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Chapter One
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“REIKA!”

The newly-crowned Queen of the Kashaya Sky sat unmoving at her dressing table despite the voice at the door.

Lirin paused behind her, hands in the midst of arranging the sovereign’s hair. “Reika? Should I...?”

“No, it’s only Hiro. He can wait.”

Reika hid her smile at Lirin’s sigh. Lirin counted it among her duties to keep Reika on time for engagements, but Reika usually won in these disputes. It wasn’t because she was the Queen though.

When your best friend was now your lady-in-waiting, she tended to indulge you.

Another knock. “Oh, go ahead,” Reika said finally. “Put Hiro out of his misery. Tell him I’ll be there in five minutes.”

Reika met Hiro downstairs in the hall outside the formal receiving room. Her betrothed Prince Consort-to-be was all smiles as usual, though looking stiff in his dress kimono. “They’ve all just taken their places inside,” he said in a low voice. “You look great.”

Reika nodded, then said to the guards, “Open the doors.”

She entered the room to face an array of persons. To the left stood her parents, the former Queen and Prince Consort of the Sky. To the right, four young men in the formal dress of the Queendom of Califia stood at attention.

Jacintha, the young Queen of Califia, faced her. At her side was a tall distinguished older man.

The Califian Queen was full-figured and nearly the height of the man beside her, whom Reika assumed to be her personal knight. Jacintha’s flowing muslin gown was dark orange. Her hair was pulled back by a silver circlet.

Reika envied Jacintha’s ample breasts and hips, her long legs. She always felt small and girlish next to women with fuller figures. Were it not for the kindness and friendliness in Jacintha’s eyes and the smile on that beautiful dark face, she would feel inadequate.

She came forward and took Jacintha’s hands in her own. “Welcome to the Queendom of the Kashaya Sky. I am so pleased you have made the journey.”

The next few days were filled with ceremony and formalities. Reika officially presented Jacintha to the public at the theater in the park. Speeches were given about the friendship between their queendoms. Meals were marked by more speeches.

Reika showed Jacintha the one-room schoolhouse on Agate Lane. The Califian Queen enjoyed meeting the children. She asked which subjects they found most interesting and what they wanted to do when they grew up.

The girls and boys were on their best behavior. Reika beamed at them, feeling pride. The Sky was small. Other than its spectacular natural setting by the sea, it didn’t have much to boast about. But its citizens cared about their children.

She could see Jacintha was impressed by this.

The day before the Califian party was to leave, Reika met with Jacintha in a private meeting in the receiving room.

The morning sun streamed in through the tall windows. The two royals faced each other seated on matching leather couches.

“Thank you for meeting with me,” Reika began formally. This was in fact the main purpose of Jacintha’s visit. The ceremonies and tours of the queendom were all to prepare for this one-on-one meeting between the new Queen of the Kashaya Sky and the Queen of Califia.

Califia was the nearest queendom to the Sky, though still distant and requiring a journey of days to reach. The difference in their population sizes and resources put the Sky at a disadvantage should Califia throw its weight around and impose trade tariffs.

Reika’s mother prepared her for today by discussing the herstory between the queendoms, until Reika stopped her. “I know all I need to know,” she’d said. “Just let me talk with Jacintha. We will find the common ground.”

Though trade terms with Califia had been fair thus far, the Queen Mother warned that in her own mother’s day things had been different. “The Queendom of Califia has had its periods of privation, even with its rich fields and vast storehouses,” she’d told Reika. “And whenever that’s happened they became difficult to deal with.”

All this ran through Reika’s head as she gazed at Jacintha.

Jacintha nodded. “It is I who should thank you and your family for receiving me,” she said in her low sweet voice. “I have enjoyed every moment of my stay here. I would like to extend an invitation to visit Califia whenever it may be convenient for you.”

Reika acknowledged Jacintha’s invitation with a sincere smile. Then she grew serious. “I could couch what I’m about to say in more diplomatic language, but I don’t think it’s necessary. Is there any likelihood Califia will tighten its trade rules to the Sky’s detriment in the future?”

Jacintha blinked. “Not as things are now,” she replied cautiously. “We have had great harvests the past several years. We are in a stable position. There is no need to change trade rules.”

She looked on Reika with a gentle eye. “I am impressed by the Sky. Though your queendom has fewer resources than ours, your village is lovely. The buildings and streets are beautifully maintained. And the people of the Sky are friendly and community minded. That is what most impresses me.”

Reika agreed. “We appreciate the small things here in the Sky. The food we eat, the forests and mountains, the beautiful ocean with its bounty of fish. The arts are especially important to our way of life. The Sky has long been known for its murals, paintings, sculptures and music.”

The Queen of Califia nodded. “If you are willing, Reika, I’d like to propose that we have cultural exchanges in addition to trade.”

Reika stared. Such a thing had never occurred to her.

“I am thinking that the arts help ease relations more than mere trade for goods,” Jacintha continued. “I believe our queendoms once had cultural exchanges in the past.”

The idea was appealing. If there was a single desire of the Sky’s artists it was to be able to spread their work more broadly. This would be an excellent opportunity for them. “Yes, let’s consider this,” Reika said, smiling.

There didn’t seem to be any further business to discuss. Everything Reika had observed of Jacintha showed she was a reasonable, thoughtful young woman who was likely to be someone Reika could comfortably deal with in future.

Reika was pleased to think the Queen of Califia might become her friend. “This afternoon, would you like to ride horses along the cliff? The view of the ocean is wonderful. It’s one of my favorite activities.”

“I’d love to.”
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That afternoon became a fond memory for Reika.

The Kashaya Sky’s capital village was on the edge of a peninsula surrounded by forests. A river lay to the south, emptying to the sea under a bridge that had survived from the before times.

But it was the view from the cliffs that was the most enchanting.

A grassy area with scattered knots of trees ran along the cliffs, overlooking the ocean as far and as wide as one’s vision could take in.

This was the image Sky artists of old captured in the Sky’s official crest. A blue sky with seagulls flying over a sparkling sea.

Reika relished the fresh sea breeze, the bracing ocean air as she rode with Jacintha at her side. Behind them were Sky guards and Ricardo Avila, Jacintha’s personal knight.

At the rear rode Reika’s betrothed Hiro, Jacintha’s lady-in-waiting Ayanna, and Lirin.

The sun shone brightly above, the waters of the great ocean glittered all the way to the horizon’s edge.

Soon she and Hiro would marry and have those heirs her parents expected them to have. And then she and Lirin—

Reika beamed at Jacintha, who smiled back at her.

Everything in Reika’s life was going just as planned. She couldn’t be happier than she was in this moment.

***
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Lirin was not pleased.

After the Califian Queen had departed and the excitement of the visit was over, she’d expected to have some private time with Reika.

But the Sky Queen was busy with preparations for her wedding.

Day after day, Lirin assisted Reika silently, waiting for some acknowledgement of her need. It was hard to keep a smile on her face when Reika talked excitedly about her wedding gown, the special silver jewelry that was being forged for the ceremony, what foods would be served and so forth.

Lirin didn’t resent Hiro. She’d gone to school with Reika and Hiro. They were the same age and had known each other all their lives.

It wasn’t as though Reika had promised Lirin the moon. She had her responsibilities to fulfill. Lirin knew that. But—

The memories of holding hands with her closest friend, of walking in the moonlight together on the beach. The secret kisses they shared. Their talk of the future.

She was convinced Hiro knew. Reika had intimated that if they kept it behind closed doors he would be all right with it. So Hiro wasn’t the problem.

Had Reika stopped caring about her?

Lirin felt a dull ache in her heart.

She would go on serving Reika even if Reika turned her attentions to another. Being near the one she cherished was more important than her feelings of rejection.

It wasn’t as though she hadn’t known this might happen.

Reika was the Queen of the Kashaya Sky, heir to the throne of the House of Shiranui. It would always be Reika’s decision who she would love.

But Lirin received a surprise the night before Reika’s wedding.

Reika had taken Lirin into her private sitting room and shut the door. She bid Lirin sit on the settee and sat down next to her.

“First, I’m so sorry we haven’t had a chance to talk these past few weeks,” Reika said. “I’ve been so busy with everything. Please forgive me.”

She touched Lirin’s arm. Lirin nodded.

“I know I’ve been...distant,” Reika continued. “I don’t want you to think I’ve forgotten about us.” She hesitated, then pulled Lirin into an embrace.

Lirin let herself rest in Reika’s arms. She laid her face on Reika’s shoulder, closing her eyes. Reika’s body felt small and fragile next to Lirin who was tall and long-limbed. She’d always felt gangly compared to the delicate Reika.

“It’s all right,” Lirin said.

Eventually Reika pulled back. She took Lirin’s hands in hers. “I have something for you.”

She took a small box out of her pocket, lifting the lid.

It was a silver ring fashioned in the likeness of a lotus flower. Lirin’s favorite flower.

Lirin put it on the fourth finger of her left hand. “It fits perfectly,” she told a delighted Reika. “Thank you.”

She gazed at Reika with emotion. Her fears had been unfounded.

“There’s one more thing,” Reika said. She got up and went to her dressing table and returned with another item.

It was a leather journal with a tooled design of hummingbirds—Lirin’s favorite bird—and cherry blossoms on the cover.

Reika knew Lirin enjoyed writing down her thoughts. Lirin didn’t consider herself a writer, but sometimes she wrote to help sort out her feelings.

Both gifts were personal and reflected Reika’s regard for her. Lirin couldn’t have asked for more. “Thank you, Reika.”

“I know it’s been difficult for you. For me too,” Reika assured her. “After Hiro and I are married, all this will die down and we’ll be able to spend more time together. I promise.”

“All right.”

***
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The meeting of the Sky council degenerated into its usual war of words.

This week the council was discussing a carryover item from the previous meeting: male-owned businesses.

James Serret, the lone man on the council, was speaking. “The need for fewer restrictions on men’s businesses should be obvious. If this queendom is ever going to be the equal of the other queendoms as far as trade goes—”

“What has that got to do with anything? Why would the Sky need to be the equal, as you say, of the other queendoms? There’s no need to see this in competitive terms,” said Woori Martens, one of the senior council members. “Do you think Califia sees us as competitors? Only a man would think that way.”

She gave Serret a contemptuous look.

“I agree with council member Martens,” Suja Ortiz said. Ortiz was new on the council and tried to be as inclusive of everyone’s opinions as possible. “If Califia tightens its trade rules, then giving men’s businesses a break might be a consideration,” she said kindly, looking at Serret. “But it’s not currently an issue.”

Reika had a headache. Each meeting was the same, especially lately, and she was bone-weary of it.

The council never agreed on anything these days. The main reason was Serret.

And it was Reika’s fault.

She’d allowed Serret to join the council as an experiment. Serret was one of the most vocal proponents of men’s rights in the Sky, so she’d figured letting him spout his opinions on the council would get him to blow off some steam so he’d stop his speechmaking in the park.

But if anything—being on the council only made Serret more obnoxious. He’d merely transferred his agitating from the public park to the council chamber. Reika swore he was even louder here than he’d been in the park.

“That’s fine, if we don’t care about Califia running roughshod over us,” Serret said. “I don’t need to tell you how much bigger their population is—”

“Then why are you saying it?” Martens asked wearily.

Serret glared at her. “I’m only looking out for what’s best for the Sky.”

“For men, you mean,” Martens retorted.

An amused titter went around the room. Even Ortiz joined in.

Reika massaged her temples, trying to control herself. Her pregnancy had been difficult, though her beautiful twin sons Ryosuke and Ryusuke were more than worth it. Ever since their birth though, she’d suffered from headaches and mood swings.

These council meetings were the worst. They went on for hours but nothing got resolved. The bickering and Serret’s constant pushing of the men’s point of view—notwithstanding the fact that representing men was the reason Reika appointed him to the council to begin with—got on her last nerve.

She disliked the sharp-eyed look he directed at her whenever she spoke, as though each word was something to seize upon and counter. Serret was a trader who bought and sold goods between the village and the Sky’s outer reaches. Reika suspected he went beyond the Sky’s borders and traded with outlyners as well. While she didn’t forbid it, she viewed it as typical male behavior from the before times—greedy and acquisitive.

“No one here seems to care that Califia is larger and more powerful than the Sky,” Serret said. “Don’t you all realize what a threat they could be to the Sky if they wanted to?”

His hectoring voice grated on Reika’s nerves.

“Where is the threat?” Martens demanded. “What have the Califians done that constitutes a threat? This is why we shouldn’t have those of the male persuasion on this council,” she said loftily, turning to the other council members. “They’re only capable of thinking one way. Complex nuanced thought is beyond them.”

Serret glowered.

“I think we should table this discussion and end the session for today,” Reika said suddenly. Her head felt like it was going to burst.

Serret turned his piercing gaze on her. “Forgive me, Your Highness, but this is important.”

As if she was so stupid she couldn’t figure out an issue’s importance without Serret. “It’s apparently important to you, James, but not to anybody else,” Reika said.

The council members laughed openly.

Serret’s face turned red. “I didn’t mean—”

“Oh, I know what you meant,” Reika said venomously. “Don’t think I didn’t notice. What did we all do before we had such a wise male on the council, someone who could set us all straight since we don’t know how to think for ourselves? We’re so fortunate to have you, James.”

“Your Highness—”

“I hope that all your women customers receive the benefit of your sage opinions just like we do. The Founding Mothers must have made a grave mistake all those centuries ago when they thought societies governed by women would prosper and remain at peace with their neighbors. Silly them.”

Reika knew she was taking her headache out on Serret. But who cared. She was the Queen, right?

“Your Highness, I—”

“Oh, just stop. Stop.”

Reika’s tone was deadly. From the looks on everyone’s faces, especially Serret’s, her expression must match her tone. “I have had enough of your smug superior face telling us all how wrong we are. You can go now.”

“Go...?”

“I’m dismissing you from the council. Go. Leave. I should’ve known better than to put a man on the council. All men ever do is ruin things.”

Serret stared, his mouth open.

Reika narrowed her eyes, fixing him with a withering glare. “Are you deaf?” she asked in a soft, deadly voice. “Don’t make me repeat myself.”

Serret blinked. He stood slowly and gathered his papers, not meeting anyone’s eyes.

“You can leave those there,” Reika snapped. “You won’t need them since you won’t be back here again.”

Her eyes followed Serret as he went to the door. “Goodbye!” she called out loudly, enjoying the sight of his shoulders hunching up.
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Reika’s headache only worsened after dinner.

Hiro gently suggested she go down the hall to see the twins, but she couldn’t. “Just let me lie down a while,” Reika told him through gritted teeth.

He laid a blanket over her as she stretched out on top of the covers, before taking his leave.

Reika closed her eyes. She’d been sleeping poorly even though she was exhausted most of her waking hours. True rest eluded her.

She had every reason to be happy and fulfilled now. So why was she in this foul mood all the time?

She supposed her mood had something to do with dismissing Serret from the council that afternoon. Ordinarily Reika would have been more patient and held back from such a drastic act.

But today wasn’t the only time Serret pushed his luck. He’d been a disruptive force on the council the whole time he’d been on it.

It wasn’t just his men’s rights stance. No, it was the way he went about it. His tone and attitude. His smirks. And that grating voice that made Reika want to put her hands over her ears and leave the room every time he opened his mouth.

She supposed she could reinstate him. Then she thought again. Serret being on the council was a failed experiment. The council was better off without him or any other man.

When she didn’t have this blasted headache, she would think about how to address men’s issues some other way.

Reika drowsed for a few minutes, tiredness finally winning out over the headache.

A gentle rapping on the door.

“What is it?” Reika said angrily. Just when she was starting to feel better...

The door creaked open a bit. Whoever it was seemed nervous about interrupting her repose.

Good. They should be. “I’m trying to rest. Please let me be.” If it was Hiro, this would be enough to send him away.

Instead the door continued to open, irritatingly slowly, as if the person knew she was giving offense but couldn’t help herself.

Reika sat up, her head pounding. “Who is it?” she hissed. “I said I’m trying to rest!”

Lirin’s pensive face appeared around the door. “Reika.”

Normally she was glad to see Lirin, but not tonight. “Lirin, please. This isn’t the time. Come back in the morning.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll just be a minute. Please.” Lirin came in, shutting the door behind her. “I know this is a bad time, but...I can’t wait any longer. Reika, it’s been so long. You said when you married Hiro and had children that you and I could—could be together then.”

Lirin sat on the edge of the bed. She looked down at her hands as she continued, “I see you with Hiro and the twins and I get scared that you’ve forgotten me. I’m still here. I still want to be with you. We never got the chance to...”

She trailed off uncertainly.

Everything in Reika wanted to hurl Lirin out of the room and slam the door after her. Of all the things to bring up now! She had the worst timing. “Not now, Lirin. I mean it. Tomorrow. Tomorrow we’ll discuss this. I promise,” she said, holding her forehead. Her head felt like it was going to burst.

Lirin’s eyes teared up. “Reika—”

“I don’t have time for this. I don’t have time for you right now,” Reika ground out. “For Gaia’s sake, would everyone just leave me be! Get out!”

She scrambled across the bed toward Lirin.

Lirin’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry,” she said, hastily getting off the bed.

She looked at Reika with fear in her eyes as she shut the door behind her.

Reika wearily pulled the covers over herself.

***
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Lirin tossed and turned, her mind going over the fight with Reika again and again.

Finally she sat up. It was late at night, but she had to do something about this.

Lirin looked at the other bed. Her younger sister Lorin was sleeping soundly. Good.

She got out of bed and dressed in the dark. On impulse, she placed the journal Reika gave her into her small pack.

Lirin had written her thoughts about Reika, her hopes and dreams for the two of them in the journal. Maybe if she showed it to Reika—Reika would understand.

She mounted her horse Shumie for the short ride through the forest to the Shiranui royal residence.

The royal residence was a large mansion on the southern edge of the forest. Reika’s mother, the Queen Mother, had had it built there. It was far enough from the village for privacy in peaceful surroundings, yet the village could be reached quickly if need be.

Lirin dismounted, tying Shumie to a tree.

The mansion’s windows were dark. All was quiet.

An owl hooted nearby, startling her.

No guards. Reika had ordered it be so. “If I have to have guards, what does that say about my rule?” she’d told Hiro.

Lirin felt an odd sense of disquiet. Everything looked peaceful, and yet—

A figure suddenly appeared around the corner of the mansion.

It was a man wearing a dark cloak. He was holding something close to his chest.

Lirin struggled to make sense of what she was seeing. Who was it—and what was he doing?

The man turned his head.

James Serret.

A baby’s cry reached Lirin’s ear.

Serret mounted his horse. The baby cried louder.

Lirin’s heart pounded. She stared in disbelief. He couldn’t be taking one of the twins. He just couldn’t!

“Stop!” Lirin yelled.

Serret turned to look at her. His eyes were wide with panic.

Lantern lights appeared in the windows as Lirin ran back to Shumie. She quickly untied and mounted her.

Serret took off, beating his horse, forcing it to a dead run.

There was no time to tell Reika or anyone else in the palace. Lirin dug her heels into Shumie’s sides and slapped the reins, following after Serret.

***
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Queen Reika was screaming upstairs.

Her parents and Hiro were with her. Servants scurried around the downstairs level, lighting lanterns and trying to find out what was going on.

Dara, the twins’ nanny, heard the Queen’s hysterical voice. One of the twins was missing.

She ran outside. What she saw shocked her.

Lirin Cirt—the Queen’s lady-in-waiting—was riding away from the mansion at top speed.
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LIRIN RODE AFTER SERRET for hours.

The road went through the mountains east to the inland valley. Lirin had never been this far from the Sky’s capital village before.

Exhausted, but terrified she would lose Serret and the baby, she rode on.

Ahead of her, Serret pushed his mount, darting glances back at her.

Lirin didn’t know what would happen next. She didn’t dare think. If she stopped to think she’d be too scared to go on.

Dawn lightened the sky.

The road had been descending for some time. They must be coming out of the mountains and into the valley.

She tried to remember what people said about the valley. There was a village named Clove-something where traders like Serret bought and sold goods.

The village was said to be on a flat plain near the bottom of the foothills. Serret would have to stop there. He had to be as worn out as Lirin was—as were their horses.

Lirin blinked, trying to keep her eyes open. The sun was coming up and shone directly into her face.

She tried to keep focused. Serret was slowing his horse up ahead.

The village came into view.

A sign next to the road said Clove Dell.

Lirin tightened her grip on the reins. During the ride through the mountains she’d had no idea what she would do when she caught up with Serret. The only thought in her mind was to save the baby—Reika’s son.

The road led into the village. Lirin kept her eye on Serret as he entered the outlying streets of Clove Dell.

He was slowing down presumably because he was leaving open ground and entering a village. But—

Suddenly, Serret whipped his horse. The horse whinnied and sped up.

Lirin cursed under her breath. He’d lulled her into a false sense of security by going slow.

And he knew the village and its streets—she didn’t.

She dug her heels into Shumie’s sides. “I’m sorry, Shumie. Just a little further!” she pleaded.

Serret turned a corner. Lirin cursed again.

She rode after him as fast as she could, jerking the reins to veer out of the way of townspeople and carts.

Angry calls and shaken fists followed in her wake.

When she reached the corner, she yanked Shumie into a hard turn.

But Serret was gone.

***
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She was too tired to think. But she had to think.

Serret and his horse had to be spent. She and Shumie certainly were. So Serret would likely retreat to a place where he could get some water and food and rest for his horse.

He was in no condition to get away—not at the moment. And she needed to take care of Shumie so she could keep after him.

Lirin found a stable and procured water and feed for Shumie. The stable hand gave her bread and cheese and two pears in exchange for coins. She didn’t have many left, so she’d have to be careful how she spent them.

After hastily eating the bread and cheese and one of the pears, Lirin asked the stable hand about other stables in town, as well as traveler’s inns.

Though she longed to lie down and sleep, if only for a few minutes, Lirin took off to investigate these places, leaving Shumie at the stable to rest.

The sun was too bright for her tired eyes, but she went from place to place, trying to find Serret.

Lirin almost gave up before the last inn. A rundown wooden building in a seedy part of Clove Dell, the Citrus Inn looked like the kind of place someone would hide in.

She went around to the side of the building. It was warm out and most travelers had their wooden window covers thrown open. If Lirin stood on tiptoe, she could just see inside each room.

The rooms on this side yielded nothing.

Lirin crept around the back. Serret might’ve gotten a room here on the alley where few people would walk by. Two windows were covered so she couldn’t see in those, but Serret wasn’t in any of the rooms where the windows were open.

Finally she checked the building’s other side. She was already thinking what her next move would be when—

Serret was in the last room that had an open window.

He was bending over a table, muttering something. Lirin craned her neck to see as much as she could, willing her ears to hear because Serret’s voice was low.

“I’ve done it now.”

Lirin’s eyes widened. On the table, lying on a blanket, was Reika’s baby.

“Why did I do this...Gaia’s guts. How stupid. I can’t go back now.”

Serret’s voice faded to a whisper as Lirin strained to hear. “Still, that dumb bitch had it coming. How dare she throw me off the council. All of them—all of those women,” Serret spat. “I bow and scrape to those female idiots for years just to get the chance to make a difference, and that little...”

The baby whimpered.

Lirin’s heart stopped. Don’t hurt him. Don’t hurt him, please...

“What am I going to do?” Serret said. His voice was shaky. “I’ve lost it all now. I just wanted to make her feel like she made me feel. I’ve gone too far though. This is it.”

A sob. He was crying.

“Shit. Well,” Serret said, wiping his face, “I can’t keep you. Guess I’ll have to put you out of your misery somehow.”

Lirin put a fist in her mouth to stifle her gasp.

Serret turned his head toward her.

Lirin ducked down, praying to Gaia he hadn’t seen her.

A knock sounded on the door.

She heard Serret curse and go to the door. It was the proprietor, asking Serret to come with her to see about his horse.

“I’m busy,” Serret said angrily. Lirin held her breath, listening as Serret tried to get out of it, but in the end he left the room with the proprietor.

Lirin wasted no time. As soon as the door shut, she put her hands on the windowsill and jumped, swinging a leg up.

She landed on the floor and ran to the baby.

The baby was fussing and coughing. Lirin swaddled him in his blanket and secured him inside her kimono tunic.

She glanced around for any items Serret might have taken with the baby, but saw nothing.

Footsteps in the hall.

She was out of time.

Lirin ran to the window and got up on the sill, balancing precariously.

She sat on the sill and then lowered herself down, hanging with one hand holding the sill and the other keeping the precious bundle fast to her body.

The door to the room opened.

Lirin let go of the sill and dropped down.

Her feet hit the ground. Then she ran with all her might.

***
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The streets back to the stable were a confusing maze.

Lirin feared she was getting the streets mixed up. Her heart pounded as she glanced wildly at the buildings and up and down the street.

No. This was the right way.

She saw the stable and ran to it. She hurriedly paid the stable hand, then mounted Shumie.

Lirin galloped to the outskirts of Clove Dell. The baby moved against her bosom. Lirin patted the baby, then kept her hand and arm around him as she came to a crossroads.

The road forked here. One path was the road she’d come out of the mountains on. The other led south.

Lirin glanced behind her. No Serret. Yet.

Which way to go? Serret knew the mountain road inside and out—he’d traded along it for years.

The south road led to the Queendom of Califia.

It was a long way to Califia. But the road to there was said to be flat open ground that was easy to negotiate.

Reika’s son made a small noise. The vibration sounded against her chest. Lirin’s soul responded, her heart surging.

Serret must know it was her that took the baby from his room at the inn. And he knew she’d seen him take the baby from the royal mansion.

A chill ran down her spine. If he caught up with her...she and the baby were doomed.

The road to Califia was an unknown, but she couldn’t risk trying to return to the Sky. Serret could do anything to them in the mountains and their bodies would never be found.

She had to make it to Califia and seek refuge for herself and the baby there. Queen Jacintha knew Queen Reika. If she explained what happened and that she was Reika’s lady-in-waiting, Queen Jacintha had to help.

Lirin took the south road.

The land was as flat and unobstructed as she’d hoped. After the first few hours she began to relax a little.

She’d looked for Serret on the road behind her and saw no one. But that didn’t mean she was in the clear. She wouldn’t put it past Serret to realize which road she’d taken based on the same reasoning process she’d gone through.

Lirin and the baby wouldn’t be safe until they reached Califia.

She stopped to give Shumie rest when they reached a wooded area.

A creek ran through the woods. Lirin led Shumie to drink from the creek, then sat down on a rock by the water’s edge.

She carefully unwrapped the baby’s swaddling and cradled him in her arms. She moved the blanket back to look more closely at his little face.

Ryosuke. It was Ryosuke. She’d spent many hours watching over the twins. Ryosuke the first born—by a few minutes—had a narrower face than his brother Ryusuke.

Lirin wondered if Serret had simply grabbed one of them without caring which one it was.

She thought back to Serret’s ramblings as he loomed over Ryosuke at the inn. She’d heard something in the village about Reika dismissing him from the council.

The audacity of his act still stunned her. Losing his place on the Sky’s council was nothing compared to the life of Reika’s son. How Serret could think what he did was justified even in the heat of the moment—Lirin had no idea.

Ryosuke gazed solemnly up at her.

Lirin smiled. The two princes had different personalities. You could tell them apart already. Ryusuke babbled and gurgled and laughed a lot, while Ryosuke was more calm, more quiet.

She touched his dear face gently, playing her finger on his cheek.

Lirin’s head dropped down suddenly. She jerked it back up, blinking. No sleep and the tension of the long ride through the mountains was catching up to her.

And Ryosuke would have to be fed soon.

She rested for as long as she dared. Finally she secured Ryosuke to her chest, mounted Shumie again and continued journeying south.

***
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The sun began to sink below the mountains to the west.

She’d stopped to ask fellow travelers on the road how far it was to Califia. The consensus was another day and a half minimum with a fast horse and weather permitting.

A few hours later she came upon a traveler’s inn.

Lirin slowed Shumie down, taking out her small bag to count her coins. This far from the Sky she didn’t know if they would even take Sky money.

She badly needed to sleep. Her judgment would be affected otherwise and Ryosuke might suffer if she made a mistake.

The innkeeper of the Olive Inn was a large cheerful woman with kind eyes. She smiled at Ryosuke’s face peeping out of the blanket before gently saying, “I’m so sorry. We’re full tonight.”

Lirin looked down at Ryosuke who began to fret. He needed feeding.

Her body suddenly swayed.

The innkeeper caught her before she fell. “I can let you stay in the shed.” She held Lirin up with both hands on her arms. “I’m not going to let a woman and baby sleep outdoors.”

“Thank you,” Lirin said, trembling with fatigue.

“I’ll have Harry put blankets there,” the innkeeper said, nodding to a man sitting near the window who Lirin presumed was her husband. “I’m Letty.”

“I’m Lirin. Thank you so much.”

The shed was a small building behind the inn filled with old furniture and tools. But the floor was clean. There was a lantern on a desk that was stacked with ledgers. A pitcher of water and a towel had been left for her.

Ryosuke whimpered, his arms and legs moving inside the blanket.

Lirin gently set him down on the floor.

Her stomach growled.

She hadn’t eaten since that morning and the ride had been long and hard. More importantly, Ryosuke needed to be fed.

Lirin touched her fingertip to the baby’s lips. His tiny lips moved, seeking to suck.

An idea came to her.

She opened her tunic and pushed her undergarment aside, exposing her breast.

She’d watched Reika do this. It didn’t look hard—just put the baby’s mouth on the nipple and the milk would come out.

Lirin picked Ryosuke up, cradling his head, and put his little face to her breast.

She felt his mouth close on the nipple and start to suck. It was a funny tickly feeling but she bore it stoically. Once Ryosuke finished—

Ryosuke mewled.

Lirin glanced down. She moved the baby’s head back a bit and looked. Nothing was coming out.

It looked easy when Reika did it. What was she doing wrong?

She put the nipple back in Ryosuke’s mouth. After a few moments, Ryosuke mewled in disappointment again.

The night’s chase through the mountain range with no sleep. Rescuing Ryosuke from Serret. And the tense ride south, wondering when Serret would catch up to her.

It was too much. Tears ran down Lirin’s cheeks. She held Ryosuke to her chest, sobbing. Ryosuke, picking up her mood, began wailing.

She was failing Reika’s boy.

Lirin was desperate. The only food she had left was a single pear. But babies couldn’t eat solid food like that—right? She wished she’d learned more about babies now.

A soft knock on the door.

Letty entered. “I’m sorry to disturb you. I wondered if you wanted something to eat—”

She stopped, seeing Lirin’s face. “Are you all right?”

Lirin sniffed. “I’ve been trying to feed the baby, but the milk won’t come out.”

Letty kneeled beside her. She glanced at the baby’s face and then at Lirin. “The baby’s not yours, is it?” Her tone was kind.

“He was taken from his mother. I’m trying to return him to her,” Lirin said. It was a relief to tell what happened, even to a stranger.

“Well, if you didn’t give birth to him you won’t have any milk to give,” Letty said briskly. “Tell you what—I may have a solution. Wait here.”

Lirin wiped her eyes and waited on the floor with Ryosuke. Ryosuke had stopped crying. She gently wiped the tears from his cheeks with her fingers.

“Hello...?”

Lirin looked up.

A young woman, round-cheeked and smiling, came in. “The proprietor told me you’re looking after a little one,” she said. “I finished feeding my newborn a few minutes ago and I know I have some left. Would you like me to...?”

A sob escaped Lirin’s throat. “Oh, yes. Yes. Thank you.”

Tamjin was traveling with her bond mate. She asked Lirin a few friendly questions as she nursed Ryosuke, but soon stopped talking.

Lirin appreciated Tamjin’s sensitivity. She sat in exhausted silence, feeling gratitude for Tamjin and Letty and to Gaia for sending them to her.

Gaia, thank you. Thank you on behalf of Ryosuke.

After Tamjin left, Lirin tried to stay awake but her head kept dropping.

She locked the shed door and made sure the only window was secure, covering it with a cloth so no one could see in.

She fell asleep, Ryosuke nestled on top of her.

***
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Reika, I love you so
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