handwriting. By the swish of the final letter in the king’s name, Amarande’s gut clattered to her boots, her heart hammered against her ribs as if it were trying to escape, and her mind buzzed with one of her father’s favorite tenets.

Make the first mark.



“KNOW everything in that letter is a lie.”

An hour later, Amarande opened a meeting in the council room by tossing Renard’s letter at Joseba with that appropriate summation.

The councilor drew the weathered parchment up to his face, so close his nose nearly touched despite the blinding light from the windows beyond. Frustrated with his care, Amarande sat upon her hands so she wouldn’t rip the parchment away and read it to him, line by line. Finally, when he was blessedly finished, Joseba looked up to the waiting eyes of everyone around the table.

“Are we sure Ferdinand is not in league with Geneva? Renard’s letter makes quite the case. His men came upon Ferdinand giving the vials to Geneva, his own men tied up. And then he attacked Pyrenee when they tried to rescue him and the cart’s contents?”

“I am sure he’s not in league with her. Have you met the boy, Joseba?”

It was meant to be sarcastic yet still the councilor answered Amarande’s barb like a legitimate question.

“I met him with Geneva.” The councilor tented his fingers much like Satordi often did at the same table. “And may I point out that Ferdinand volunteered for this mission. And was seen sending a caracara before leaving with the vials.”

Amarande narrowed her eyes at Joseba. “Fine—but are you telling me you haven’t gotten to know him over the past few weeks? There’s no way Ferdinand did this. There’s no way he’s with her—you know I wouldn’t have let him stay within the Itspi, let alone elevate him to such a position as my knight, if I didn’t trust him and his devotion to Ardenia.”

She waved a hand at Ula and Urtzi. “And though you won’t believe what you should know in your heart, Councilor, please hear it from Ula and Urtzi, who—luckily for Ferdinand—witnessed the whole exchange and can contradict Renard’s account.”

And then they did. Moment by moment, recounting both battles.

When they were finished, Joseba leaned forward in his seat and asked carefully, “The Warlord truly has no men left?”

“With her? No,” Ula confirmed. “She was getting information from watchers or other supporters—that much was clear from her knowledge about the conclave in Pyrenee—but as far as men to fight alongside her in Pyrenee, the only choice at the moment is Ferdinand.”

“And he would not,” Amarande added specifically for Joseba’s benefit.

Positioning the map atop the table so all could see, Urtzi drew a finger along the main through-way from Ardenia to Pyrenee and the Bellringe upon King’s Crest. “A hundred or more dead lie in those mountains.”

Ula looked to General Xixi. “The soldiers with Ferdinand perished, too. I’m sorry.”

“If the prince survived, they did what they needed to do.”

Ula opened her mouth and closed it, while Urtzi’s face clouded. The question itched at Amarande: How did Ferdinand survive? But the answer was as simple as the fact that Geneva had.

They were valuable.

“We need to go get him. We cannot let Renard claim some war crime that Ferdinand did not commit just to keep him on a technicality.” Amarande looked to Luca. “And we cannot let him hold Geneva. As long as she is anywhere but in the custody of Torrence, she is a danger to Luca’s kingdom and his life.”

Joseba set Renard’s parchment carefully before him, as if it were actually worth something. “Surely we can take up this issue at the conclave—”

“No.”

Luca wasn’t one to cut someone off—that was typically Amarande’s area of expertise—but here he did so definitively and decisively, though more kindly than the queen ever would.

“That will just give him the time and leverage to further twist the knife.” Luca drew in a deep breath. “Renard is quite aware that he holds the keys to both our kingdoms in his dungeons. Ferdinand is the rest of the Sand and Sky’s answer to the issue of Ardenia’s succession. Geneva is key to a safe and sovereign rebuilding of Torrence. If he has control of them, he has control over us.”

“Exactly,” Amarande agreed. “Which is why we must go in, take them for ourselves, and then sell our point of view to the remainder of the Sand and Sky, should they believe Renard’s tale.”

Everyone around the great oval table nodded save for Joseba. He was taking his role as the lone remaining councilor seriously, round cheeks pinking and waddle wobbling under his young brown eyes. He wasn’t Satordi, but his brush with death had made him question anything and everything much more vociferously.

“How do we get in, Your Highnesses?” He gestured to the map. “Renard will have his soldiers in the mountains because he wants a fight. He’ll get one far away from Ferdinand and Geneva if we prance across the mountain border with our military. And don’t think about shipping the army to the Port of Pyrenee—they will see that as an immediate affront and the mirror image of Inés’s invasion of our harbor.”

All eyes fell to General Xixi, who agreed stoically. “This is true, and they will be justified.”

“I am no military tactician, just a girl with a sword,” Ula interjected, brows furrowing together, “but may I ask—what is the point of the greatest army in the world if we cannot use it?”

Amarande was sure that once she’d wondered the same thing. Now she knew better. “Its reputation fights battles for us so that they never happen in the first place.”

A silence fell over the room, stillness, too, as they all became lost in thought, strategies playing out over the tapestries on the walls, out the window, on the bare table, and the maps and crumpled threat from Renard.

After a long moment, Amarande caught Luca’s forearm.

The movement was so sudden, it had the effect of a cannon blast, everyone around the table reacting in their own way—flinching, blinking, leaning back or forward—all eyes on the queen.

“We go in the way we left after the wedding.”

Luca tensed under her palm, recognition immediate as he straightened, golden eyes brilliant. “Exactly as we left, but in reverse.”

“Yes.”

“It’ll work. It’ll definitely work.”

The pair of them sought out the others who’d been there that night, but Ula and Urtzi both held their arms crossed over their chests, suspicious. Or, perhaps, confused—which Joseba and Xixi certainly were.

“But we left by ship and the general just said no ships?” Urtzi muddled through. “Besides, the Gatzal is … where did Ferdinand go first?”

“Basilica.”

“It’s in Basilica.”

Amarande clapped her hands. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, we don’t need an army—at least not right away—we need a ship, horses, and the cover of darkness.”

Luca’s grin was huge. He tagged Ula on the shoulder, using the entire length of his armspan just to achieve it. “We’re finally storming a castle.”

“Without an army,” she deadpanned.

“We don’t need one,” Luca said. “We have you. And Urtzi. And Amarande and myself. Lean and mean.”

“I do not like this.” The councilor fidgeted with discomfort. “We should go and have a formal, diplomatic discussion with Renard ahead of the conclave, not sneak in and steal back what he stole from us.”

“Joseba, you said it yourself—he wants a fight.” Amarande’s grin was as sharp as her boot knife. “There will be no diplomacy with him. If Renard wanted a formal discussion, he wouldn’t have announced to us that he took liberties with my brother and heir. Nor would he have lied about Ferdinand and Geneva being in cahoots. He wants a reaction. We should give him one.”

“Or,” Luca mused, “we should do what he doesn’t expect and have a conversation with him.” Amarande froze. Oh. “As much as I really want to storm in there and have Geneva to ourselves, Renard would be blindsided by a polite negotiation. And it would get us into the castle.”

“Diplomacy, not anger, would be a fine strategy,” Joseba answered immediately, his preference clear.

Amarande stared at the map, every bit of advice her father had ever given her running through her mind.

Make the first mark.

Beware or be dead.

If you underestimate an opponent, you overestimate yourself.

And on and on.

Every piece of wisdom carefully crafted to ensure plotting, planning, and complete and total focus on the problem, solution, and alternative possibilities.

The queen lifted her eyes, drew in a steadying breath, and asked a question of those she trusted rather than giving an order. “What if we do both?”

“Both?” Joseba’s thick eyebrows wound together.

“Yes.” In Amarande’s mind, the plan was already as solid as the table before them. “What if we send an official royal party to the castle and a regiment through the weak point we breached when escaping the Bellringe?”

“A regiment to do what?” Joseba again with a question. As erudite as the councilor was, he really didn’t understand the first thing about the realities of battle, despite all the time he’d spent in this room with Sendoa and Koldo.

Luca hadn’t spent a lick of time in the council room with either of them, but by now knew exactly what the regiment’s role was in this scenario. He grinned at the councilor and gave the plainest answer. “To ensure we get out.”

Ula slapped the table. “I like it.”

“Let’s do it,” Urtzi echoed.

Around the room, everyone nodded.

Everyone … save for Joseba.

“Forgive me if I don’t understand the point of this plan. Is it to release the prince to our custody and the Warlord to await trial for crimes against the people of Torrence, or is it to make King Renard pay for holding them and taunting us? Because those are two very different aims.” The councilor wrung his pale hands. “Furthermore, I’m uncomfortable with the rulers of two of the Sand and Sky’s kingdoms being embroiled in a physical battle with that of another. Let me remind you that the future of your kingdoms lies with you—that you have no heirs, my Otsakumea—”

“Joseba, the point is the future of our kingdoms.” Amarande’s heart had begun to hammer in her chest. “There is no future where a half-dead king—with no known heirs himself, by the way—holds hostage the key to Torrence’s safety and the heir to my throne, lies about doing so, and gets away with it.”

“Let’s not forget he has the poisons,” Ula added.

“Yes, and that. We saw what those poisons did to Basilica and Myrcell. You know Renard has a plan for them—that’s why he wanted them in the first place.” Every inch of Amarande’s skin blazed with certainty. “Simply requesting them was a threat.”

Joseba gestured to General Xixi. “The threat is the same as our great army’s reputation—one that lives in the mind and fights battles for him.”

Luca’s mouth pulled into a wry grin. “Ask Basilica and Myrcell how they feel about that.”

“They did not object to his request for the poisons’ return,” the councilor replied.

“That’s because they don’t want us to have the poisons along with the most powerful army on the continent,” Amarande answered. “Trust is our problem, not strength. We did that to ourselves.”

It pained Amarande to admit this, but it was accurate.

“The point,” she continued, “is what future does the Sand and Sky have if we let these lies persist and don’t challenge them as Ardenia itself has been challenged? We say this continent’s foundation is its laws and decrees and pronouncements, but if it sits upon lies, too, what good will that do our people? How can I ask the men and women who have been conscripted into roles in the world’s greatest army to lay down their lives for a battle built upon lies?”

The councilor considered this with a bowed head and slumped shoulders. Finally, he decided to push her one final time. “These lies are not our own, Your Highness.”

“They are if we do not challenge them. Renard must be challenged about Ferdinand and Geneva, and he must be challenged about his mere existence. Our fellow rulers are allergic to asking questions that inconvenience their patriarchal ideals.”

“Agreed,” Luca said from her side.

“Challenging Renard is one thing, invading Pyrenee is another,” Joseba answered before turning to the current leader of Ardenia’s military. “General, you must agree.”

Xixi leaned forward, pensive. Her gloved hands remained in her lap, her head tilting slightly as she gathered her thoughts on the matter.

“Your Highness, I agree that if you are to enter the Bellringe on a peace-seeking political mission, we should have at least one regiment, perhaps more, at the ready if we need them.” Relief swelled within Amarande. Yes—the general understood. Xixi glanced up, addressing Joseba and Amarande at the same time. “The goal would not be to attack, but if a battle breaks out, or the king imprisons either or both of you under more false pretenses that he then plans to sell to Basilica and Myrcell upon their arrival, you would have immediate, physical support.”

Finally, the tide was turning—Joseba nodded.

“So, the military comes separately? And the rest of the Ardenian party as well?” Like the ins and outs of battle, military strategy was not Joseba’s strong suit; history and words upon paper were his world, not the lives of real men and women put to the blade. “Perhaps that will mean we are bolstered in more than one way—militaristically and politically.”

“Yes. That is exactly what it would mean if we do it correctly.” Amarande’s voice was level but her heart was singing with the need to leave, to do, to make this happen.

“Luca, myself, and an appropriate guard will approach for a meeting. Ula and Urtzi can lead the general’s chosen regiment to the Bellringe through our previous escape route—and await our signal, should we need aid.” They both nodded that, yes, they could absolutely do that. “And then the rest of the conclave party, including you, Joseba, will arrive on the appointed day. Likely, no matter what happens, we will have much to talk about.”

“Which reminds me, I have some ideas about the succession disc—”

“None of that matters as long as Ferdinand is with Renard.”

Amarande was firm on this, and to her relief, Joseba did not re-up what he’d planned to say, but instead nodded.

“I will address the Torrentian group. They’ll want to be there, one way or another,” Luca said, and nodded to Xixi, “and they have a few new tricks to use.”

It was a plan.

Amarande stood, her mind already spinning with ways to approach Renard, when Joseba sighed. Despite his nod of agreement, he addressed her with the furrowed brow of someone who couldn’t see the strengths of the plan, but rather only a million ways it could go wrong.

“Your Highness, can you promise us that you won’t kill Renard?”

It was one more question. And yet, it was the easiest of all.

“He’s already dead. You have no need to worry about that.”

As visibly annoyed as she was internally, Joseba pinched the bridge of his nose in a way that reminded her of Satordi. “My queen—”

“I cannot promise he won’t kill me.” Joseba’s eyes flew open. “I cannot promise he won’t kill Luca. Or that he hasn’t already killed Ferdinand. Or that Geneva won’t kill any of us or all of us.”

Color drained from the councilor’s face. Perhaps he’d just now realized he was in almost the very same spot where Geneva had stabbed him.

Amarande addressed him with shoulders back, voice clear, strong and sure.

“I can promise you that I will protect those I love and my people.”

The councilor swallowed heavily. He knew exactly what that meant. Amarande told him anyway, a deadly certainty in her expression, her stance, the words themselves.

“If Renard does anything to hurt them, I can promise you that I will kill him again. And this time I will ensure he cannot come back.”





CHAPTER 44


SLEEP came less and less to Renard each night.

His heart galloped under his breastbone. His skin flamed against the sheets. His face slicked with perspiration despite the cool night air of the mountains in summer.

As he lay there, damp and thrashing in his father’s old bed, his mind churned but with a single focus. As if the only path was the one put forth by the anger that lapped at every one of his edges inside and out, caustic and burning.

Revenge.

In a very specific order of priority.

Amarande. Luca. Their kingdoms. The continent.

He wondered if his focus would narrow day by day until it was but a mere pinprick awaiting his final arrow of vengeance. Or, if when he got that first sweet taste of revenge against Amarande, the blackness would immediately devour his body whole.

Until he achieved that first goal—squeezing every last drop of pain from Amarande before sending her to the stars with a wound mirroring his own—he wouldn’t think about the rest. Even if it took so long that he eventually couldn’t sleep at all, he’d see it through.

He would see Amarande out and leave everything she loved burning as her flame fell to ash.

Though dawn was still hours away, Renard padded out of his bed, threw open the doors to his balcony, and stepped into the Pyrenee night. The starlight reached for his skin, pale and fevered.

“Not yet. Not until I bring her with me.”

The night replied with a seeping quiet, the kind that allowed him to think. Past the anger. To the necessities. Survival.

He returned to his bedroom, and carefully cradled two vials holding his remaining lifeblood in his hands.

Taillefer had indeed answered his prayers.

Tucked within the hundreds of bottles of poisons and potions and elixirs were two slim vials of the tincture that had saved his life: astral ember.

Perhaps the vials were meant for Taillefer himself. Or maybe for Domingu, who probably kept his own supply under lock and key lest anyone attempt to use it to revive his unfortunate wives. Be that as it may, it was Renard’s gain.

Renard lay upon the cool stone floor of his balcony, watching the twinkling night sky until the first fingers of dawn brought both light and sound, the temporary clearness to his mind furring over, like moss upon a stone upstream. The anger flared, funneled and pinched; and the infernal flame within him surged, his skin burning more with each passing moment that brought him closer to his next meeting with Amarande.

Surely she’d received his message by now. Surely she was on her way. Surely she wouldn’t ask nicely for her brother or her mother.

And surely his revenge would start there.

As the morning chapel bell tolled eight times, Renard finally left his balcony and called for the medikua.

She appeared almost instantly along with the breakfast he wouldn’t eat. The pigeons would feast upon it—like the day before and the one before that. Sustenance of any kind save for the tincture was becoming of as little use to Renard as the rest he could not get.

The medikua and Renard had a routine now, and thus, they moved soundlessly to their places. Renard removed his tunic and lay upon the newly made bed, while the medikua set her tinctures on the dressing table near the door leading from his bedchamber into the parlor and the library beyond. The queen’s suite sat undisturbed on the other side of the door, still faintly smelling of the poppied lavender soap Taillefer had used to disarm Amarande’s senses.

The medikua cleaned his wound and repaired the sutures. The affected skin would never heal, and thus the sutures needed constant, careful consideration. Infection was still and forever a possibility. The skin and organs beneath it may have been rife with necrosis, but the gash was still a door to his internal system, and therefore it was crucial it stay sewn shut.

After the cleaning and suture check, the medikua withdrew her ancient vial of astral ember, and began to apply it. Every bit of black must be covered in a thick layer. Enough to feed the organs beneath. The process was slow and methodical, the old woman’s eyes skimming close to Renard’s skin to ensure absorption of the clear serum, which went on as thick as honey yet was as cold and biting as a Pyrenee winter.

Halfway through the process, she paused. He could hear her move away and rifle around. “What are you doing? You haven’t treated my left side.”

“I must open a new bottle.”

Renard propped himself upon his elbows. “What? Already?”

She held up her original vial. It was indeed empty. “Your Highness, I have never treated someone with such advanced necrosis.”

Anger beat in Renard’s chest like a second heart—the necrosis was advanced because his mother removed the medikua before she could continue to work on him. But if the healer had told Inés of her treatment, the queen would’ve likely ensured he never woke up. He couldn’t fault the old woman for following forced orders to head to Basilica, but he could fault his mother.

And he did. For everything. Very much.

“Yes. Do it.”

If they’d already finished the medikua’s supply, it was possible now that despite Taillefer’s additional vials, there wasn’t enough tincture left within the Bellringe to make it another year. To when the medikua’s newest vat of astral ember would ripen to full maturation in Taillefer’s old workshop. The king would deal with that problem after Amarande.

The medikua retrieved one of the two vials and slit the wax seal about the cork. Renard settled in, lying back upon his pillows. Waiting for the cool sting of the serum seeping through his deadened exterior.

He felt the application, but the iciness was absent.

“Why … why is it not working?”

The medikua frowned at the liquid, which beaded atop his skin rather than soaking into the pores and puckered seam of the sutured flesh. “I … do not know, Your Highness.”

The ropes of tendons within Renard’s neck tensed along with his voice, his hands balling the duvet in his fists. “If you don’t know, you best figure it out.”

The medikua’s gaze caught upon the threat of his nearest fist and smartly turned away. “Let’s try the other bottle.”

Again, she retrieved a vial. Again, she released the stopper from sealed wax. Again, she dribbled out the serum in a conservative drop.

And again, the serum simply beaded atop the flat black of his skin without effect.

The woman’s bird-like body froze at his side. She chewed her lip with sagardoa-stained teeth. “It may not have reached potency.… Though, the ledgers Prince Taillefer kept were precise—these vials are each two years aged.”

Renard’s fury lapped at his edges.

“And we’re sure these are the two-year bottles?”

“He only made the serum once, per the ledger.” The medikua’s voice was flat, her irascible nature hardening just like her stance. She was a deer going still before finding an arrow in its eye. Only her hand dared to move, as she raised the tincture and sniffed the bottle. “My sense of smell is not what it used to be … but perhaps the contents have been augmented.”

At the drop of the last word in her sentence, the thinly controlled fury within the king surged and snapped.

Renard leapt from the bed, and purposely bumped the old woman, so that she had to stumble back to steady herself. He towered over her, the anger within him simmering to the surface. “Augmented by who? Someone, like you?”

That brave little goat straightened and looked him in the eye. “Your Highness, I would not damage the serums. Any of them.”

“Would you not? I have all but jailed you here.”

“You have employed me. I am old enough to know the difference.”

Anger rolled against his skin like another set of muscle and sinew, with a mind of its own, independent. “Let us confirm that, shall we?”

More carelessly than he should have, rage driving his movements with little finesse, Renard rushed into the adjoined library, where he kept the repacked crates, wrenched the nearest one open, and pulled out a vial of the putrid fire swamp. He thrust it into the face of the medikua, who’d trailed him into the room on short, stubborn strides.

The unnatural green serum sloshed against the belly of the vial, a threat.

“Give me your hand.”

The medikua’s eyes were hooded with age, but as they caught on what he had in his palm, they shot wide open, the clouded darkness of her pupils and the yellowed whites around them naked in the morning light.

“No, Your Highness, this is unnecessary—”

His hand lashed out and grabbed her wrist, the bones beneath his palm fragile, simple to snap. “It is not unnecessary to test your hypothesis. You’re the only person here to have personal contact with each vial. If the ones we need are augmented, surely the others will be as well?”

The healer struggled against Renard in such a way that made him sure her wizened old hand would be nothing but a lump of seared flesh in a few moments’ time. If so, she would deserve it.

“Please, my king, I beg of you. Test it on the table, the floor, a book—”

“Oh no, I would never damage my books.” Renard drew the medikua’s hand flush against her body and forced her against the sliver of bare wall between a bookcase and the door. “Now, hold still. Move too much and it might splash upon your face.”

The old woman’s struggle immediately ceased—her small, soft body going still. Those hooded eyes were pinned tightly on the bottle in his hand, cataloging the pop of the cork, the slow march of the contents, the unmistakable vibrant green appearing at the mouth of the vial.

A drop of tincture rolled off the lip and straight onto the top of the healer’s hand, spotted and gnarled with age. She flinched as the weight of the serum made contact, all the veins and tendons tensing under the vise grip of Renard’s hold.

They both watched it—touch, sink, smear.

Nothing.

No smoldering. No smoking. No reaction of any kind.

Renard dropped her hand in disgust, and the medikua pulled herself closer to the wall, tight enough to the stone to seep into the cracks if she could.

His nostrils flared as he stared at the bottle.

The wax seal.

Renard scratched a thumbnail over it, right against where the wax met the glass, and a second layer of wax beaded off. Older, faded.

Discarding the fire swamp upon the table, he reached for the vials of astral ember. Same double wax. Same faded crumble.

Renard had to swallow the vitriol down three times to get out his next set of orders.

“You will write letters to every medikua and healer you know in this continent and beyond and tell them they will earn three troy ounces of gold for every vial of aged astral ember they can supply by the end of the week—unused, used, a drop left, I don’t care. If they have any, I want it and I will pay for it.”

The old woman nodded, grabbed her kit of tinctures, and immediately made for the door on shaking, wobbling legs. His fingers curled around her shoulder and whirled her around. She hugged the tincture basket close to her chest, arms trembling, as he bared his teeth. “I’m not done.”

“I’m sorry, Your Highness.”

He wagged a finger at her. “Oh no, you’re not sorry yet. You will be if you do not report back to me every name and location as soon as those letters are written, do you understand?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Renard barely acknowledged her terrified agreement as he released her.

As she scurried away, he buttoned his shirt. Tucked it in. And once he looked kingly and whole yet again, not a hint at the necrosis and rot, he snatched up as many bottles of the fire swamp as he could hold and headed for the dungeons.





CHAPTER 45


UPON their entry to King’s Crest, Ferdinand and Geneva were marched to the depths of the Bellringe and placed in the same cell. Since the moment that occurred, they’d said very little to each other. Ferdinand crowded one side of the enclosure, Geneva claimed the rest.

Several times Ferdinand watched the woman who had raised him gather herself to speak. He could see it in the cut of her shoulders, the sudden agitation of her movements, the sharpening of her gaze, which had been often askew in the middle distance as she worked out the problem before them.

Still, she stayed silent.

And Ferdinand had no designs about starting the conversation for her.

He could play this game forever. Geneva knew it. She also knew that if she opened her mouth, she would have to win the argument, or she’d never hear his voice again.

Yet despite everything, he knew she wanted to hear it.

No matter what he said.

Ferdinand wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

So instead, he thought about Amarande. About what she would do when she found out he was here. How she would react—and he made plans for what he would do when she did.

In the fallow moments, Osana would peek into his thoughts, too. But he tried to shut her out—Zavier and Geneva still had a chance to use her, and it felt almost as if thinking Osana’s very name would make it so.

If Ferdinand had learned anything about the Sand and Sky since leaving the caravan, it was that men used women in all the ways they shouldn’t. If he had any sympathy for Geneva, it was that. Though how she handled her situation as a pawn wasn’t as easily forgivable.

He was trying very hard to think of something besides Osana when the exterior door to their dungeon lair flew open with a raucous clang and slam.

Ferdinand became even more still, eyes on the bars that strung across their extended cell like the jaws of a great sea creature. Geneva bolted upright from where she’d been lying on the floor, as tense as a bow nocked and ready.

Renard appeared, no guards at his side, no councilors. Nothing but pure rage in his stalking gait, the roll of his shoulders, the clean lines of his handsome face—raw fury under neatly combed blond hair.

The king came to a furious halt, kicking the cell bars immediately in front of Ferdinand. The metal clanged and creaked as he shot an accusation disguised as a question at the prince.

“What did you do to the vials?”

“I did nothing to the vials,” Ferdinand answered, his face placid, even as his heart pounded out a drumbeat in his chest like the one used before the lighting of the firepits—ever increasing with each new strike.

The king kicked the bars again.

As a new clang reverberated, Renard tilted his head, chest heaving. He was perfectly tailored but there was a wildness about him, as if he really were a mountain lion ranging about King’s Crest.

“Don’t give me that. The contents are no longer potent.”

The king held up several vials in his hand as both a demonstration and a threat—his fingers wrapping around the glass and squeezing them together as if he could crush them in a slurry of shards and serum.

“Perhaps you didn’t use enough,” Geneva taunted, wryly, from her corner. “Drink a little more of the hemlock. Surely it’ll kick in sometime.”

CRASH.

Shattered glass dusted the cell floor, green tincture oozing out. A flaccid curl of smoke rose upon contact, but then died nearly as soon as it was ignited.

“That should have immediately swallowed the floor and both of you with it, all the way down to the gold mine veins in the belly of this damn mountain!” Renard shouted, finger stabbing at the puddling green ooze before slicing toward Ferdinand. “Out with it, Prince. Now.”

Ferdinand sat up, forearms encircling his shins. Even if he were interested in lying, there was no point to it. The truth of it was sitting with no effect in the middle of their cell, even if he’d kept Amarande from telling him explicitly what she’d done. “The bottles have been tampered with, yes.”

He didn’t see Renard’s reaction because the moment the words were out, Geneva laughed loudly and shot to her feet, drawing the attention of them both.

“Oh, come now, boy, I won’t let you take my credit!” Her blue eyes glittered at Renard as she tauntingly leaned in like a fishwife sneering over a caught thief. “I destroyed the tinctures.”

Renard’s upper lip curled atop his white teeth in disbelief. “You?”

Geneva straightened, yet again every inch the Warlord she’d been for so long. “Yes, me. Sendoa was poisoned, Domingu and Akil, too. Do you think I was going to give Inés the chance to do me in? Or take out this lout?” She jabbed a thumb at Ferdinand.

The timing didn’t make sense for anyone who knew what had really happened—where the vials had been, where she’d been, about her exit from the Itspi, and on and on.

But Renard knew none of it.

And Geneva knew how to construct a lie.

It was like breathing to her at this point, inhaling the hints she had about what happened to the vials, and puffing out nonsense so fast that Ferdinand had to jog to catch up.

The king peered at her. “Then why did you want them back? Why did we catch you stealing Ferdinand’s load?”

Geneva tossed her head back with a guttural laugh. As if she couldn’t believe her luck to be stuck with two arrogant know-it-alls who only had a sand grain of critical thinking skills between them. “Haven’t you figured it out, boy? The Warlord traffics in fear. Just having the vials is worth so much more than using the contents.”

“Do not call me boy.” Renard’s teeth flashed, bare and brutal. “I am a king, and right now I hold your fate in my hands.”

Geneva smiled. “Do you know how many dead men have believed the same? You have no power over me, boy.”

“I have every power over you.”

The points of her grin only sharpened as the king sought to prove his statement by wrenching open the exterior door again, drawing the cell keys and a dagger from the startled guard, and returning, the guard in tow.

Renard thrust the key into the lock, and came in, dagger out, backing Geneva immediately against the wall. On instinct, Ferdinand stood, tension thrumming from his boot tips to the crown of his head. His wrists were still bound with rope, but there was enough damage he could do with bare hands, anger, and all the hard surfaces in the cell. This Renard knew.

“Come closer and you’ll lose an eye before you land a punch.” He gracelessly pointed to the guard, who drew another dagger and stood at the cell door with it pointed straight for Ferdinand. The prince’s hands went up, placating, though his mind was spinning with ways to provoke the guard into throwing the dagger and missing.

“You need me,” Geneva sneered, visibly unafraid as Renard advanced with his own knife. Even backed against the ancient stone, she did not stand down. “You need me to threaten Luca. To threaten the happy ending Amarande wants. You need me to win.”

Renard raised the dagger, the tip an inch from her proud throat.

“I don’t need you. Killing you would be a favor—to Luca, to Amarande, and to the continent I will come to rule.”

Geneva doubled over with laughter, palms slapping against the leg of one of her trousers, eyes twinkling and mean. “Dream big, boy—dreamland is the only place you will ever achieve anything.”

Anger drew his dagger back, and as Renard angled for the release of a furious, deep stab instead of a quick, unsatisfying slice, the Warlord made her move.

Blind to Renard, she thrust her bound hands against the stone wall with a tinkling crash. The glassy noise surprised the king enough that he hesitated at the top of his knife’s deadly arc, his gaze shooting to her hands for clarification—

Right as she stabbed him in the cheek with the jagged edges of broken vial.

The king’s head wrenched back, his cheek a bloody mess, and Geneva used every ounce of leverage and pressure she had to smear blood, poison, and glass shards straight for Renard’s gaping mouth.

“Pure hemlock!” she screamed at him, while kicking at his off-balance feet. “Let’s see if it’s potent, shall we, boy?”

Renard’s footing failed and he fell to the floor, catching himself on palms full of steel—keys and dagger clattering melodically against the stone as his body went down with a graceless thump.

The king’s profile was awash with blood running from his cheek to his lips as he gathered himself and lunged for Geneva, who dodged, only to trip as he got her off balance, backhanding her with the keys.

He hauled her up and jammed her into the corner where two of the cell walls met. Then his knife sliced under her ribs hard enough to lift her off her feet.

Her whole body was suspended against the stone. Geneva’s eyes widened, lips parting soundlessly, as her skull thudded against the cradling corner, her hair a messy cushion around her as he thrust upward, twisting the dagger.

“You have survived many men, Geneva, but you won’t survive me.”

After one more twist, Renard removed the knife that kept her in place. She immediately slid down the crevice, and slumped to the floor, her binding sliced as her freed hands pressed weakly to her middle.

Renard stared down at her, his blade dripping lifeblood onto the stone.

“When this is through, you will see your daughter in the stars with the same death blow. Fitting, I think.”

Renard headed for the cell’s exit, the guard stumbling away but never removing his aim from Ferdinand’s face as the king delivered a promise. “Behave, Prince, or you’ll be next.”

The king locked the cell and stalked away, the guard hot upon his heels. It wasn’t until the exterior door slammed that Ferdinand looked to Geneva. She’d come to a rest in a loose ball against the corner, her brilliant blue eyes stuck upon him, tears running down her face.

He’d never seen her cry.

Ferdinand’s body moved without direction from his mind, his heart driving as he crossed the cell and gathered the woman who had been his mother into his arms.

He’d done this once just days ago and now he would do it again, his heart forever cracked after Koldo’s death, every single shred of pain he felt with Koldo’s last breaths latching onto this one, even though Geneva had been her end.

The mother who raised him ended the mother who birthed him. And now the mother who raised him was dying in his defense, too.

It was tragic and unfair in the way that made good firelight tales and songs.

Yet leagues worse than any could ever accurately describe.

So painful Ferdinand wasn’t sure he could ever take the full brunt of it. It might be a lifetime of pain, dribbling from his head to his heart every day until his own breath stopped, a water drop from a cave flower, filling his life with a sea’s worth of sorrow he might never be able to view at once.

“Why?” His voice came from far away, leagues from where he clutched her to his chest, awkward with his bound hands. Her heartbeat already waned, featherlight. Her breath was failing, too—short, thin, labored. And yet, she had enough strength to press a bloodied finger to his face.

“Renard was right. He needed you—but in truth, he only needed one of us. I wanted to make sure that if he ended one of us, it would be me. Not you.”

His own tears were coming now. Despite everything, Ferdinand couldn’t believe this would be the end. This way.

A flicker of a smile crossed her lips.

“Ferdi, all the lying I’ve done was to protect us—you, me, us. I told the truth that day in the council room at the Itspi. I fell in love with you as my son. But I don’t think I deserved your love back.”

He shook his head harder. “No. No, you did.”

That bloodied finger of hers moved up to his hair, where that one curl which always seemed to fall into his eyes had managed to do just that with his furious denial. As she’d always done, Geneva smoothed it away, even though they both knew it wouldn’t stay. Her mouth curved up at that dumb lock of hair, showing plain as day that she knew this would indeed be the final time she fought to make it behave.

No. No. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t how any of this was supposed to happen.

That endless welling of sadness grew as Ferdinand watched that little grin wane. Her lips were turning blue, her chest barely rising now, the blood from her wound warm and wet between them. Geneva’s stained finger slipped from his face to the arms that held her. “I spent your life lying to you, now I end my own lying for you. Fitting, isn’t it, son?”

Ferdinand nodded. He gathered himself, and pressed his lips to her forehead, just like she had done to him when he was small. Somehow, that kiss gave him enough fortitude to say exactly what she needed to hear.

“I suppose the truth is that you really do love me.”

It took Geneva several tries to draw enough breath for what she so badly wanted to say. In his arms, she felt as light as a bird now, all her strength evaporated, her fight, her will, all that kept her from the stars. She grit her teeth like the warrior she was and met him with all the fire and force she had left.

“Yes, that’s the truth, Ferdinand. Amarande, too. Tell her I loved her.”

As the brilliance dimmed in her sky-light eyes, Ferdinand believed it.





CHAPTER 46


AMARANDE and Luca approached the Bellringe at a tentative pace.

Sundown was the goal. Enough time for the army to get in place. Enough time for a diplomatic conversation. Enough time for night to fall should they need the cover of stars and dark to get everyone out alive.

Somewhere behind them, down the mountain, hidden within the proud pine trees that blanketed the mountains with their tightly threaded needles all yearlong, was the pro-Otxoa caravan. They’d escorted Amarande and Luca the entire journey, acting as their protection before dropping away to scout the Bellringe away from the main road. If called, they could pound through the castle’s front gate within minutes. Amarande was still apprehensive about Tala, but confident about his role simply because she knew her own army sandwiched the Bellringe from the other side.

“Quiet as a crypt,” Luca whispered as he watched the ivory spires rise above the tree line. Amarande cut out a laugh, and Luca turned, surprise dusting the corners of his smile. “What?”

“Wasn’t that a joke? Given Renard’s … condition?”

“Oh. No, I didn’t—”

“Of course, you didn’t. Perhaps that I laughed says more about me than about you.”

Amarande punched Luca hard enough the length of his arm collided with the edges of the chest plate he wore. That had been a must, they decided—obvious armor and obvious weapons for each of them. A small sign that they knew Ferdinand had been ambushed, and that they expected to need to protect themselves more than on a typical visit.

Additionally, Amarande wore the same official Ardenian military dress that Ferdinand had chosen for his ill-fated trip. What Koldo had worn day in and day out. And somehow, Amarande felt the general’s presence in the fabric, the cut, the shine of the clasps and tiger’s head broach. She wore it as much for Koldo as she did for her people, her Warrior King father, and herself.

Luca, though, donned the flat black of Torrence, sharp as death itself. “Given what we’re about to face, I think trying to find humor in the minutiae is a fine tactic for seeing this through.”

Amarande cut a brow toward him. “Perhaps I should make your joke in front of Renard—do you think he’d appreciate it?”

Now this made him truly laugh. “About as much as he appreciated it when you stole his sword at King Sendoa’s funeral.”

“You’re not wrong, my love.”

Luca’s dimples flashed and he tipped his chin to the approaching opalescent gate. “Ah, the welcoming committee has arrived.”

Indeed, now atop the castle ramparts stood archers. Their bows were silent threats across their backs as they stared sternly ahead, attempting to appear intimidating in their aubergine and gold. Amarande and Luca didn’t dare to look back behind them, toward the trees. It was much smarter to hope the archers could see nothing but a wall of needles and trunks—even a single glance to check the cover could mean an expedition aimed at the Torrentians.

As they rounded the last switchback to the Bellringe’s glittering white gate, it opened. And there in the courtyard, stood a lone figure, hands folded gently before him, chin lifted to display a self-satisfied smile.

He was blond, pale, and yet again, someone they had never expected to see again.

“Dunixi?” Luca couldn’t cover his reflexive surprise.

The former pirate leader bowed. “At your service. Or, in fact, the king’s. Come, follow me.”

Luca took a step forward as he was supposed to—Get inside. Be diplomatic. Stick with the plan—but Amarande hesitated, the Bellringe guard at her back, staring down from the ramparts with those bows.

As the castle workers bustled forth taking the horses, removing their saddlebags to place in their respective chambers, and on and on, she realized that she would need an audience. Maybe Renard knew that, too.

“Where are we going?” Amarande asked as they entered the castle proper. Even here and now there were fewer people than in the courtyard.

“The throne room, Your Highness.”

That wasn’t ideal—enclosed and big enough for a brawl—but much better than somewhere smaller and more intimate. And, given Dunixi nor anyone else requested they remove their weapons and armor, perhaps Renard was now making it clear he was looking for a fight rather than simply allowing them to infer it.

Thus, Amarande didn’t object. Instead, she carefully cataloged their route. Everything in this place glittered with heavy constellations of quartz. As a little girl she had thought it beautiful, like being trapped inside a star—and perhaps, it was.

A brilliant, blinding asp’s nest of death.

If Luca was having these thoughts, he wasn’t showing it. Instead, he was showering Dunixi with far more politeness than the idiot deserved.

“You have been here the whole time?” Luca asked kindly. Because he was Luca he actually appeared as if he cared to know the answer.

“Since Urtzi bashed me upside the head and I awoke to a tale of yourself and a ragtag group that sounded very much like my former friends helping the princess escape after she stabbed Renard in the chest during their wedding? Yes, since then.”

“And the king has rewarded you for sleeping on the job?” Amarande asked thickly.

“That is one way to put it, Your Highness.”

She expected him to say more—this boy truly believed he was as clever as Taillefer though he had all the wit of a sunburn.

And yet perhaps he had learned a modicum of restraint, because rather than add to his comeback, Dunixi simply pulled up short at the throne room and wrenched open one of the massive doors. The doors, of course, were fitted with full-bodied roaring mountain lions carved in snowy relief and outlined with veins of deep, rich Pyrenee gold. A castle guard stood on either side, staring down the seemingly endless whiteness of the hallway.

Amarande swept in first, while Luca came in on her heels before hastening to walk next to her. The room was massive, with galleries along both sides and high windows topped with filigree of aubergine glass. The effect of shadow and light caused the parquet marble tiles to appear littered with perfect, small dark leaves leading in a path straight to a dais adorned with a gigantic golden throne in the center.

“That will be all, Dunixi.” Renard’s voice entered the room without a body to propel it—strong and confident and seemingly everywhere. “Please leave us be.”

Dunixi hesitated, clearly wishing to stay for the diplomatic fireworks, but also apparently knowing the value of a king like Renard asking rather than ordering.

As the doors to the throne room crashed shut, Renard appeared from somewhere beyond the dais. He was impeccably dressed in ivory and gold, as if he were the celestial sun within the heavens.

Yet even from afar, it was apparent that the king had a new, nasty gash running across the left side of his face. From his ear straight through the crease where his bottom lip met the top one, and on through to the other side where the inside of his cheek had swollen into a misshapen bulge, bunching worse when he attempted a look of regal amusement to pair with his knowing greeting.

“Your Highnesses, I didn’t expect you until the conclave.”

Amarande and Luca didn’t stop a respectable distance from the dais. No, the queen led her love past the perimeter of the gallery—the traditional spot to greet a ruler in a room such as this—and straight to the base of the structure.

“Which is exactly why you sent a messenger to share news of Ferdinand and Geneva ahead of the conclave?”

Renard raked a hand through his perfect hair and settled straight-backed onto his gaudy throne. “I merely wanted you to be informed. Communication is a great virtue, is it not?”

Amarande bared her teeth. “Communication only works when both parties tell the truth.”

The king accepted that jab with an expression of absurd disinterest, rubbing a thumb over some imagined imperfection on the arm of the throne. Finally, his eyes flicked up—cool, blue, cutting. “It’s good you’ve learned your lesson after so many lies birthed from the halls of the Itspi.”

Amarande’s body was as tight as a spindle, wound and eager to split, cut, shear. Luca gently enveloped her hand in his and entered the conversation—stepping between two brawlers without so much as moving a hair beyond his queen.

“We’re merely here to have a conversation about your letter, Your Highness.”

Renard inclined his attention toward Luca, body stiffening. “My letter was addressed to Amarande, not to you. If there is a conversation to be had, it’s with her.” He gestured, indicating their appearance. “Though, given the pounds of Basilican steel you wear, I very much doubt you truly came here simply to talk.”

Amarande tilted her chin and avoided the bait. “I would like to see my brother.”

Renard leaned forward, misshapen grin upon his face. “I would like to see mine.”

Another provocation.

The king wore his ridiculous bejeweled sword at his hip, a dagger on the other side, and a placid turn to his features that simply egged her to draw her own weapons and come at him.

Luca took a step forward, never dropping Amarande’s hand. “Renard, you should know I killed Taillefer.”

“He was already dying,” Amarande cut in. “Of injuries sustained in fighting the Warlord’s men. Shattered ribs punctured his lung.”

“Yes. This is true, he wasn’t long for this world save a miracle. I believe he knew that. Yet, I threw the knife that killed him before his suffering lungs could.” Luca nodded. “It was a mistake, but his blood is on my hands, not Amarande’s.”

Something shaded the king’s ruined fairy-tale face. After several moments, he looked up—straight into Luca’s eyes.

“It’s fitting, I suppose,” Renard answered. “Given what Taillefer did to you.”

There was a pause here as the king raked his eyes across Luca’s body—seemingly whole, though they all knew that a horror lay beneath his fine tunic and doublet.

Amarande turned a sneer upon Renard and reminded him of his role in Taillefer’s torture of Luca. “What he did at your command.”

Renard’s lips twitched.

“Yes. You’ll find that I’m very good at giving commands.”

He clapped his hands twice—two hard, distinctive raps—and through the doors clattered several servants, pushing carts brimming with food and sloshing with drink. Four strong men carried a wooden table meant for an intimate setting, and two chairs.

“Amarande, you will dine with me.” Renard stepped down from the dais and sliced a hand toward Luca. “You’ll have to excuse me, Your Highness, as again, I expected to talk with only the queen about my letter. I shall have a meal brought to your quarters.”

The servants scattered as quickly as they came, footfalls retreating into the bowels of the Bellringe. Amarande and Luca stayed glued to the spot as Renard scraped back a chair meant for the queen. She speared it with a look of unmitigated disdain.

“You’ll have to excuse me as I do not trust a meal prepared for me by you.”

“Do you plan to subsist on nothing but spite while you are in these walls, Amarande?”

When she didn’t respond, Renard smiled again, his damaged face struggling a little more with it this time.

“I can assure you this food has not been poisoned.” The king pointedly snagged a pastry from the platter before him. “It appears someone tampered with Taillefer’s tinctures. I assure you, no poison is to be found upon these grounds.”

Amarande did not budge.

“Come now, let’s eat and we can discuss terms to release your brother.” Renard looked to Luca. “And the Warlord, too, of course. I wouldn’t want to leave Torrence out of it, even if my invitation was not meant for you. I’m not a terrible host.”

“I won’t negotiate a thing until I see with my own eyes that Ferdinand is alive.”

At her side, Luca rolled his shoulders back. “And I ask the same of Geneva.”

Renard was silent a moment. Amarande’s free hand twitched—for the sword at her back, the dagger in her boot, for a chance to sweep the platters from the table and right into the clean ivory of his doublet. The king watched her, chewing slowly, his cool gaze dropping to their entwined hands yet again.

Amarande strengthened her stance and her grip on Luca.

True love is the most powerful force on earth.

Yes, it was.

Finally, Renard swallowed. “Queen Amarande, I will take you to your brother.”

“Thank you,” she bit out.

Then, he clapped his hands again—this time three quick raps. Immediately, Dunixi appeared from the double doors. The Eritrian attempted a bow upon entry, and was really, summarily terrible at it.

“Dunixi, you will escort His Highness Luca to visit Geneva.”

Amarande took a pointed step forward. “We stay together. That is nonnegotiable.”

“It is negotiable if you would like to see both of them.”

Renard appraised her as if he’d won. His house. His rules.

Amarande only stiffened in her spot. Unmovable. Unshakable. Undeterred.

“We visit one at a time. Together.”

Renard made a show of sighing. As if insolence was boring.

“This is not a trick, my queen, it is simply for efficiency’s sake. If you don’t recall, I am hosting a conclave tomorrow. I have plenty to address. You have come here unannounced, demanding an audience, and wearing full-on battle gear and weapons. I have responded by opening my home, providing you with a meal, a bed for the night, and yet you have insulted me by refusing my food, my requests, my—”

“Fine. Fine.” Luca again stepped up to align himself with Amarande. “We shall go separately.”

Amarande’s eyes slid to Luca’s for the barest of moments, unable to help herself. To go back on his agreement now would make things worse. Luca tilted his head, apologetic. The queen turned her attention to Renard and lobbed one final demand. “Provided we get to keep our weapons.”

This was what the king wanted—he did not object.

“You keep yours and I will keep mine. You will see our prisoners, and then we’ll have a nice conversation, yes?”

“Yes.” Amarande and Luca answered in bare echo.

Then, with a tentativeness allayed only by their plans, as one, they drew their hands apart.





CHAPTER 47


“I AM surprised you came alone with your wolf cub, Amarande. Surely, after the attack at the Hand, your army would not leave your shadow. Or have things already begun to fall apart without General Koldo?”

Renard addressed her as they ascended stairs within the Bellringe, Luca and Dunixi peeling off moments before. It wasn’t small talk, of course—it was an opportunity, and she used it.

“You hold my mother and defeated her army.” Working to keep the spite from her voice, Amarande did not pretend to sound grateful. Nor did she take the bait at mention of Koldo, despite the spike of sadness in her blood at her name on Renard’s tongue. Instead, she feigned interest in the castle views as they passed a bank of windows and the nearly fallen night. “It seems I am running out of enemies for my army to worry over.”

They were headed west, toward Renard’s chambers, but on the wrong floor. As they made a turn into the final crook of a wing, a young page ran up a set of stairs and straight to the king, and with a bow, handed him a square of parchment. Renard turned away from Amarande to read it. It only took him a few seconds and then the parchment was slipped into his doublet pocket without a word of instruction to the page, who hurried off anyhow with another bow.

“Surely you think of me as an enemy or at least an opponent?” Renard asked, as if the interruption with the page hadn’t happened. “Otherwise, why walk into my castle with your sword?”

“I’m the Warrior King’s daughter, I go everywhere with my sword.”

He answered with a laugh.

His mistake.

Renard directed her toward a pair of doors manned by guards. He unclasped a set of two keys from his belt and fit one of them in the lock. It gave with a metallic sound, and he gestured for her to enter.

Amarande stepped into an antechamber, another door beyond. Again, Renard inserted a key, and waved her ahead.

“After you, Your Highness. Your brother awaits.”

One wall was set with torches—up high and completely unusable should Amarande need them. There was a bare stone wall at the end of the room, and taking up the rest of the space, opposite the torches, was a long cell, twice the size of where she’d been held in the Itspi. Iron bars ran floor to ceiling with a door of more bars set in the middle.

And there, in the far corner, was Ferdinand. Living, breathing, and well enough to come forward as she entered. “Amarande.”

His voice was scratchy—water clearly lacking, as far as Renard’s hospitality for his high-profile prisoners went. Blood mottled his Ardenian uniform, but he appeared unhurt, thank the stars.

“Ferdinand,” she responded with a true smile, placing her hands through the bars to touch his, reassurance in her eyes. “I’m here to collect you.”

From behind, Renard laughed.

“Come now, Your Highness, don’t put the cart before the horse. We have much to discuss before we negotiate the prince’s release into your custody.”

“Amarande, I didn’t—”

“I know. And that’s what the king here needs to get through his thick skull. I have proof the Warlord ambushed you, and that though it was your knife that killed the Pyrenee soldier, you didn’t throw it, and that the soldier’s death should be added to Geneva’s crimes.”

“Funny you should mention that,” Renard said, sweeping past Amarande, “because you’ll see your wayward mother has already paid dearly for what she did in life.”

The king inclined his head meaningfully to the corner behind Ferdinand.

And there, upon the floor, shrouded in an unnatural quiet, lay Geneva.

Dried blood stained the front of her tunic and the floor surrounding her, both the stone and the straw rushes black with blood.

Amarande gripped the bars in disbelief. Her eyes caught Ferdinand’s. “Is she…?”

Her brother nodded, solemn. That blood on his tunic wasn’t his—it was hers. Ferdinand pointed unmistakably to the king.

“Dead by his hand. Not mine.”

Something cold slid down Amarande’s spine. She whirled on the king, her breath catching, and her stomach clenched as she balled her trembling fingers to her sides.

“Where is Luca?”

The king took pains to appear quite unconcerned, straightening his ivory doublet. “Perhaps Dunixi got lost. He is rather new to my service.”

Amarande bared her teeth. “If your plan was to separate us so that stupid pirate could defeat Luca, you will be sorely mistaken because Dunixi has overstated his fighting skills.”

Renard clasped his hands gently in front of his body, and met her with cool calculation, his blond hair a brassy living thing in the flickering torchlight.

“Oh no, Amarande, the plan was never to defeat him. It was to defeat you.”

That unnatural cold hardened within Amarande.

Renard slowly took in her stance—strong legs rooted into the stone, arms tense at her sides, posture bent slightly forward as if she were about to leap—and grinned that misshapen, storybook-prince grin that he now wielded as king.

“What I did not expect is that you would defeat yourself.” He held up the slip of parchment he’d just received and gave it a taunting little shake. “At this very moment, my harbormaster has detained five hundred Ardenian troops in the Port of Pyrenee.”

Amarande drew in a thin breath, willing herself not to react.

“Their ship was unmarked, but for all your army’s reputation, you are not the only one with talented soldiers able to spot a covert invasion.” He returned the parchment to his pocket. “Though, I must say their choice of entry is rather perfect, as all the other kingdoms will be arriving by waterway within the day. They will have a clear and unmistakable visual representation of your violation of Sand and Sky covenant as they disembark.”

The queen swallowed, no answer good enough.

Renard took a step forward, the gross glee in his mangled face widening to something bordering on maniacal. “Amarande, you have gone out of your way to demonstrate that you are rash, bellicose, and completely unfit to rule alone as queen. All those emotions running around inside that beautiful head of yours just get in the way. If you’d simply sat still and looked pretty, you might have made a case.”

Again, he swept forward, and now it was all Amarande could do not to take a step back—her fighting stance ruined, her body a few feet closer to the weak position of being pressed against the wall farthest from the exit.

“A case for what?” Amarande asked, seething. “That the best option for a woman in my position is to be the living embodiment of some serene feminine painting or tapestry? A depiction is not a life.”

Renard fed off her anger. His words all but lilted with joy now.

“Oh, I don’t know, it is an aspiration. And I aspire to make you suffer any way I can.”

Amarande met Ferdinand’s placid expression from where he stood, imprisoned with rot and memories. Then she steeled herself and glared at Renard, who stood a little taller, cutting a kingly figure, and ground her teeth in warning.

“I will ask you again. Where is Luca?”

Renard smiled wickedly.

“Oh, I imagine he is currently in the very dungeon imprisoning his merry band of Torrentian sycophants we smoked out of the forest below King’s Crest.” He took another step. So close she could smell the antiseptic basil oil smeared across his facial gash. “And so I am going to ask you something nicely—drop your weapon and join your brother in that cell.”

She straightened further, chin stabbed toward Renard, an affront.

“No.”

“Recognize when you are defeated, Amarande. I have your army. I have your love. I have his army. I have the rest of the Sand and Sky on my side, which means I also have Ardenia.”

Renard tossed his hands wide, displaying all he held and claimed.

“No one will let you rule. Not by yourself, not at your husband’s side, not at all. Drop your weapon and pray to the dead you keep in the stars that I will grant you mercy.”

Amarande took a step forward.

“No one gets to let me do anything, and I certainly do not desire to earn a thing from you.” Amarande drew her sword—the Warrior King’s beloved Maite—with an echoing metallic promise. “I am not beat until I am dead.”

A new smile flickered across Renard’s face as he released his own sword from its scabbard, in all its gaudy, bejeweled glory.

“That is not an argument you should use with me, Amarande.”





CHAPTER 48


LUCA hadn’t gotten the grand tour of the Bellringe the last time he was on castle grounds.

Yet he recognized the landmarks beyond the main castle—the chapel with its bell tower, the garden full of roses made aubergine and gold by Taillefer’s better talents, and the gateway to the workshop where the prince’s worst impulses were fed. The stables and the sliver of hidden exit they offered was up a hill, but he kept his eyes away, lest he draw Dunixi’s attention.

However, as little as he knew of the grounds, Luca was sure that Dunixi was not taking him to the sort of cell where someone like Renard would keep someone like Geneva.

Hers would be a gilded, private prison not unlike what Amarande had shown Luca behind her own council room—the place where she’d been kept away and secure for a few days’ time by those who wished to elevate Ferdinand.

Though they allowed Luca to keep his armor and weapons, two Bellringe castle guards trailed like bruising purple shadows as they rounded a corner within the rose garden and headed for a set of exterior stairs set into the main castle. The entrance was similar to Taillefer’s workshop, torches lining the walls as the stairs curled in a vanishing corkscrew plunging into the earth.

“Just this way, Your Highness.” Dunixi gestured, his naked hand striped about the fingers with skin so pale it was nearly reflective in the low light—where his rings had once been. “The king thought it imperative to keep such an important prisoner as isolated as pos-sible.”

This was a line. Dunixi wouldn’t know the word “imperative” if it smacked him across his broad forehead.

“Indeed, I imagine so.”

Down they went, farther than Taillefer’s lair—not five flights, but seven, the final landing leading to a thick door, reinforced with metal striping. There was no guard posted, which Luca found unusual considering the earlier line he’d been fed, but he still politely stood aside as one of the men escorting them stepped up to unlock the door.

“After you, Your Highness,” Dunixi offered yet again.

Swallowing his nerves, Luca stepped across the threshold.

A lone torch was on the far wall, and it wasn’t until Dunixi stepped in beside him with the torch they’d used to descend the stairs that Luca could make out who was beyond the bars of a cell that ran the entire length of this massive underground chamber.

Not Geneva.

No, there wasn’t one prisoner, but several. Say, fifty to a hundred. One by one each face met the light. And one by one he recognized them.

Tala. Naiara. Petri. Mannah.

From behind, someone grasped Luca’s elbows, wrenching them together, while the whiff and slice of a blade whispered past with pressure about his waist—his weapon sheaths immediately crashing to the floor.

“Any idea why we happened to find all these fine folks in the wood armed to the teeth with swords and arrows, Your Highness?” Dunixi asked, angling before Luca now, as the guards behind him swept away his weapons and bound his hands.

“These are members of the Otxoa household. They are my party, coming ahead of the conclave. You have no right to hold them.”

One guard got the lashing around his wrists just right. Tighter than he’d had as Dunixi’s prisoner the first time—perhaps this man could give the pirate a lesson. If he was paying attention, Dunixi didn’t show it. He was too busy sneering in a ridiculously self-absorbed way. As if he’d won. As if this was the end.

Luca did not grin back.

“Oh, we have every right, stableboy.” Dunixi’s tone matched his expression and grew with each righteous word. “Because though they are not uniformed, though they put up a terrible fight, they are a useless little army, for a useless little kingdom, and a useless little king who’ll now be enjoying the rest of his useless little life in this windowless hole with the people brave enough to defend him but too untalented to do so. Useless army, useless king, but all of you are just stupid enough to be dangerous. Get used to the dark, stableboy, it’ll be your home until the stars.”

Disparagement session finished, Dunixi nodded to the guards.

The soldiers drew their swords, and the one with the keys stepped forward to open the cell, his weapon up to guard and attack, should anyone rush the door. They didn’t, though, giving Luca just enough room to be shoved inside, a boot snaking out to trip him up. His hands properly secured behind his back, Luca was unable to push them out to break his fall, sliding into the cell on the heavy metal of his chest plate, which they had not removed.

Dunixi laughed. “They won’t even catch you when you fall. Useless.”

The door clanged shut behind him, the key wrenched in the lock, and then the last of the Otxoa was hauled to his feet by two of the men who had made him king. As they held him, Tala stepped forward.

Even in the dim light, Luca caught the old man’s dark grin. And when he spoke, his words held a different meaning than they had all the times before.

“My Otsakumea, we have been waiting for you.”





CHAPTER 49


RENARD held his sword in a way Amarande had not seen before—strong and confident.

Like he knew how to use it.

“Ah yes, Amarande, I have killed with this blade, and I won’t hesitate to do it again.”

The queen set her stance, her own sword out and ready. Renard blocked the door, the through-way between the wall and Ferdinand’s cell too thin for her to make it past him without gambling a slice from his blade. Still, she grimaced and gave him exactly the look he clearly hoped for.

Mean. Eager. Deadly.

“You won’t kill me with it.”

Immediately, Renard was on Amarande, pushing her back, back, toward the wall. He had a height and positional advantage, as well as the will to show her that he knew exactly what he was doing. With the sword, with his strategy, with her.

Amarande aimed for his injury, for the skin she knew was black and festering beneath his doublet. And yet Renard’s blade blocked every jab, emeralds and gold and all its other gaudy pieces catching the torchglow in slanting, painful shocks of pure light deflected into her line of sight.

One perfectly timed flash had her blind for less than a second, but it gave him an opening to use swordsmanship he had never shown before.

With that speck of time and that ridiculous blade, Renard cut the thick straps that held her chest plate in. One, two. The whole thing yawned open from one side like a well-oiled door, useless. Worse, the movement and pressure of their blades crashing together had the armor sliding down the side still secured, all the weight of it pressing against the still-healing sutures of her carefully wrapped arm.

Amarande grimaced, and he quirked a brow. Renard could see the bandage still about her hand from Ferdinand’s strike days before, but he didn’t know about her other injuries—and she wasn’t about to tell him.

With one well-timed pivot, she released the chest plate from her body entirely, and it clanged to the stone floor. Now she had no protection other than the thick weave of her Ardenian uniform and her confidence in her own skills.

She’d faced much worse with much less.

Still, Renard seized the opportunity.

He rushed at Amarande, crossing his sword with hers as his weight pinned her against the cell bars with a muffled clang. She gritted her teeth and pushed against his annoyingly sturdy body, her feet scrabbling for purchase as he crowded every inch of her against the bars. Yet still, one boot slid between the vertical rails of metal.

“One foot in the cell is better than one foot in the grave, no, Amarande?” Renard bit out with all the imagined cleverness that he believed he shared with Taillefer.

He did not.

Up close, the new facial injury was less distracting and the rest of the reality of his presentation came through. His skin was sallow. Waxen. As if he hadn’t slept in days. Dark wells hung beneath his broken glacier eyes, but even the blue there waned. Less brilliant, bright, alive.

“You’re dying.”

Something black shifted Renard’s gaze before he chided her with a lie and an insult.

“I am most certainly not. If you want me to die, you’ll have to make sure to actually complete the job this time.”

Renard wanted a reaction from Amarande.

He wouldn’t get it. Instead, she went for a reaction from him.

“I know how you still breathe.”

“Good for you.”

Amarande grimaced a mean grin. “It should’ve been Taillefer who lived. Not you. He had many flaws but at least he had a heart.”

Renard laughed. “My brother was a psychopath.”

“Your brother also truly regretted every terrible thing he did, and his actions saved many lives in the end. You’d let your men and mine rot atop the sand without a second thought in your first life, and I can’t let you try in your second.”

Enough stalling—Amarande kicked her boot out from between the bars and spun away. But somehow, in that blink of a moment, the impossible happened.

Renard wedged her sword straight out of her hand.

It clanged to the stone between them. Amarande dove to the dungeon floor but came up with nothing but dust and straw rushes. In his hand, her sword. Maite—love. Stolen from her. Just as she’d stolen his at her father’s funeral.

And now, just like that day on the funeral dais, it was pointed straight at the owner’s chest.

Straight at her heart.

The irony was enough that Renard’s lips lifted into something of a smile—rigid and violent and lacking any of the carefully cultivated charm he’d wielded previously.

Cool malice swept through the king’s voice, his grin never failing. “Oh, how I’ve dreamed of this moment, Amarande.”

Slowly, taunting, Renard dragged the tip of the sword from the hard web of bones at her sternum down to the middle of her chest—to the soft hollow between the wings of her rib cage.

Exactly where she had stabbed him.

Renard angled the tip of the sword to mimic her blow—one upward thrust and he would slice her lungs and heart in one fell swoop.

He raised a brow. “Beg for your life.”

Amarande didn’t watch his blade, he didn’t deserve the satisfaction. Instead, she watched his face. “Do it.”

Her dare paid off. Renard took the space to make a calculation—if the time was right, or if her death would be more useful later. And as those thoughts paged across his faded gaze, it gave her a chance to mount a counterattack.

In a single, sweeping movement, Amarande’s boot shot out, kicking the unused sword hanging in Renard’s hand.

The move spun him off axis, and she swept Maite away from her body with a cross-body knock of a forearm against the blunt side. The combination of blows and heavy metal propelled his limbs this way and that and sent Renard stumbling back.

And then, in the near distance, the chapel bell began to ring.

“What’s that?” Renard’s eyes narrowed as he approached with both swords now. Amarande backed away, toward the wall opposite the exit, which was at the king’s back.

In her periphery, Ferdinand slowly stood from the crouch he’d been in near the cell bars, as they sneered in each other’s faces. She hesitated in answering just long enough to see the flash of steel in her brother’s hand.

“Your end.”

The skin around Renard’s eyes tightened just as the knife she always kept in her boot buried itself in the broad target of his back. Ferdinand’s aim was perfect.

Amarande shoved Renard aside in such a way that she was able to yank the keys from his belt as she did so. He went down with a thud, his sword falling beneath him as hers clattered across the stones. Releasing her boot knife with a good twist deep in his flesh, she leapt around Renard, gathered her sword, and sprinted to Ferdinand’s cell.

Key in lock, Amarande gave it a hefty turn, and the door yawned open.

Ferdinand fell into her arms in a crushing hug. “You came for me.”

“Of course, I did.” She shoved the dagger in his palm. “Perfectly done. Let’s get out of here. Another reunion, another battle to win. Come on.”

With one last look at Renard struggling to push himself off the floor, the Warrior King’s children ran out the door.





CHAPTER 50


“WE should go in,” Ula announced from her spot in the shadows of the falling Pyrenee night. She and Urtzi waited at the topmost ridge beyond King’s Crest. It was still a low point, and they stared up at the white walls and spiraling towers, unnerved by the utter silence.

Urtzi furrowed his brow. “But the signal—”

She cut him off with a decisive slice of her hand. “I don’t care about the signal. We should be in there. We should help them.”

“The plan was good. Let’s just give it time.”

“Urtzi, when on earth did you grow a sense of patience?” Ula grumbled. “We’re not leaving them in there.”

“We’re trying not to cause a ruckus. You know what happens if there’s a ruckus.” He looked pointedly at the quiet shadows of the ever-darkening sky.

“Then let’s not make any noise,” Ula whispered back. “We can’t leave Amarande and Luca in that castle for another minute with that psychopath. Come on—”

The silence suddenly wailed with the call of bells. Hard and fast, and exactly what they had been waiting for.

Without another word, Ula and Urtzi shot out of their shadows and toward the crevice of the ravine that led up to the weeping boulder that would be their entry to the Bellringe. Their feet were swift, yet cautious, the rocks wet from the stream upon the other side. That stream had eroded the wall to create the weak point—one Osana had found before their fevered escape from the horror of the wedding.

As they got closer, the unmistakable smell of the stables wafted toward them—this was indeed it.

“I prefer the North Star when seeking direction,” Urtzi whispered with a crinkle of his nose.

Ula slugged him softly. “Save your preferences for things that matter.”

In one last lunging climb they came upon what they were looking for—a hidden crevice in the wall and a large, water-logged boulder hiding the break from view.

From the ground rather than atop a horse, the boulder was much larger than Ula remembered—large enough that scrambling atop it might be more difficult than expected.

“I’ll hoist you up,” Urtzi whispered, already bending so that Ula could step into a cradle made by his long, laced fingers and palms. In answer she planted her boot sole squarely in his offered hands. “One, two, three—”

Up and over Ula went, fingers and the toes of her free boot catching, and gaining purchase as she hauled herself up to the top of the large boulder. Immediately, she spun herself around, flat on her belly, and leaned down to offer Urtzi a hand, her toes hooked into crevices for a better hold.

Urtzi grabbed on yet barely gave her any weight to tug, finding handholds and footholds with his long, gangly body that she never would’ve had the option to use. He pulled himself up and over more elegantly than she thought possible, and they came to a rest, side by side, on top of the rock.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Ula whispered, with a heaving breath.

“It’s about to get worse.”

Their attention spun around to the words, and there, standing a little too triumphantly with a sword tip pointed straight at Ula’s neck, was Dunixi.

Stars and dragon’s piss.

Cursing, Ula scrambled back. But there was little room between the blade out front and the drop off the rock’s edge and into the steep ravine beyond. Ula’s boot heels met thin mountain air as she struggled to keep her balance. Urtzi’s hand shot out to steady her, his shoulder banging into the broken castle wall that squeezed in next to the boulder.

The Eritrian smiled broadly, his skin as pale as milk.

“Did you miss me? Did you regret leaving me here? Jailed. Interrogated. Tortured. All because my friends abandoned me.”

Ula swallowed hard. Too hard. She couldn’t draw her sword from her back quickly enough at this range to avoid a thrust straight to the body from Dunixi. He wasn’t great with a blade, but he could do that.

She could leap into the stream, put some distance between them, get her sword. Ula shifted her feet once again and decided to answer him first—it would be just like him to get wrapped up in an argument if she did this right. “We were done with your plans. You wanted to torture Luca and Amarande. You wanted to—”

“I wanted to survive!” Spittle clung to Dunixi’s thin lips. Hurt tinged his words as he began to truly yell at them. “There’s nothing wrong with that. And you left me for it. Robbed me for it. Took my rings and my ship, and—”

A flash of steel blinked in the bare torchlight.

Dunixi immediately doubled over, blood suddenly coating his uniform, spraying into the water in thick rivulets. He listed to the side, and Urtzi used his long wingspan to sink a dagger into Dunixi’s milk-white throat. Another spray of blood shot into the night as Dunixi’s light eyes snapped open in shock, the force of the thrust knocking him straight into the stream, falling like a sack of potatoes.

As he landed with a splash, a voice they recognized but didn’t expect came from the shadows. “They didn’t take anything from you. Your choices did, you two-bit lout.”

Osana stepped into the light, sword blade slick with blood at the very tip. Her face was in relief from the torches upon the perimeter wall, a smile planted there.

Ula grinned as they scrambled down from the boulder and sloshed through the stream, around Dunixi’s flailing body and toward her. “What are you doing here?”

“I couldn’t let you have all the fun.”

The girls embraced quickly as a wet sound came from behind, Urtzi ensuring the end of their former leader. Osana’s stab wound was heavily wrapped, but gone was her sling, replaced only with excellent Basilican steel.

Urtzi met them, the knife dripping with water after a quick wash in the stream, confusion coasting across his smooth, brown features. “You knew we were here?”

“No. I just knew Ferdinand was headed this way and figured out the rest when I came to port. By the way, the Gatzal is here, too. Told you we’d just borrow it. Anyway, surprise!”

Away from her father, Osana was practically glowing. Ula nodded toward the Bellringe proper, where the bell song had given way to the musical lilt of steel and soldiers clashing. “Let’s go for another surprise, shall we?”

Ula didn’t wait for an answer—they needed to get out of the way.

As if on cue, the sound of horse hooves thundered in the closing distance.

Ula grabbed Osana’s hand to drag her away. Urtzi’s long strides put him ahead in no time, and they were rumbling down the hill toward the hedge maze and rose garden, led by the light of a torch he held in his hand. Over his shoulder he yelled the plan to Osana. “Cut down those who attack, but leave be any castle workers or those who lay down their swords. No innocents will die today.”





CHAPTER 51


THE Warrior King’s children burst out of the cellblock, through both sets of double doors, past the two shocked guards, and wheeled straight for the stairs Amarande had seen the page use.

“Down or up?” Ferdinand asked, keeping pace and looking behind as the guards drew their swords, slow to react.

“Up!”

“You’re sure?”

“Part of the plan. Come on!”

Together, they climbed up and up. Three floors up. Until they’d reached exactly where Amarande wanted to go.

The royal chambers.

A single guard stood outside Renard’s quarters, and upon seeing them racing toward him, knives out, he reached for his sword.

Too late.

“I’ve got him,” Amarande insisted. “You take the two behind.”

Immediately, she rushed the guard and met him in a high cross, sweeping his sword out and off balance before slinging them both around and finishing with a thrust to his side body. “I’m sorry.”

The guard dropped to the carpet runner atop the glittering stone with a muted thud. Amarande wrenched around to Ferdinand, who had one guard down but was facing the second one with his short, bloodied dagger against a longer, lethal sword.

Amarande cursed, bent to her boot, and retrieved a knife identical to the one Ferdinand wielded. In a flash, it sailed straight past him and stuck into the soldier’s chest. The guard fell away, and Ferdinand leaned over him, assassin’s smile set with a blade.

“I thought I had your boot knife,” her brother mused as he got to his feet, rushing toward her.

“Given the circumstances, I thought it best to carry two.” Amarande didn’t tell him it was Geneva’s knife that had saved their lives. That would come later. Instead, she nodded to the guard who had been outside the royal chambers. “Steal his sword, would you? Might come in handy.”

Ferdinand took it, and the man’s dagger, too, dropping it into his boot. He returned Amarande’s blades, which she settled into their sheaths within her boots before they pressed into the royal chambers. The weapons came with a question, “Should I pull the bodies in here? Obscure them?”

“No. We want him to follow.”

“We do?”

From down the hall came running footsteps. Amarande grabbed Ferdinand’s thick wrist. “Yes, come with me.”



AMARANDE was standing upon the royal balcony when Renard appeared in the doorway.

She was alone. And so was he.

Blood dripped down the back of his ivory doublet and swerved around the cut of his torso to the double-breasted front. One arm hung unnaturally long and low, yet he faced her and the pewter night, straight-backed and determined.

“I told you, Amarande. You best make sure you kill me this time. You left me to die but I didn’t. Your mistake. Again.”

The queen tilted her head. Her hands gripped the balcony casually as the cool, granite-flecked stone pressed into the small of her back and the tip of her sheathed sword. “It wasn’t a mistake. I, too, wish for nothing but your suffering. Step forward, Renard. I won’t kill you until you see it’s over for you.”

He drew his sword with his good arm but hesitated at the threshold. Searching for Ferdinand, she knew. He wouldn’t find him.

Amarande shot out a question where he expected her brother’s blade. “Where are your guards, my king?”

It struck perfectly.

Renard leered at her, trying to read her thoughts. Failing.

Finally, he said, “They appear either to have been killed or are conspicuously absent.”

She inclined her chin toward the torchlit rose garden below. “They’re not absent, Renard. They’re busy.”

The king stepped into the night, onto the balcony, veering to the opposite side—as far away from Amarande as he could get. This gave her the perfect vantage point to watch as reality dawned upon Renard’s face with the sights and sounds of what was happening.

Below, the Torrentian crew flooded the rows of roses, their movements well lit from the high torches reflecting off the glittering white walls of the main castle and all the surrounding buildings. Luca ran around, directing traffic through the mess as the resistance fighters rushed away, a trail of dead Pyrenee men in their wake.

Renard bit out a mean laugh, ignoring the truth.

His prisoners had escaped, and he was suddenly under attack.

Instead, he gestured toward his stables and the mountains beyond. Toward Luca, handsome and fierce and running every way but toward Amarande. Toward Ferdinand, suddenly appearing, too—in honesty she was quite surprised by how quickly he’d made it to the courtyard using Inés’s secret passageway. Or perhaps Renard and his bleeding body was slower than she’d anticipated. “They’re leaving you—stealing my horses and running away. Cowards. The loyalty in these people is astounding. Surely, in your beauty and ferocity, you could’ve inspired better. Much better.”

Again, Renard laughed, the exterior torches catching the light in his eyes as they illuminated the glittering white walls on either side of the balcony, which protruded into the rose garden like an iceberg at sea.

“They aren’t leaving,” Amarande assured him. She tipped her chin to the far distance, the stables at the top of the hill. “They’re regrouping.”

Disbelief paled the king’s features, but this time instead of ignoring the truth he searched the distant recesses of the castle grounds, his eyes failing in the low light. But as the torches grew in number, mixing and mingling with the Torrentian bodies, so did recognition upon his features.

Riders—hundreds of riders, perhaps five hundred, in fact—raced from the stables and toward the Bellringe, the exodus tide turning back and heading straight for the home of Renard, King of Pyrenee, and any remaining soldiers he had left.

Amarande arched a brow just as Renard had. She took a step closer to him to ensure the king wouldn’t look away from this truth as it barreled down upon him.

His end.

Just as she had told him.

Just as they had planned.

“What was that about your army holding mine in port?” she asked, feigned innocence biting and brutal. “Perhaps someone got their messages crossed?”

She let that question hang. And in that flailing silence, Amarande watched all color drain from his sallow, starlit face as Renard turned to her, devoid of all his former manic joy.

Amarande grinned, as fierce as a tiger.

“Or perhaps it was never a message from your army at all? Because it certainly appears that my army, my love, and his loyalists are all here exactly as I need them.”





CHAPTER 52


FERDINAND plowed into the rose garden to utter and total chaos.

Amarande hadn’t had the time to tell him the plan. Only that he was to escape through a hidden passageway in the queen’s bath and to aid Luca and the Torrentian rebels.

Ferdinand was immediately confused, given Renard’s impassioned belief that Luca and his fighters were in a cell somewhere else on King’s Crest. At this, Amarande had arched a brow in a way that reminded him too much of Geneva.

“It’s part of the plan. Luca will explain. Go, go, go.”

And he went.

Pilfered blades in his grip, uncertainty ahead, a fight the only sure thing.

With as much as Ferdinand had lost, he would not lose this. He would win, even if it meant greeting his mothers and father in the stars.

But as he entered the chaos and paused for his bearings—blocking with a high-sword stance, and his back to the solid protection of the castle wall—Ferdinand realized it wasn’t chaos at all.

It was the plan.

Mid-execution.

Torrentian fighters were everywhere, loosed like a pack of wolves upon unsuspecting sheep. The fallen bodies of castle guards were downed like leaves underfoot, bleeding out under the drowning night, blood wet with shine under newly lit torches along the glimmering white Bellringe walls.

The Pyrenee guards were outnumbered and ambushed—the decorated regiments dedicated to keeping intruders out, not quashing rebellion within.

Ferdinand’s attention immediately snagged upon Luca, armed with double daggers, corralling and tending to resistance fighters. All were similarly armed—multiple short blades of Basilican steel, coated with Pyrenee blood.

And suddenly, Ferdinand knew exactly what had happened in that dungeon cell.

When he’d entered the castle, he’d come with the hope that Renard would treat him well enough to remove his shackles and apologize. Obviously, he’d been wrong. Ferdinand didn’t know the kind of man Renard was now or had been before it all.

But Amarande and Luca knew.

They knew that Renard would take them prisoner if he had the chance—and they’d taken advantage of the king’s own instincts. Formed a plan around it. And snuck an entire un-uniformed regiment—armed with hidden daggers and likely a lockpick—onto his grounds with his approval.

And now they were winning.

Ferdinand rushed forward, toward Luca, calling his name. The Otsakumea turned, bloody but vibrant. “You made it out! I knew Ama could do it!”

He greeted Luca with a tap of his sword to the king’s dagger. “No one should ever doubt her. Or you—I’ll admit, it’s genius, what you’ve done.”

“Not genius—no one bothers to search men and women who don’t look like soldiers the second they drop their obvious weapons.”

Swords and arrows—the perfect cover for all the Torrentians wanted to obscure from an overconfident Pyrenee regiment.

“Small knives are just as deadly and much easier to hide.” Ferdinand gestured outwardly. “What shall I do?”

“Cut down any guards we’ve missed and then head up to the stables.” Luca pointed toward a structure at the top of a small hill, the castle wall behind. “The army is breaching the wall there.”

Ferdinand squinted in the far darkness. “The army?”

“Ardenia—General Xixi and several hundred soldiers.” Luca clapped him about the shoulder. “We weren’t going to let Renard haggle for you like a barker at the market without a counteroffer.”

Ferdinand was typically as stoic and straightforward as Koldo, but a lopsided grin pulled at the corner of his lips. True, utter joy. “I’ve never had the occasion to go to market, but now I’d like to.”

“When this is all over, I’ll take you myself. Duty first.”

With that, Luca’s eyes swept upward to a balcony that jutted out into the rose garden. Ferdinand looked up, too, only then realizing that Amarande and Renard stood there in the open air, lit by torches, high above the fray. And, as if he’d called her name, Amarande glanced down and made eye contact with Luca.

Fierce, confident, prepared.

Luca gave Ferdinand a swift nod. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a queen to attend to.”

“You do.”

Luca removed his hand from Ferdinand’s shoulder with a squeeze and repeated himself as he backed away. “Up the hill with you and the stragglers, join the army, hold the line. The real Pyrenee soldiers will be here any minute—they won’t be so easy to dispatch as the guard.”

It was an order and a direction, and the First Knight and Protector of Ardenia sprang into action. Back into the fray, which pressed outward, past the confines of the rose garden now and toward the hill to the stables.

Ferdinand began sprinting that way, only to spot a single torch coming toward him at a fast clip—a trio of armed people barreling straight for him yards and yards ahead of the Torrentians meeting the cavalry atop the hill. He reset his grip on his sword and dagger, ready to take out a threat … when he recognized those in advance.

Urtzi in front with the flame, Ula with her big sword, and—it couldn’t be.

“Ferdinand?!”

But it was.

“Osana?” They crashed together in a fevered greeting, his thumbs about her face as if testing the truth of her. Her dark hair tickled his wrists and a trickle of blood—not hers, someone else’s—smeared under his fingertips. “You came? Here? Now?”

In answer Osana grabbed his face back and pulled him to her waiting lips. Hard. Hungry. Satisfied, she pulled away, a teasing grin at the ready. “I had a ship to return and a boy to rescue.”

“Kiss later, time for steel,” Urtzi grumbled over his shoulder from several paces ahead, still advancing.

Ula clamped a hand around Urtzi’s wrist, pulling his attention. The torchlight danced. “We’ll be fighting all night, let them have a moment to remember why.” Then, to Ferdinand and Osana, “Meet us in the rose garden when you want to be soldiers instead of lovers.”

“We won’t be fighting all night if we do it right,” Urtzi argued.

“Come on.”

And then they were racing away.

“How did you know I needed rescue? My letter simply told you where I was going.” It said other things, too. Like how much he missed her. How he wasn’t going to give up. All of it was written in the code of the Warlord watchers … something he hoped Zavier, or any other interceptor, couldn’t read.

That teasing grin twisted further. Osana drew him toward the castle wall, creating space between them and the path made for the Ardenian army, which was gathering at the stables atop the hill, preparing to charge as soldiers on horseback trickled through a spot in the outer wall.

“I should’ve been clearer. Father had no plans to bring me to Pyrenee. He didn’t want to give you another chance to steal me away, so when I received your letter, I simply removed myself. Stole the Gatzal and raced here. It was only when I landed at the harbor that I learned you’d been captured.”

Ferdinand hugged her close. “I don’t deserve you, Osana.”

“You do deserve me, Ferdinand. And more.” She cupped each of his arms in her firm grasp—sling gone, strength back. “You’re not the sum of your blood—who your mother was, your father, your sister. You’re not tarnished by the way you were raised nor by who. Stop punishing yourself for a lie you had no way of unraveling as a child. Or the lie you told to help save Ardenia. You heard Ula, and you know she’s right—stars, she’s right about so much. If you need a reminder of why we’re fighting tonight other than to win, it’s that you’re fighting to ensure you get the life you want. The one you deserve.”

The lump that had formed in his throat cracked, days of pain rushing out.

“I want you. I don’t want to lose you when your father comes. I’ve lost so much—my father, Koldo, now Geneva.…”

“Geneva?”

He nodded but didn’t elaborate. He only gripped her harder now, mindful of her injury but nothing else except the drumbeat of her heart against his body. “I’ve lost so much. I can’t lose you. I won’t lose you.”

“You won’t lose me, Ferdinand.”

“But your father—”

“My father cannot reclaim me now that it’s convenient. I’m not a book on loan. Or a piece of furniture. Or whatever object is fashionable to stand in for a woman these days. I am a princess, apparently, but first and foremost, I’m a human being. I have rights, I have agency, and I have a heart and mind of my own. And if my father objects to my choices, I will object right back.” Osana’s hands slid down to his wrists and squeezed hard enough to test the bone. “There are many things I’ve learned from your sister over the past few weeks, and how to wage a war for my own life is the best one.”

He kissed her again and, in that moment, the ground beneath their feet began to rumble; the Ardenian regiment was at full strength now and racing down the hill with the Torrentian fighters flanking the charge on foot, the rose garden, hedge maze, and Bellringe beyond.

Ferdinand bent and stowed the dagger in the empty sheath in his boot and took Osana’s hand. “From what I understand, my father used to say, ‘Survive the battle, see the war.’ Let’s win this battle and fight our war.”

Osana raised the sword in her other hand. “I love the way you think.”

He lifted his own sword, but before they could even take a step, Osana tilted her head, squinting at the weapon in his grip. “Hey, that’s not Egia.”

Even in the low light, she’d know King Sendoa’s sword anywhere, apparently. He shouldn’t have been surprised.

“No, it’s not. They took it when I was captured.”

Mischief sparkled in her blue eyes. “Well, let’s go take it back.”





CHAPTER 53


RENARD’S anger was a living thing. Perhaps the only living piece of him left. It clawed at his flesh, seeped out every pore, leaked from his eyes as they wrenched away from the attack and to Amarande.

He faced her with every ounce of strength he had left. His back was wet with blood he could not afford to lose. He did not need the medikua to tell him that.

He knew it.

Just as surely as he knew his mother was trying to kill him in the same way she’d killed his father. The way he knew Taillefer was being trained by Domingu. The way he knew he had to make the first mark—that he had to poison Sendoa to achieve his future before it was ripped out from under him.

Swallowing, he glared at Amarande. This girl who would not listen, not comply, not just sit down and do what was expected of her or what was best for all.

“I told you the truth, Amarande.” Renard gripped the balcony so hard with his free hand he hoped the old stone would crack. “I told you why I wanted to marry you. I told you what my mother would do. I told you—”

“And I told you I wanted none of those things.”

Amarande took a step toward him, the torchlight spinning a copper halo around her red-tinged chestnut hair. Her Ardenian military uniform was pristine. Her sword peeked above her shoulder, a warning.

“I told you, I told my people, I told the Sand and Sky exactly what I wanted literally over my father’s dead body. But you wouldn’t listen. They wouldn’t listen. No one was willing to hear me—why on earth should I hear you?”

Another step closer.

“You, who are so entitled to power that you stole away my father’s life simply for a slim chance to claim your throne through me. Do you not understand how much you took from me? Tried to take from me? This game is not worth that.”

“It is not a game, and it is worth everything to me.”

“Okay, Renard.” Even as furious as he was, he had to admit she was beautiful when she was spitting mad. “Fight for it. Do not try to win by maneuvering me through laws and technicalities. Do not hide behind the egos and traditions of the rest of the Sand and Sky. Do not run and hide only to appear when you’ve figured out a way to win.”

Amarande drew her sword and pointed it toward his own, dangling in his weakening grip. “Fight for what is worth the most to you. Fight me.”

Renard raised his sword with his single working arm. Even that simple movement sent the blood from his wound pouring out in rivulets. The fever he’d endured since waking flickered, a coolness seeping into his bones through the crevice of his new wound, and the puckered flesh of the old one.

One good hit and it would be over. Anger fed. Revenge achieved.

But he was losing, too. He could hear it in the call of battle—horse hooves and death groans, and a thick fall of bodies, one after another.

He was defeated. But he was not ready for it to be over.

And so, Renard did what he had to do.

He tossed his sword straight at Amarande and ran for the exit before it even glanced off her own blade and clanged to the balcony floor. It was cowardly, but it was a chance. He could make it out, make it away, find a new healer, build a new life and—

“I don’t think so, Renard.”

The king pulled up short as a blade and body filled the doorway he planned to use for his escape.

Luca.

Hands up, Renard immediately backed away, glancing behind him to see Amarande squatting down, retrieving his sword.

“How did you get out? How did they?” Renard gestured toward where the Torrentians were winning with the Ardenians now by their side.

Luca stepped through the threshold and onto the balcony, his dimples flashing. Renard hated the sight. “Your guards really need to learn to check their prisoners better. My loyalists had everything they needed to get out of that dungeon. They were simply, as always, waiting for me.”

Torrence’s Otsakumea stepped closer to Renard. He was strong, confident, and defiant. Exactly the epitome of what Renard always hoped to be—his plans achieved, his throne sound, his people showing love with their own bravery and blades.

The anger inside Renard whimpered and lurched, his legs wobbling in retreat. And, in his periphery, the king saw Amarande move away from the balcony, toward the boy who had everything he was entitled to but was never able to have for himself.

The words that came next shook as they entered the cooling night, as unsure as each step he took away from the pointed sword. “No. No. You had help. My men helped you—they fear what I’ve become.”

The king forced himself to stop backing away. Amarande was next to Luca now, Renard’s own bejeweled sword in her skilled grip, hers stowed. Was that her plan? To kill him with his own sword as she’d once threatened? As he’d had the opportunity to do to her?

An opportunity he squandered.

“I am a miracle,” Renard insisted as his driving vengeance surged. “Yet all want me to fail! I was given a second chance—why would I be given a second chance if I was to fail?”

Renard gaped at Amarande, yelling at the top of his lungs, all the strength and spittle and defiance he had left releasing in one furious wave.

“Perhaps because you were always going to fail.” Amarande drew in a deep breath and set her jaw. “Recognize when you are defeated, Renard.”

Just as he realized she’d tossed his own words right back in his face, Renard caught on that Amarande didn’t just hold his sword in one hand, but a dagger in the other.

The same one she’d used to destroy him at their wedding.

The Basilican steel twinkled like a star above—death itself, coming at him without warning.

The blade entered Renard’s windpipe and knocked him stumbling back. Toward the balcony wall, toward the open air.

As his balance retreated and gravity took control, his body suspended in a Pyrenee night, Renard’s eyes snagged upon the brightest star in the sky.

That was where he was looking as he plummeted.

As he hit.

As a final, glorious black closed in, hugged him tight, and whispered what he already knew.

This is the end.





CHAPTER 54


AS dawn yawned wide over King’s Crest, so did the reality of what the night before had wrought.

Amarande and Luca stood on the balcony of the king’s quarters, watching the day’s first light illuminate the truth of what had come to pass.

The ivory perfection of the walls and pathways of the Bellringe were awash in blood that would likely be a forever stain, seeping into the stones and never fully coming clean. The dead lay silent in nearly every corner, spread from the entry through the hallways, in the gardens, the chapel, the stables, and every niche and shadow between.

The Bellringe was a glittering, white crypt.

At least two hundred Pyrenee soldiers and guards were lost. Their souls in the stars before Renard’s death led cooler heads to surrender. Aubergine-clad soldiers had dropped their weapons and bent the knee under the full dark of a mountain night. At least these men knew when they were defeated—even if their king hadn’t.

It should have been a cause for celebration, but Amarande and Luca understood this victory was simply a battle, not the war.

That was coming with the procession of caravans from the remainder of the Sand and Sky. Basilica, Myrcell, and the diplomatic party from Ardenia would top King’s Crest by sundown. The war, arriving in gilded coaches, rolled straight off ships and into the Port of Pyrenee, which was already likely rife with gossip of what had happened here overnight.

“They won’t like what they find.” Luca’s eyes were downcast to Amarande’s hand in his own, as they sat with their backs against the Bellringe wall as the morning faded from dawning blue to salmon. “We ambushed a castle and killed a king within his home.”

Amarande shifted, her shoulder pressing into his upper arm, and swept a curl off his temple. “After he dangled my brother and mother before us. It’s only fair.”

Luca sighed, his thumb rubbing a slow circle along the top of her hand. “They don’t believe in fair.”

“They believe in their own hides—that’s the truth of it.” All the gentleness Amarande had for him was not shared with the other members of the Sand and Sky. Her words were as searing as the new sun. Luca was never so harsh but he agreed. “And they are still alive because we’re the ones who can tell them what happened here to their faces, rather than scream voicelessly from the dead as Renard sets his trap—you know he planned to attack them.”

Indeed. They’d found the plans drawn up on the gate ramparts. The archers had been given descriptions of the major players—King Zavier, King Asan, Princess Osana, Queen Sumira, Councilor Joseba, Amarande, Luca—along with which poisons they were to use to ensure an effective kill.

The poison bottles hadn’t been about, though. Renard had realized very quickly they’d been tampered with.

But death came just as easily with regular arrows and regular blades; tinctures and trickery weren’t needed to end a kingdom or four. It wasn’t a stretch to say the leaders of the Sand and Sky would’ve been dead in their traveling clothes.

Luca and Amarande sat under that truth for several more minutes, until the sun had fully crested over the mountains and onto the grounds, the birds calling and the winds shifting as if nothing had happened.

“What shall we do now, Ama?”

Luca knew Amarande would understand he didn’t mean rustling up food, or a hot bath, or communing with their seconds, all resting their weary bodies after such a fight. General Xixi, Tala, Ula, Urtzi, Ferdinand—even Osana had appeared, a surprise.

He meant the after.

And, because Amarande knew him as well as she knew herself, she sat with that question for a moment, and then met him with a look so certain and fierce it would’ve been deadly if it hadn’t been raised by hope.

“We’ll stay together. That’s the plan. We’ll lead our people and keep them safe, side by side, day by day, as long as we shall live.”

Luca brought their entwined hands to his lips and kissed her knuckles, his golden eyes distant and unsure.

“They will deny it,” he said softly. This wouldn’t change their minds. As much as he was an optimist, the past few weeks had taught him much about being a realist. He drew in a deep breath and steadied himself for what had to be said. “No matter how understanding the Sand and Sky kingdoms are about what occurred here, they still won’t let us be together.”

Amarande crushed the words straight off his lips with a kiss.

Sure. Steady. Forever.

When she pulled away, Luca’s love caressed his cheekbone with a finger. He watched the wonder that was her, knowing he would believe in whatever answer would come next. Luca stared deeply into the eyes he knew as well as his own.

Amarande bared her teeth in the most dangerous smile the Sand and Sky would ever see.

“They don’t get a say. Not now. Not again. Not ever.”





CHAPTER 55


THEY would do it together.

Late that afternoon, Amarande and Luca faced the remaining leaders of the Sand and Sky hand in hand in the courtyard entrance of the Bellringe. The sun was setting, the soft pink light glittering as it caught the flecks of quartz within the walls. The promise of stars and the sigh of a summer day all wrapped up in the candlelit effect.

Ruining it, though, were the stiffening bodies of the dead, which littered the pathway from the main road, the ramparts, even the very courtyard within which they stood.

“My apologies, Guardians of the Sand and Sky, we endeavored to fully attend to our mess but I’m afraid it has taken longer than intended,” Amarande announced, strong voice aimed at Kings Zavier and Asan and their gaggle of councilors, who were gaping at her, at Luca, at their soldiers as they filled in the recesses, some still wearing the clothes on their backs that saw them through Renard’s final stand. “Bloodstains and white furnishings do not mix.”

Most of the bodies had been taken to the Bellringe morgue but not all. In tidying up, they’d focused on the castle within—the conclave members would have to have somewhere to stay, even if it was just for the night, and it wouldn’t do for the dead to haunt the halls.

“What has happened here?” her uncle asked—of course he spoke first. Of course. And of course, he would not address her with a title or reverence. “Where is King Renard?”

“He is dead, Father.” Osana appeared on the stairs leading down from the castle interior. Ferdinand was by her side. Zavier’s upper lip curled with something akin to both relief and anger. “For certain, this time.”

His relief flooded away and suddenly his anger won out as Zavier took a purposeful and possessive step toward his wayward daughter—but Asan’s arm swept to the side, imploring his fellow king to go no farther. To focus on the trouble at hand.

“Did Ardenia invade Pyrenee and attack?” the Myrcellian ruler asked. “If so, that is a gross violation of our continental compact—”

“No.” Luca’s voice was as solid as the mountains cradling King’s Crest as he addressed his equals.

A surprised Asan’s words bled out as he brought his attention to the Torrentian leader. The king’s eyes tightened, and he straightened, protective hand dropping, his own anger now visible. “Do not attempt to lie to me, Your Highness, I can see with my own eyes—”

“If you would look then you would know it was not simply Ardenia who invaded and attacked, but Torrence as well.” Luca nodded to the men and women of Torrence, watching and waiting with proud eyes. “My army doesn’t wear a uniform, but it is an army all the same. Undefeated, I might add.”

Both kings appeared as if they’d swallowed the majority of their teeth.

Zavier took several steps forward now, right to the base of the stairs.

“There will be consequences.” Zavier’s anger mimicked Geneva’s in its snake-bit energy. He’d lived long enough in Domingu’s web simply by following the rules and taking payment where it was due. The concept of going against the grain was not encouraged. “You cannot simply march upon a fellow kingdom and kill its leader. That is a severe violation of our union laws and will not be tolerated by the Sand and Sky!”

Zavier’s voice was loud and plainly undignified for his station—something the new king seemed to realize when his remaining daughter started laughing. The Basilican king speared Osana with a look that she readily dismissed, and simply began descending the stairs with Ferdinand, straight toward her father.

Watching the brewing mixture of undignified fighting on both the continental and familial levels, Asan held up both hands, placating. “Might we go into the throne room? Or the council room? This conversation is a privileged one and we should not be discussing this in front of commoners.”

“Commoners?” Luca tilted his head. “What sort of king does not want to discuss matters that affect his people in front of his people?”

King Asan gaped at Luca. “These are not my people.” Asan’s words were brisk, his hands flying out at the crowd, who stared back with tired eyes. “They should not be listening to delicate matters of state.”

“Well, they are my people, and they are his people, and I want them to hear every word that is said here,” Amarande informed Asan, leaning forward, and gesturing to Luca. “These people—our people—have just risked their lives fighting beside us against a king who would’ve ended them just as easily as he planned to end you during this conclave.”

Around them, their councilors and guards seemed to look anywhere but at Amarande and Luca. Anywhere but at the few remaining corpses, that was.

“Yes, so our people will listen, Your Highness,” Amarande continued, staring down her uncle and Asan. “And what do you care? We’ve already admitted the worst of it. We attacked Renard because we were provoked. He kidnapped my brother and my mother—my flesh and blood, and the greatest threat to my love. Never mind that Renard murdered my father. So while we are talking punishment, perhaps we should include that discussion point, as it has been constantly omitted, which I find odd as it is more than relevant to our discussions considering that it started this whole turn of events.”

Asan’s dark eyes still skittered helplessly around the courtyard. He tried out his brilliant smile, placating. “Well then, we’ll add that point to our agenda, Your Highness. Now, you’ve said your piece, your people have heard you stand up to us, so let us—”

“We are not finished.” Luca cut off Asan with a sharp rebuke, his gentle soul walled off for a moment.

Zavier tossed up his hands. “Well, what else do you have to say? Get on with it. We have had a long journey and we have much to do, including discussing the serious incident that has occurred within the Bellringe. You two are quite lucky we have not yet called for you to be jailed until your punishment has been determined, understand that.”

Amarande understood that she had the force of two angry armies at her fingertips and this man only had his personal guard and that much whined-about journey behind him, and Zavier knew it, too. That was why she was not in the dungeons.

And so, she smiled back at her uncle, as fierce as she was joyful. Love was in her heart, and she projected it with all the strength of her being.

If love was the most powerful force on earth, surely this was right.

Amarande squeezed Luca’s hand, locked eyes with him, and spoke her truth.

“We deny the patriarchal monarchy and the imperial rule of the Sand and Sky.”

Her words were clear and precise—undeniable—as her voice carried up the high, glittering walls of this altar to kings long dead. A literal ivory tower where conniving men did everything in their power to retain that power and exactly nothing to truly help their people.

She was done with it.

Luca was done with it.

Their people were done with it.

The opposing kings did not blink. If anything, her uncle’s mouth curled into a sneer. Zavier watched her as if she were a petulant child.

“Too bad, Your Highness, you live it. You breathe it. You cannot deny the patriarchal monarchy or the imperialism of the Sand and Sky without denying yourself.”

Amarande jutted her chin at him like a blade. “Then I deny myself. I deny my station.”

In that moment, a weight sprang off her chest and spiraled toward the sky like a thousand doves.

“The Kingdom of Ardenia is no more. When I return, I will dissolve the kingdom, remove the monarchy, and allow the people to set up their own government. I will lead until another is chosen and then I will step out of the way.”

The kings balked, their councilors squirmed, and when verbal opposition finally came it was from her uncle’s lips. Of course.

“You cannot do that, Your Highness.”

“Why not? I am queen of a sovereign nation—but it’s not mine, it is my people’s. Ardenia no longer recognizes the compact of the Sand and Sky. We will be our own nation, under the stars, and the will of the people. Ardenians will no longer be conscripted into the army, no longer be forced into the mines, no longer be subject to my family or the wills and whims of the other nations upon this continent.”

Asan’s smile sagged—unsure, uneasy, yet somehow placating. Zavier visibly sputtered. “We do not allow you to leave.”

“I care not for what you allow anymore, Uncle. If you are calling for war, my army is here and will have exactly zero qualms answering your battle cry in this very moment.” She called his bluff. “Do you think your cadre of men can take on the protectors of the Sand and Sky? I will tell you that after a long battle they do not tire but become even more inspired.”

Zavier narrowed his eyes. “Is that a threat, Amarande?”

“Yes. Be sure to take it as one.”

Amarande turned to walk away, Luca’s hand firmly in hers. “And you, wolf cub?” Asan asked, smile reeling, his tone sharp enough to open a suture or five. “Do not tell me that you are with her, young king. After all your people have been through, you would not choose this way—the Warlord’s way.”

Luca addressed his people rather than this questioning king.

“The Warlord’s movement was wrong about many, many things, but it was right about something—the people deserve to choose. They do not deserve a dictator who would twist their freedoms until they are shackles. Rather, they deserve a leader who will listen not because of their blood but because of their heart. If my people choose me, I will lead. If they do not, I will toil in the shadows to give Torrence more glory than it has seen in a century.”

“No—”

“Yes,” Amarande and Luca snapped in unison. That single word silenced all others, and as the quiet grew, the confidence in her heart was now a scream.

This was right. The path, the choice, the way to move forward in the world.

Creating a new Sand and Sky didn’t mean rebuilding what had stood before but tearing it down. They’d kicked out the foundation and the rest of the union was primed to crumble.

Amarande speared the other leaders not with bared teeth and seething anger, but with a smile—true and joyous.

“Ruling isn’t the only way to lead. We will never stop helping our people. Right now, we can help them most by not letting the greed and whims of others dictate what is best for them or for us. You can come with us, fight us, or simply live alongside us, but as of this moment both Ardenia and Torrence are no longer part of the union of the Sand and Sky. We will help Pyrenee achieve the same if that is what its people desire.”

Amarande locked eyes here with the surviving councilors—she would ensure the people of Pyrenee were heard over the whims of the remaining band of sycophants who had served Renard’s family. “A thousand-year history means nothing if it doesn’t acknowledge what is best today.”

With that, Luca and Amarande swept down the stairs, and past the remaining kings of the Sand and Sky.

Before them were the people they cared about most—their people. People who had put their trust in their forefathers a millennium ago for whatever reason under the sun. Now all those kings were in the stars, right along with the people who elevated them.

Amarande and Luca met the will of every person who faced them. Those who waited near a lifetime for Luca to emerge. Those who lived under the Warrior King knowing their safety was purchased with the bodies of their brothers and sisters. The Ulas and Urtzis of the world, who had never gotten a chance but had one now. And Ferdinand, who met his sister with a kiss to the cheek.

It wasn’t until Amarande and Luca led their people out of the Bellringe gate and toward the horses awaiting their descent from the ivory tower of King’s Crest that the dying patriarchy made its final, furious plea.

“You cannot do this!” Zavier’s words were but stones tossed haphazardly at her back—too angry to have any impact. “The other kingdoms will invade! We will force you to stay with us. It is necessary to reaffirm the Sand and Sky’s way of life.”

Amarande did not whirl around, but she did pause in her advance so that these bullheaded men might hear her every word—if they could drop their prohibitive egos long enough to do so.

“If you must force us, your way is no way to live.”

And then, Amarande and Luca walked away from the Sand and Sky together.





Epilogue


HIGH in the hills of Ardenia, a woman and her true love stood hand in hand, preparing for a life together forever.

For happily ever did not come after—it came always.

They waited in the meadow they once called theirs, though now it belonged to everyone who would have it. Ardenian, Torrentian. Those who would cross the borders of the still-standing kingdoms into their joint territory with hopes of having a voice rather than bending the knee. The new government of the Ardenia-Torrence Territory was still in its infancy, a thousand years of aristocracy slowly peeling away, layer by layer, day by day.

[image: ]
This land was the people’s to rule. Perhaps that was Sendoa’s plan all along.

It would take time to reveal the beating heart of the people, and to govern. It would take time to build something stronger than what had come before. But there was no question who would lead the effort together, forever.

Amarande and Luca.

There were no crowns, no jewels, no pomp, circumstance, nor finery.

Only a handful of guests circled the meadow in loose knots of pairs and singles. All eyes trained on the bride and groom, standing at the base of the largest tree. Over the tops of the junipers twinkled the garnet turrets of the Itspi, the people’s palace, a seat of government for the citizens now, not a home of kings and queens.

Rather than a star-born priest, the bride’s brother stood at the altar, reciting the vows they were to say to each other. Clustered around the couple were their seconds—two pirates and a wayward princess, their partners for this journey until the end.

When the vows were repeated for the crowd and the spirits within the stars, the bride and groom finished with the words that meant so much to them.

“Always, Amarande.”

“Always, Luca.”

And, at last, they sealed forever with a kiss.
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