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			Author’s Note

			As with The Sun Blessed Prince, this book was written during the Covid-19 pandemic. It was born from the tragedy and loss of life as well as pain in watching the struggles essential workers, medical practitioners, scientists and communities as a whole were going through. There are some scenes in this book that may be difficult for some readers.

			The Moon Blessed King is a lyrical and character-driven queer fantasy which continues discussion of war and health inequities. Written originally in 2020, this work does not make direct reference to current or ongoing military conflicts. Though not written for shock value, and handled with requisite care, readers may be sensitive to some aspects of the story. These scenes include brief discussion of genocide, destruction and mass-murder of a civilian population, large-scale death due to failings of health infrastructure and access to appropriate healthcare, references to medical torture and intense discussions of anxiety and trauma.

		

	
		
			The Journey So Far

			This book is the sequel to The Sun Blessed Prince. In the previous book, the crown prince of Soleb, Elician, meets Alest, the heir to the Alelunen throne, who most of the public presumes is dead. Alest is a Reaper, capable of killing anyone with a single touch. He was sent to Soleb to kill Elician and Elician’s family, but Elician is a Giver – able to resurrect the dead and heal any wound. He cannot ascend to the Soleben throne if anyone discovers he is a Giver, and so he hides his abilities from the public. Only a few family members and trusted friends know the truth. Alest had been promised the freedom of his fellow Reapers in Alelune (who have been imprisoned underground) in exchange for killing the Soleben royal family. But when he tries to kill Elician and fails, as Givers cannot be killed, he realizes he will never be able to accomplish his task, and he sees no point in attempting to kill the rest of the family.

			Needing to keep his power secret, and not knowing Alest’s true identity, Elician names his would-be assassin ‘Cat’ and brings him to the Soleben compound, Kreuzfurt, as a prisoner. Kreuzfurt is where all Givers and Reapers of Soleb are meant to stay, isolating them from the world but allowing them to train and use their abilities in specific scenarios. Givers are encouraged to heal the sick that come to the enclave; Reapers provide assistance for those needing end-of-life care. It is the ideal location to hide someone who knows his secret until the end of the war between their countries.

			Elician and his best friend, Lio, both return to the warfront, where Soleb and Alelune are locked in a fierce battle that has been raging for three years. They are captured by Alelunen forces, and are brought to Alelune’s capital city of Alerae.

			Meanwhile, in Kreuzfurt, Cat meets Elician’s sister, Fenlia. Fen is also a Giver and is extremely hostile towards Reapers in general. Cat and Fen are enrolled in lessons in Kreuzfurt, learning sciences and biology, and how their powers work.

			When Elician’s disappearance is discovered, Cat and Fen are summoned to Soleb’s capital to meet with Elician’s father, King Aliamon. Aliamon has always known that Cat is Alest, and he attempts to provoke the enemy prince into killing him. Cat refuses. Instead, he works with Fen to see if they can find any clue as to Elician’s whereabouts. A new assassin is sent to Soleb in an attempt to kill Aliamon, and Cat intervenes. Aliamon sends Cat and Fen away.

			After more than a year of captivity, where he has been medically tortured by Alelunen scientists trying to understand how his Giver powers work, Elician is eventually brought before Queen Alenée of Alelune. He is informed that his father has finally been killed, and that his uncle Anslian had been behind the betrayals from the start. He is told he can go home if he uses his powers to give Alenée a child, but when he refuses, Lio is killed and he is imprisoned once more. Though he has never done it before, Elician manages to resurrect Lio without seeing or touching him, and, with the help of a Soleben spy, they escape the city.

			They travel to the Kingsclave, a neutral zone where treaties are meant to be discussed between the two warring countries. Elician sneaks inside, and despite there being a law against violence within the Kingsclave, he witnesses his uncle killing Queen Alenée. He is told that his father arranged for his capture to try to earn Alenée’s trust, and that King Aliamon’s death was used to encourage Alenée to leave the safety of her city to travel to the Kingsclave. Alenée’s youngest son, Gillage, is now set to inherit the Alelunen throne, as Alest is not widely known to still be alive. Gillage is a cruel and vindictive boy, and will rule badly, but King Aliamon believed destabilizing the Alelunen throne would be their best chance at a military victory against Alelune once and for all.

			Elician finally returns to Soleb, and he meets with Cat again at long last. They discuss the fact that both are heirs to their respective kingdoms, and they both want the conflict between their kingdoms to be over. They agree to form an alliance, and swear to an arranged marriage – binding their countries together under their union. They are not yet in love, but they are bound to each other’s fates.

		

	
		
			Main Characters

			Cat (Alest) – Current stello (heir presumptive) to the Alelunen throne, son of Queen Alenée, brother to Gillage. Cat is a Reaper, who kills with a single touch. He has been a Reaper since he was nine years old, after waking again following his death from drowning. One of his first acts as a Reaper was to accidentally kill his stepfather (Gillage’s father). When he was brought back to Alerae, he was told to go to his father, Marias, and killed him too when his father embraced him.

			He was sent to live in the Reaper cells beneath the city and was occasionally brought out for assassinations. While members of court were aware of his existence, the greater public truly believed he was dead. His mother arranged for him to leave the cells once a year incognito, but Cat always returned feeling there was nowhere else for him to go. A Soleben spy, Fenlia’s father (Ranio Ragden), attempted to rescue him, but Cat accidentally killed the horse they were riding on and Ranio broke his neck in the fall. Cat was returned to the Reaper cells after that.

			In Volume One, Queen Alenée sent him to try to murder the Soleben royal family, but he failed to kill Elician as Elician is a Giver and cannot be killed. Elician brought him to Kreuzfurt to live out the rest of the war and they became fond of one another on the journey. Cat slowly befriended Elician’s sister, Princess Fenlia, at Kreuzfurt and learned biology and anatomy from the physician Elena Morsen. When he realized Elician had likely been captured by Alelune, he helped Fenlia try to find where Elician might have gone by breaking into the Alelunen embassy. Cat killed the Alelunen ambassador, Laure de Gianno, when he realized another assassination attempt on King Aliamon of Soleb was in progress. He had Fen revive her before they left. Though he was not fond of King Aliamon, he helped save Aliamon’s life, unknowingly thwarting Aliamon’s plans to be murdered. He and Fen were sent to stay with Elena to remove them from Aliamon’s presence and to stop interfering. When he reunited with Elician, they spoke of the time they had spent apart and agreed to marry one another in an attempt to bring their warring nations to peace.

			
				
				[image: ]

			Elician – Current King of Soleb, son of King Aliamon and Queen Calissia, nephew of High General Anslian, cousin of Adalei, brother to Fenlia. Lio is his closest friend. Elician is a Giver, and suffers from anxiety. As a child, he was not permitted to reveal he was a Giver to anyone, as he is not legally able to ascend to the Soleben throne if his secret is revealed. He is hesitant to form close relations with others.

			In Volume One Cat attempted to kill him on Queen Alenée’s orders. When that failed, Elician brought Cat to Kreuzfurt as a political prisoner to live out the rest of the war. During the journey Cat and Elician became friendly with one another and showed signs of mutual attraction, but they soon separated. While returning to the war front, King Aliamon purposefully used Elician and Lio as bait to be captured by Alelune in order to arrange for Queen Alenée to believe she was safe to meet High General Anslian (then suspected as a traitor) at the Kingsclave. Elician was brutally medically tortured by the scientist Eline de Carsay during his imprisonment and subjected to solitary confinement. He also learned that Cat is the heir to the Alelunen throne.

			Upon escape, he attempted to interrupt the meeting between Alenée and Anslian but was unable to stop Anslian from killing the Queen of Alelune. Anslian surrendered to Alelunen forces and Elician, with Lio, made his way back to Soleben territory to meet with Cat. They have agreed to marry one another in order to bind their countries and end the war.

			Fen (Fenlia) – Princess of Soleb, Elician’s adopted sister. She discovered she was a Giver only a few years before the start of Volume One and was sent to Kreuzfurt to learn how to control her powers. She could resurrect the dead but found healing wounds or illness complicated. She had an adversarial relationship with her mentor, Zinnitzia. She loathed the concept of Reapers, fearing and hating them for the idea that they could bring about death. After Cat was brought to Kreuzfurt, Elician asked her to understand the meaning of Kreuzfurt and the lives of Reapers and Givers. She forced herself to become friends with Cat, and underwent science and biology training with him and their new instructor, Elena. After Elician was captured, she and Cat worked together to try to find where he went, accidentally interrupting the plans of her adoptive father, King Aliamon, in the process.

			Supporting Cast

			Adalei – Current heir apparent to the Soleben throne, Elician’s cousin, Anslian’s only child and Lio’s beloved. She served as an ambassador to Glaika and as a key member of the Soleben court. She was very sick as a child, and experimental treatments have left her with no hair. She survived, though is still occasionally deemed weak by others. She wears a fabric cloth over her head at all times to hide her scalp. Wickedly smart and pragmatic, she is a tactician first and foremost.

			Alenée – Queen of Alelune, Cat and Gillage’s mother. A deeply complicated woman who allowed her oldest son to be sent to the Reaper cells as a child but also attempted to allow him opportunities to escape. She showed active disdain for Gillage and attempted to convince Elician to use his Giver powers to impregnate her with a female heir. When he refused, she allowed Gillage to murder Lio. She went to the Kingsclave to meet with the newly crowned King Anslian to sign a peace treaty that would see Fenlia married to Gillage and Cat kept safe in Soleb. Anslian murdered her before negotiations started.

			Aliamon – King of Soleb, Elician’s father, Calissia’s husband. A scheming man who was obsessed with the notion of legacy and reputation. He arranged for Elician and Lio to be captured in order to force a circumstance where Queen Alenée would be willing to meet at the Kingsclave. He attempted to pressure Cat into killing him, then Anslian to do the same, before killing himself to ensure that Alenée would leave herself vulnerable. He left letters behind to key individuals explaining his rationalization and intentions.

			Anslian – Very briefly King of Soleb, and former high general of the Soleben army. Younger brother to King Aliamon of Soleb, father to Adalei and uncle to Elician. He was a highly respected military man who was responsible for securing the key border city of Altas from Alelunen control before the events of the book. He accomplished this by capturing Alelune’s prince consort, Marias, on the battlefield and forcing Queen Alenée to cede the city for her husband’s ransom. After being pressured by his brother, Anslian agreed to help arrange for Elician and Lio’s capture by Alelunen forces. He refused to kill Aliamon and complete their plot to draw Alenée from the capital city, forcing Aliamon to kill himself instead. He murdered Alenée at the Kingsclave, announcing Elician as alive and well before allowing himself to be captured by Alelunen forces to face punishment.

			Brielle – A Reaper who lived in the Reaper cell directly next to Alest’s. She ‘raised’ him from afar, serving as educator and surrogate mother to Alest as he grew up in a cage.

			Calissia – Formerly Queen of Soleb, now Queen Mother. She is Elician’s mother, and widow of King Aliamon. She was originally a Glaikan princess.

			Cieli – A Reaper who lived in the cell across from Cat when he was young. She was sent to kill Aliamon when Cat failed to do so. Cat stopped her, and Aliamon swore she would not be harmed.

			Eline de Carsay – A scientist who is close with Gillage. She tortured Elician in order to test and experiment on his ability to heal and bring things back from the dead.

			Elena (Morsen) – A physician from the Soleben border city of Crowen whose ancestors used to be Alelunen but became Soleben when the border changed. She has dedicated her life to science. She helped treat Adalei when she was ill, and offered tutoring in biology to Cat and Fen while they were in Kreuzfurt. Her husband is Jonan Morsen.

			Gillage – Second son of Queen Alenée of Alelune, Cat’s younger brother, but presumed heir to Alelune. He was often neglected by his mother, who preferred not to see or speak to him. He found company with Eline de Carsay and Nured instead. He beat and tortured Reapers and loathes his brother.

			Hamad – Father of Rodans. Lord in Soleben parliament who is interested in advancing his position wherever he can.

			Kassandra – A woman Elician met on the road. He realized she had an unviable pregnancy and used his Giver powers to heal her and her child without telling her. This was illegal.

			Lio (Wilion d’Altas) – Elician’s closest friend. Lio has died repeatedly, and been brought back by Elician. He is deeply loyal and will do anything to serve Elician. He is in love with Elician’s cousin, Lady Adalei, and they hope to be married. He and Elician were captured together on their way back to the warfront after dropping Cat off at Kreuzfurt. He was imprisoned in the Reaper cells while Elician was taken and tortured in solitary confinement. Gillage killed him as punishment for Elician refusing to give Alenée a child. Elician resurrected him without touching him, the first time he has managed to do so.

			Marina – One of the oldest Reapers known. She used to be Alelunen but moved to Soleb a long time ago. She and Zinnitzia are partners. She helped train and guide Cat when he first came to Kreuzfurt and helped guide Fen when needed.

			(Jonan) Morsen – A spy who works for the Soleben crown. He helped break Elician and Lio out of their imprisonment in Alerae and guided them back to Soleb.

			Nured – A royal guardsman who is close with Gillage. He led the unit that captured Elician and Lio and oversaw their poor treatment while they stayed in Alelune.

			Rodans – The son of Lord Hamad of Soleb. Childhood friend and potential suitor of Fenlia. He is currently enrolled in military training and aims to be an officer one day.

			Zinnitzia – One of the oldest Givers known. She is Marina’s partner. She is sharply spoken and very blunt. She firmly believes Givers should never revive anything or there will be consequences for doing so. She argues with Fen constantly and can be a cruel taskmaster.

			Key Words and Places

			Alelune – Country that takes up the western half of the continent

			Alelunen – Describes something or someone of Alelune

			Alerae – Capital of Alelune

			Altas – Major city built on the banks either side of the Bask River, connected by a bridge. Control over Altas allows for control over transit throughout the river, and it has been a key territory for control during the River Wars between Alelune and Soleb.

			Bask River – A long river that separates Alelune and Soleb. It is technically a strait, but called a river despite that. Legend says that the god of life first breathed existence into the universe at the centre of the river.

			Blessedsafe – Alelunen translation for the neutral-zone territory where negotiations between Alelune and Soleb take place (see: Kingsclave)

			Blue Palace – Seat of the Blue Lands, a northern territory of Alelune responsible for mining blue stones

			blue stones – Special stones mined from Alelune that emit light and heat and can be used as a power source

			chosen – A word used to describe both Givers and Reapers (see: Exalted)

			Crowen – A walled Soleben city near the border to Alelune, home to Elena Morsen. A secret passage in Elena’s home allows for people to slip in and out without going through the front gates.

			Death – The god of death and the patron to Reapers

			Exalted – A word used to describe both Givers and Reapers (see: chosen)

			Glaika – An island nation south of the continent where Alelune and Soleb lie

			Giver – An individual capable of healing any wound and raising the dead

			Grünewald – A forest on the Alelunen border with Soleb

			Himmelsheim – Capital of Soleb

			House of the Unwanting – A tower in Kreuzfurt where Reapers live and conduct daily activities. They perform end-of-life care for some individuals here.

			House of the Wanting – A tower in Kreuzfurt where Givers live and conduct daily activities. They heal the sick and wounded here.

			Kingsclave – Soleben translation for the neutral-zone territory where negotiations between Alelune and Soleb take place (see: Blessedsafe)

			Kreuzfurt – City on the eastern side of Soleb where Givers and Reapers are sequestered away from the rest of the country. The very sick or dying travel here for care.

			Life – The god of life and the patron to Givers

			Lunae – Language spoken by the people of Alelune

			Marias Compromise – An agreement taken prior to the events of the books, where Alelune ceded control of Altas and the Bask River to Soleb in exchange for the return of Queen Alenée’s then husband, Marias, who had been captured by High General Anslian during an assault. It marked a temporary end to the River Wars for seventeen years and heavily damaged Alenée’s reputation amongst her people.

			Reaper – An individual capable of killing anyone or causing decay at a touch

			River Wars – The name for the wars between Alelune and Soleb that are always fought for control over the Bask

			Shawshank – An ancient Soleben king who was once a Giver. He ruled that no one would die in Soleb and sent Givers throughout the country to stop all death from taking place. Death grew furious at this act and sent a plague that could not be stopped by any Giver. Shawshank built Kreuzfurt to hold all Givers and Reapers away from society in an attempt to repent. Soleben Givers are forbidden from resurrecting the dead and no Giver may ascend the throne of Soleb as a result of Shawshank’s actions.

			Soleb – Country that takes up the eastern half of the continent

			Soleben – 1. Language spoken by the people of Soleb. 2. Describes something or someone of Soleb.

			stello/stella – The title given to the heir presumptive to the Alelunen throne

			Wandering Giver – A Giver in Soleb who has been granted a travel pass in order to go to different towns and heal the sick or wounded. These Givers are always accompanied by a guard.
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			PART I

			Under the watchful eye of the god of life, the earth cracked and broke. Water filled all the empty spaces, and seas formed between each land mass as continents took shape. Wherever Life went, Death always followed. As the sun always rises, so too does the moon. Even when the earth tries to block the moon from sight, always it is there. Water shifts and changes beneath their eyes. Life breathes new beings into existence, granting sentience and purpose to all that are touched by Water’s great will to explore.

			Some of these new shapes find purpose merely by sitting still and breathing. Others yearn to travel through the waters of the earth, disinterested in standing above ground and feeling the sun’s warm rays upon their flesh. But one yearns for something else entirely. It slinks, quiet and alone, and always through the night.

			‘What are you?’ Life asks it, curious to hear this new creature’s name.

			But it does not answer him.

			It keeps its head down, and always, always, disappears.

			– Myths, Legends and Realities, Anonymous
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			PROLOGUE

			Leonde
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			News of King Anslian of Soleb murdering Queen Alenée of Alelune at the Blessedsafe neutral zone spreads swiftly. Within days, even the farthest-reaching points of both countries are discussing the affair. Pigeons fly from one city to the next, midnight riders speed from one homestead to another. It is the only topic of conversation worth having, and citizens stay up arguing their points of view for hours as they try to come to terms with what exactly transpired.

			Leonde’s pub has never maintained a particularly political atmosphere. It has its fair share of military honours on the wall for the soldiers that return home from the front, but rarely do the patrons devolve into arguments over matters of court. Now, though, it seems to be all anyone is talking about. Not a single person doubts that Anslian, the former high general of the Soleben army, and very newly crowned king, acted in bad faith by breaking the fundamental rule of the Blessedsafe neutral zone to not murder anyone while drafting a treaty. They are perfectly content with his capture and are eagerly awaiting news of the execution. But, even the lay people of Alelune can’t help but wonder if he might have simply been overwrought by passion.

			‘How would you feel,’ Cieli asks, gesturing to Leonde for another round, ‘if you found out your nephew was being held captive and had been tortured for, what – almost two years? Something like that? When you thought he had been dead all that time?’ She is not a regular at the Lunar pub. She arrived not long before the news spread, a traveller on her way to the capital to find work at an apothecary. Her horse threw a shoe on the road, though, and with the blacksmith out of work from a bad back, she found herself staying in the pub’s storeroom as she waited for someone to tend to her mare.

			She is an endearing woman, kind and soft-spoken. Her manners polished enough to encourage Leonde to board her. Cieli says please and thank you at just the right time, never seeming too desperate or accepting. More than that, despite her comely face, she still has not so much as batted an eye at the many single men or women in the pub. She keeps her head down and her hands to herself, content to drink her water and eat her bread with nary a glance at anyone. But, she does so like to gossip.

			Perhaps it’s merely a sign of the changing times, and times have been so strange lately, for the whole town seems to like gossip nowadays.

			Leonde hardly knew what to believe when the story was first brought to her door. Knowledge that their beloved queen had been secretly holding the crown prince of Soleb hostage was startling to say the least. But Leonde is not an expert in politics, and she has no desire to alienate her patrons with a too-forward opinion. She nods along with Cieli’s arguments in silence, frowning as she rubs down the top of her bar with rough strokes.

			‘It’s disgraceful, is what it is,’ Gio announces. Gio is a regular to the pub. With his great rolling stomach and his tunic that does not quite cover his girth, he is a near permanent fixture at the end of her bar. He still sits on the same stool he claimed when he bought his first drink. The wood seems to have conformed to his weight after many years of dedicated use; Gio has earned his place at the bar by loyalty alone. He swings his arms about now, sending the froth of his beer cascading over the side of his mug.

			‘Careful, Gio,’ Leonde cautions, mopping up his mess with a fresh rag.

			‘He’s right though,’ Cieli says, plopping down next to Gio. ‘I mean, the High Gen—the King shouldn’t have killed her – may her change be good – but holding their crown prince captive? For that long? How many of us have family fighting that war right now? We could have had peace talks ages ago. We could have had Altas ages ago, and all our loved ones could have come home. Instead, we’re just going to be in for more war.’

			Leonde grimaces at the reminder. She glances over her shoulder at the white ribbons she hangs for her husband and youngest son. Both died in the war, leaving one sunny day never to return. Her eldest son had survived his draft and his years of voluntary service but then retired to serve Prince Consort Marias at the Blue Palace. Even after Marias’s death, he too had never returned, preferring to stay in the Blue Lands and far away from the war. Her daughter, though, had been drafted when the fighting started up again, and Leonde held on to the hope of having at least one child return to her. She’d received a letter, only a few weeks previously, telling her that a temporary truce had been called while the armies were relocating to the Blessedsafe for peace negotiations. There has been no letter since, but Leonde knows: Soleb will have to answer for its betrayal, and her daughter will be back at war.

			‘How long do you think the fighting will last this time?’ she asks quietly. Cieli must see her ribbons because her face seems to fill with the most terrible kind of sorrow there is – the shared agony of understanding. Cieli folds her hands in her lap and looks down at her twisting fingers. Leonde wonders if she lost loved ones to the war too. Everyone has, so it is not surprising. Still, Leonde wonders how many Cieli has lost, to be travelling to the capital all by herself.

			‘The fighting won’t start up immediately,’ Cieli says. ‘They’ll have to crown the kings first…get new orders. I saw the columns marching back towards Altas though. They won’t attack immediately, but it’ll be soon.’

			‘But who’s’all getting crowned?’ Gio slurs. He leans forward on the bar. The remainder of his froth spills over the side of his mug as he wags his finger at them both. ‘We don’t know where this Crown Prince Elician is, right? Is he still in Alerae? Or is he back in Soleb? And then – then there’s Gillage, and truly the gods have damned us all with that fool child.’

			Leonde peeks over Gio’s shoulder. The rest of the pub seems to be discussing their own opinions with such interest that no one has heard her top patron’s lack of patriotism. She still scolds him and rubs down the bar with a bit more intensity. ‘You can’t be saying things like that,’ she tells him. ‘You don’t know who’s going to hear you!’

			‘My brother used to live in the palace,’ Cieli whispers. She scoots her stool a bit closer to the bar and to Gio. Gio scoots his in too. Leonde ducks in tight and they all lower their voices, trying to keep their thoughts to themselves in the loud rattle of confusion that is now the pub’s norm. ‘Spent a lot of time in the underground, if you catch my meaning.’

			Leonde does. It’s where all the Reapers of the city are kept, safely out of the way from the rest of the public. No one is meant to talk about the Reapers, or how they can kill with a single touch. They are evil and wicked and wrong, incapable of dying no matter what is done to them. Just speaking of them could bring on ill fortune. Leonde has read every book in print on the Reapers, and on all the brave heroes who rose up to defeat their filth. She easily imagines Cieli’s brother just like the men in her tales: a stalwart guard, patrolling those wretched cells, tall and dark-haired with a firm passion for justice.

			‘So, he knows things,’ Cieli continues, leaning a little closer.

			Their heads are almost touching, but none of them make contact. To do so is taboo. Only family are permitted such intimacies. Leonde and Gio hold their breath, waiting to hear what Cieli seems so desperate to say. ‘He was there when the first stello died.’

			‘Alest?’ Leonde asks. It’s been years since she thought of the poor boy. The little heir to Alelune who never lived past nine years old, drowning in a river under the careless eye of his retainers. She saw him once. A great parade had come through the city and Queen Alenée had ridden in a carriage with her charming heir. They waved to their people as they passed. The boy’s cheeks were flushed with excitement, baby-down brown hair wisping beautifully about his face. He smiled and giggled, cheerfully saying hello to everyone he could. At one point, the Queen even let him down from the carriage so he could carry the Alelunen flag through the streets.

			Leonde had always been impressed by the sheer determination on Alest’s face as he held up the flag of his country. It was such a marvellous juxtaposition: a boy with a nation in his hands. When she went home that night, she sent up a few prayers for the young stello. She was truly sad when she heard the boy had died. Sadder still when over the years it became obvious that Alest’s younger brother didn’t quite live up to his potential. Worse yet, Gillage didn’t appear to adopt any of the strengths of his mother either. He seemed, instead, twisted and wrong. Openly mocking and cruel to citizens and dignitaries alike, never once endearing himself to his people. His mother had been right not to name him with the appropriate Ale preface all rulers of Alelune had. She must have known he would turn out wrong.

			Cieli chances a look over her shoulder. Then she says, ‘Stello Alest is alive.’

			Leonde jerks back from the bar. One hand covers her mouth even as Gio starts blaspheming through curses. Cieli shushes him quickly, panicked eyes looking all around her. He manages to regain himself but does so with his drink in his hand, downing the whole thing in a few strong slurps before setting it down with remarkable control. ‘How?‘ he asks, mouth straining around the sound.

			‘He’s a Reaper,’ Cieli replies softly. ‘When he died in that river – he became a Reaper.’

			‘A Reaper!’ The repetition does not make it feel any better. Leonde does not want to think about it. She cannot fathom the idea of that sweet, smiling little prince as the living embodiment of Death. It is foul and wrong. She shakes her head and scrubs furtively at her bar top. ‘You mustn’t say such things,’ she tells Cieli firmly. ‘It’s cruel to the dead.’

			‘I swear on my brother’s life, Stello Alest is a Reaper. And there’s no law saying he can’t ascend the throne. He could still be our king.’

			‘A Reaper!’ Gio repeats. He rubs a hand over his curling grey beard and moustache. ‘I tell you what, Myrte.’ Leonde flushes at the familiar use of her given name. The impropriety of it all! She is a widow: that name is for her loved ones to speak, and he is not amongst their number. ‘I tell you what,’ he repeats. ‘It’s a sad day when I say I wish for a Reaper on our throne, but even a Reaper would be better than…than that thing of a child.’

			‘Oh…surely Gillage can’t be worse than a Reaper!’ Leonde gasps. They steal life and they end happiness. They do nothing but destroy ceaselessly, with no hope of salvation or love. They are unfeeling monsters. Cruel caricatures of humans that no longer have the capacity to care.

			Gio grimaces as he shakes his head. ‘At least Death chose him for something! No one chose Gillage for anything at all.’ He burps loudly, pounding his closed fist on his chest until he finally exhales a long breath of stale air. ‘I was at a party over at Lord Tyron’s estate last quarter. Gillage was there. I tell you, that child had a servant boy flayed for dropping a goblet of wine. It didn’t even stain anything, didn’t touch Gillage at all. But he demanded satisfaction for the embarrassment. He had that boy’s skin torn right from his body until the boy’s heart gave out. It was the worst thing I’d ever seen in my life. I’ll never forget it. Yes, Reapers kill with a touch – but I say that’s mercy compared to what Gillage does. To his own people no less. Can you imagine what he would do to his enemies?’

			‘But…a Reaper? On Queen Alenée’s throne?’ Leonde is not sure she can countenance such a thing, not even if the stello she had seen all those years ago truly is still alive. She bites her lip and looks furtively around the bar, but no one else seems to have overheard their conversation. That’s good, she thinks. The fewer people know about this, the less trouble it will cause.

			‘If Queen Alenée wanted to ensure it didn’t happen, she could have made a law saying so. They have one in Soleb,’ Cieli points out. ‘But she knew her son was alive…They say everyone at court knew, and she didn’t do anything to stop it.’

			‘They were just rumours,’ Leonde argues. She’s heard them for years. Every time Gillage did something that scandalized the sensibilities, someone would mutter about how Alest might actually be out there somewhere. But it was a dream, a fantasy. Nothing close to real. Nothing that came with an eyewitness account of the boy in the Reaper cells, truly alive.

			Cieli meets Leonde’s eyes, perfectly still and earnest. ‘They’re not rumours,’ she says, firm as can be.

			Leonde bites the inside of her cheek. Someone asks for a refill and she hurries to do her duty, escaping Cieli’s insistence and Gio’s sputtering. When she looks back, Cieli has left the pub for the night and Gio has moved on to share the gossip with another patron. Alest, alive, and a better candidate for the throne than Gillage even as a Reaper.

			She scrubs her bar, nervous and unsettled, wishing she knew what more to say on the topic. Though it seems Gio has no trouble finding the words. The whole bar is soon listening to his prattle. She does not tell him to stop.

			Cieli packs her things and leaves the next day, but their town is altered in her wake. Everyone is talking about Alest. And more than a few wonder if it would even be possible to have a Reaper as their king.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Fenlia
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			Fen wakes in the half-light of morning, where the sun is not quite risen but the moon has already set. She has not slept well. Simply the idea of lying down and closing her eyes was a difficult one to stomach, and when she did, it took hours to actually find any semblance of rest. As she blinks towards the pale blue light filtering through her window, she knows there is no point in trying to gain a few extra hours. There is simply too much to be done.

			Slowly, she crawls out from under her warm blankets and sets her hair in braids. She washes and dresses swiftly, slipping her feet into the soft-soled shoes by her door, before quietly stepping out into the hall.

			Last night, her brother returned to them after sixteen months of captivity in Alelune. Elician collapsed almost immediately, and they helped bring him up the stairs. Elena Morsen, her mentor and the best physician in all of Soleb, briefly looked him over. Exhausted, she proclaimed before ushering everyone out. Cat volunteered to stay behind and let them know if Elician woke. He never did.

			Slowly, Fen steps towards the door. She lowers her hand to the metal knob and eases it open. She does not open it far. Cat and Elician are curled on the floor – sleeping together. Elician’s right arm is around Cat’s waist, his left beneath Cat’s head. Cat is holding on to Elician’s left thumb, and they are breathing, slow and steady, in unison. Their bare skin touches each other with scandalous implications. Everyone knows that Cat is a Reaper, able to kill anything with a touch of his hand. But not everyone knows that Elician is a Giver, and thus incapable of dying. She glances over her shoulder. No one is there to see.

			I should wake them, she thinks, but it is a half-hearted thought at best. She doesn’t know why they are on the floor of all places, but she knows this: they both look to be sleeping far more peacefully than anything she managed in the night. She doesn’t want to disturb their tender moment of grace.

			She closes the door and goes down the stairs.

			Cat never seemed to enjoy close contact with the people around him. Considering his affliction, he rarely sought contact to begin with, but even with those he could not kill, he shied away from such things. Alelunens are renowned for their disdain of affection of any kind, though Solebens are far more tactile. Still, the sight of him sleeping so intimately with Elician of all people strikes Fen as odd. Maybe he’s less uptight in his sleep, she guesses as she reaches the kitchen and takes inventory of her surroundings.

			When she first arrived in Crowen some months back, Elena deemed it necessary for both Fen and Cat to be trained in life management, so to speak. Each day, food preparation and household responsibilities were placed in their hands. They were not supposed to draw attention to themselves. They were meant to blend in as normal people, and normal people make bread.

			Fen prepares her dough, sets the table and cleans the soot from the chute, before checking on the state of the oven. The sun continues to rise slowly, and with a flick of the wrist she starts her oven’s fire and sets her dough inside for baking. She busies herself for the next hour, running through her habitual chores until she hears footsteps on the stairs. She holds her breath, waiting to see who it will be.

			It’s Elician.

			He walks slowly, one heavy step at a time, down to the kitchen. He leans on the railing, still holding on to it even when he reaches the bottom. Dark circles lurk beneath his eyes. At some point during his time in Alelune, his once beautiful curly hair has been shorn short and now only scraggly tufts of growth remain. She does not like it. He sees her immediately, lips parting but offering no words of greeting.

			She takes one furtive step towards him, then waits. Slowly, he shifts to open his arms for her, and with that invitation she throws herself to his chest. He stumbles, tripping on the stairs behind him but catching himself at the very last moment. His back rests against the railing in an awkward twist. He holds her close, and she is stunned at the idea that her cheek can rest against his. That her arms go around his neck with surprising ease and there is no need to stand on her toes to manage it. She’s got taller again, and she hadn’t even noticed.

			He squeezes her tight, breathes steadily along her throat. ‘I have missed you, little sister,’ he murmurs, and they are the exact words she wanted to hear yesterday when he all but collapsed against her. He kisses her cheek. Her forehead. Her hair. He pulls back and cradles her face between his palms, examining her as if seeing her for the very first time. ‘You grew so much.’

			‘So did you,’ she says, though it is slightly less accurate. He is far too thin. His beard is tangled and ill-kempt. But she can tell that he has aged. He is not quite the man he was when he left Kreuzfurt. His fingers tremble as they hold her face. She asks, ‘What’s wrong?’ and slowly lifts her hands to wrap around his wrists.

			He draws her in to kiss her brow once more, then gently pulls away. She keeps her fingers around his wrists, not willing to be parted. ‘I’m tired,’ he murmurs.

			She guides him to the kitchen table and sits him in a simple wooden chair, hardly befitting a king. He does not seem to notice or care. He sinks into it. Fen kneels at his side, just like she used to when she was a much smaller girl and wanted to hear all his adventures. ‘Lio said you were held separately from him for most of your time in Alelune.’ He nods listlessly. ‘What happened to you?’

			‘Nothing,’ he replies.

			‘Nothing?’

			‘Their…scientist, Eline de Carsay, wanted to know how Givers worked. How we could heal and how our powers restored someone from death. But there was nothing she could do to me that lasted more than a few moments at a time. It is the truth: nothing happened to me. I’m fine, and I always will be.’

			‘Just because something doesn’t last doesn’t mean it didn’t happen,’ she murmurs.

			He changes the subject. ‘Father wrote you a letter before he died.’ He speaks strangely now, stilted and slow, like there is a flow to the conversation that he missed at some point and he can only manage a few thoughts at a time. ‘He wrote to all of us…I have not read mine. I need to give Lio his.’

			‘Before we were sent here, Father said Uncle Anslian was going to assassinate him.’

			‘That was the plan,’ Elician agrees.

			‘But Lio says Anslian did not kill him…’

			‘He didn’t. Hopefully that’s in the letter.’

			‘Why didn’t you read yours?’

			‘I’m tired,’ Elician says again.

			‘Lio says you haven’t been sleeping.’

			‘Lio says a lot of things.’

			‘I think he’s scared for you.’

			Somehow, Elician’s shoulders manage to slump even more. ‘He always is,’ he says, reaching into his shirt and removing a packet of envelopes. He flicks through them until he finds the one with her name on it and then passes it over. She does not open it.

			‘Why did Father lie to me,’ Fen asks, ‘about Uncle Anslian?’

			‘He was trying his best to die, and you and Cat kept getting in his way. Maybe you made him mad. I don’t know. But he lied to make sure the lie was believed, and so that you’d finally stop interfering,’ Elician spits out.

			‘You’re angry with him. About what he did?’

			‘He used me as bait to lure Queen Alenée into a trap that ended with three dead members of both royal families. Four, if we count Lio. I’m furious with him.’

			‘Are we counting Lio?’

			‘Yes. What if I hadn’t been in time?’ he asks. ‘What if I hadn’t been able to save him? Father and Anslian would have still died, and that would have left Adalei to do…what? Pretend? Hope she finds someone else to love after six years of courting?’

			‘You can always find someone to love too,’ Fen murmurs. ‘You’re more than capable of having children. Of continuing the line on your own. Adalei doesn’t need to be the one to do it.’

			‘I have never loved anyone,’ Elician refutes. ‘She will always be my heir.’

			‘You could, you know. Love someone.’

			‘Maybe I could,’ he concedes. She searches his face, looking for a sign or a hint of something more. He does not glance up towards the stairs, nor does he seem to be thinking of anything or anyone in particular. He speaks slowly and hopelessly, as if the very notion is beyond his ability to comprehend. ‘It does not matter in any case. I will never have children, and so it is Adalei who will be my heir.’

			‘Don’t you want children?’ she asks.

			‘I don’t want to watch them die. I’m already going to watch all of you die – why would I invite more pain into my life? I’ve already had more than enough of that, thanks.’

			Fen bites her lip. She twists the fabric of her dress in her hands, then stands just to do something else with herself. She gets him food, water, changes the topic. ‘I did what you said, you know.’

			‘What I said?’

			‘In your letter, before you left. You asked me to look into Kreuzfurt…into Cat. To see if you could trust him.’

			‘Right…yes. I remember.’

			‘I think you can. Trust him, that is,’ she clarifies. ‘He’s…he’s become my best friend.’ She flushes a bit at the admission, knowing it is not an entirely appropriate thing to say. Elician asked her to give him a report on Cat, to know if they could safely free him from imprisonment once the war ended. Saying she has compromised her emotions to the point of friendship feels like a failing.

			But her brother does not seem bothered by that confession. When he looks back at her, his expression seems strangely akin to a kind of defeated resignation. He asks, ‘Are you in love with him?’

			And she blurts out, ‘What? No!’ before she can think better of it. Her already blushing face heats to the point it leaves her dizzy. She whirls back to the counter, desperate to grab hold of something to do with her hands. She twists open the cap of Elena’s tea bin and the smell of pressed leaves and flowers cascades through her senses as she babbles, ‘No, of course not! He’s…he’s just Cat! And I—’

			‘Fen.’ She winces, back still turned. ‘Please be honest with me.’

			Swallowing her embarrassment, she pinches the leaves into a mug and looks back at her brother. ‘No,’ she states firmly. ‘I don’t love him. Not like that. He…’ She thinks of Cat’s and Elician’s bodies entwined on the floor, holding each other close in an embrace far beyond anything she has ever once considered. ‘He’s quiet, and he thinks so much before he says anything that sometimes I wonder if he’s even paying attention in the first place, but he always is. And when he does talk, it’s always important. He doesn’t ever talk about things just for fun; I always have to start those conversations. And that’s fine, but it’s not what I would ever want in someone if I had to choose, you know? He hates being around people for too long. I feel like I need to push him to do anything, and when there’s free time at any moment, he spends it reading. I taught him to read, actually – he apparently never had a chance to do it after he died and—’

			‘Oh.’ The air seems to punch its way from Elician’s lungs. ‘Of course not.’ His expression twists to something so morose that Fen rushes to change the topic. The water begins boiling and she finally finishes the tea preparations. She presses a warm mug into Elician’s hands.

			‘But he’s learned now! And it’s all he does. He’s slow at it, so slow sometimes, but he reads everything from history books to play scripts to whole treatises on tax law of all things. He’s rather obsessed with medicinal texts too, in all honesty. Just because he couldn’t read doesn’t mean he isn’t smart – he’s kind of scarily brilliant? He memorizes whole conversations – and who would want to be with someone who memorizes every single word you say? And I just, anyway, the point is: he’s a really good friend, and he’s very loyal and very decent, but I don’t love him.’

			‘I see.’

			She hopes he does because she feels like the delivery of the first report of her first proper mission is a failure in the starkest terms. Adalei explained protocol to her on several occasions, and she even let Fen see past reports from past spymasters that included all the correct and pertinent information in all the right order. None of those reports included…flummery.

			But her brother does not seem to notice. He breathes in the scent and steam of the tea, then says, ‘I’m going to marry him.’

			‘You’re what?’ Her testimony could not possibly have been that persuasive. And surely there is a courting process involved in such things. Lio and Adalei spent years writing letters to each other, attending balls and gift-giving. There were steps involved in this. Rules. One does not just marry the first assassin they find on the shores of a river. Or the first foreign prince who is mildly agreeable. Or the first person you happen to fall asleep with after returning home from imprisonment. It is inappropriate to assume otherwise. Even the young lord Rodans would not be so bold, and he asked her for a private dinner in the weeks before she had to leave for Crowen.

			‘Cat…Alest is the rightful heir to Alelune’s throne, and if we are going to end this war between our people and free both the Reapers of Alelune and the people of Kreuzfurt, having a union between the ruling houses provides the necessary stability to ensure it finally happens. I swore my life to him last night.’

			‘Elician, you didn’t—’ She stops, restarts. ‘Do you love him?’ She saw them in Kreuzfurt together, and they seemed to enjoy each other’s company. She has always known that Cat is fond of Elician, and to some extent accepts that her brother is fond of Cat in turn. But to think it has been elevated to a matter of love?

			‘I don’t know him.’ He peers down into his tea. ‘And I don’t expect it of him. This isn’t about us…it’s about our people.’

			‘But you…That’s so sad.’

			‘We’ll figure it out.’ He does not sound particularly enthusiastic about the prospect. He drinks his tea and will not meet her eyes. She wants to reach out, to touch him, to provide him with some kind of comfort, but she does not know where to touch. Every part of him seems as jagged and fractured as broken glass. But the more she looks, the more she becomes certain. He is not okay, and she does not know what to do.

			
				
				[image: ]

			The house takes its time waking up. Elena is the second to come down, and after a few words with Elician, she hurries to the city gates to fetch her husband, Jonan Morsen, and the Reaper matriarch, Marina, from where they have been waiting since the night before. The city guard refuses to open the gates for anyone after nightfall, and Elena is quick to set things right.

			As she conducts her task, the others meander down from the bedrooms above. Zinnitzia perches by the kitchen counter. Cat sits at Elician’s side, Lio and Adalei across from them. Adalei tended to Lio’s hair in the night, and he greets them with a freshly shaved head with only the faintest bit of dark blond fuzz emerging from his scalp. Fen has to bite down on a laugh; it is not a good look for him, but from his sunken cheeks and almost delicate hands and wrists, she knows better than to make any comment out loud. She fetches him a plate and ignores the way he falls into it, eating with a kind of possessive desperation that reminds her of Cat when he first arrived in Kreuzfurt.

			The difference between Lio and her brother is stark. Even as thin and waiflike as Elician is, he eats almost deliriously slowly. Like every bite is something to be memorized and appreciated. Lio starts out with an attempt at being polite, but it fails within moments. He tears huge chunks of food off and grabs for more even as he is still chewing. He barely swallows before he goes for another. Cat quietly adds more to Lio’s plate without being asked. He has not said a word since he joined them, dipping his head in greeting and offering nothing more.

			Fen can tell the exact moment that Lio’s stomach cramps. He groans pitifully, and Elician reaches across the table to press his fingers to Lio’s wrist, soothing the pain. Lio turns his hand over so their palms meld together, fingers clenched tight with promise. Elena returns with Jonan and Marina just as the first wave of discomfort seems to pass, and while greetings are exchanged, the tension is unmistakable.

			‘We should make a plan for your eventual return to Himmelsheim,’ Zinnitzia says once the silence drags on past the point of tolerance. ‘The people will be…shall we say, more than a little surprised you’re alive. We held your funeral.’

			‘Another thing to thank my father for,’ Elician says.

			‘It can be managed,’ Adalei cuts in. ‘We can send reports ahead…spread the news. This is a matter of perception, and joviality can overcome a need for specifics in the short term.’

			‘How long will that take?’ Elician asks.

			‘Not long, a few days at most.’

			‘In the meantime,’ Zinnitzia says, ‘wherever did your crown end up last night?’

			Elician blinks up at her, but it is clear he does not know the answer to that question. He dropped it when he arrived and passed out not long after.

			‘I have it in my room,’ Adalei replies. ‘Along with a few other jewels and finery. You could wear them on your return.’

			‘Why do you have all that?’ Elician asks.

			‘My father intimated such things might be necessary.’

			‘It was necessary to keep his crown in your room?’ Fen blurts out. Adalei casts her a glance.

			‘Would you have preferred I left it on the floor?’

			Fen flushes, shamed. She hadn’t meant to sound so accusatory, but it felt wrong somehow that someone else had secreted away Elician’s crown. Fen should have paid attention to it the night before, she should have found a proper hiding place. He was her brother. But Adalei had already intervened, and why shouldn’t she have? As she said, she already had precious items in secret. What was one more?

			Elician does not appear to care in the least. He tilts his head towards Cat for a moment or two before saying: ‘Melt it.’

			‘Cousin?’ Adalei asks.

			‘Melt the crown down. We’ll make a new one…a new set.’

			‘A new…set?’ Zinnitzia asks this time.

			‘Yes. For both Alest and I.’ He says it like they should all know what he means, and Fen is slightly gratified to know she isn’t the last one to know anything for once. It seems Elician’s decision to marry Cat is a surprise for everyone else as well; the whole table seems stunned by the implication. All save Adalei, whose sharp gaze is locked firmly on Elician and Elician alone.

			‘You intend to wed?’ she asks, voice as steady as a stone.

			‘Yes,’ Elician replies. ‘We are joining our houses. All of our houses. The House of the Unwanting is very much wanted by me.’ He snarls the last few words, the fingers of his free hand flexing and tightening in a vicious fist. ‘And under our banner we will lead our nations, separate but together.’

			‘And no one has to pretend or hide any longer,’ Cat adds on, quiet yet sincere, oblivious to the disbelief around him. Fen blinks at him, then realizes for the first time: there is no bell on his wrist. Reapers are meant to wear bells that ring whenever they move, alerting any nearby to their presence. Cat is still wearing black. He still wears gloves. But the hooded veil is gone from his shoulders, and there is no bell. Her heart pounds faster in her chest.

			She opens her mouth to say something, but Elician is talking once more.

			‘We made a vow before the gods last night to bind ourselves to this cause. It’s done.’

			Fen tries to speak again, a question burning her tongue. Because that sounds very much like—

			‘Did you have a witness?’ Adalei asks, faster than Fen can manage.

			‘I will make you one now if you prefer,’ Elician retorts, reaching for Cat’s gloved hand where it rests on the table.

			‘I don’t, actually,’ Adalei says. ‘But I do want to know when you intend for an official wedding ceremony to take place.’ Official. Because making vows in the night may as well be an unofficial declaration. Fen’s stomach aches with anxiety.

			Elician, what have you done?

			‘We’ll have the ceremony with the coronation,’ he says.

			‘That’s too soon,’ Adalei responds. ‘Your parliament will want the coronation sorted within the month, but a royal wedding will—’

			‘Be far too much of an expense and an extravagance to do separately. If the whole country is going to gather for the coronation, why bother with a secondary ceremony? It’s better to get both done with at the same time.’

			‘How utterly romantic.’

			‘It has nothing to do with romance,’ Elician snaps back. ‘This isn’t about romance.’

			‘Oh? Did you manage to impregnate him last night?’ Adalei asks sweetly. Lio sputters – useless in light of the two most important people in his life taking turns jousting with each other. Cat, too, seems horrified by the turn the conversation has taken, pulling his hand from Elician’s grasp and hiding his face in it. Fen can’t blame him in the least. She couldn’t imagine being informed publicly that his betrothed not only has no romantic inclinations towards him in the slightest but also that the only reason for getting married would be something he isn’t even physically capable of doing in the first place. But Adalei presses onwards, ignoring the sharp discomfort settling across the room. ‘Because, unless we’re expecting a royal heir within the next nine months, there is no reason to marry him that fast.’

			‘Don’t be crude,’ Elician grinds out.

			‘I’m being practical. You’re about to march back into the capital city, after being presumed dead for over a year, insisting that you are bound to the alleged heir of our people’s ancestral enemy. If you were in love with him, it would be one thing. I could sell that to your people. But this? Give me one good reason to take before your government that will convince them that this is the action of a man in full possession of his faculties. Because your marriage won’t even bring about the end of a war, it just guarantees the perpetuance of another.’

			‘Adalei.’ Lio says her name like a curse, but she ignores him. She ignores everything that is not Elician himself. Fen has never seen her like this: argumentative, brusque. Adalei has always followed proper etiquette, protocol. She has always known her place. And she may be Elician’s heir, but Fen cannot bring herself to believe that this is Adalei’s place.

			Elician glares at her. His jaw is clenched, his nostrils flaring. ‘Queen Alenée had terms in the agreement she was to sign with your father that would have seen Gillage and Fenlia married.’

			‘What?‘ Fen blurts out.

			‘This war has gone on long enough. If we want it to stop, if we want to let our soldiers finally go home, then we need to make amends and we need to form unbreachable alliances. And if we are to do that, then I will satisfy the spirit of her intention and marry the true heir of Alelune in penance. Can you sell that to the government?’

			‘Can you?’ Adalei retorts.

			‘Yes.’ Then, with a savagery Fen is not used to seeing from her brother, he says, ‘My people love me. I fought that war with their brothers and sisters, I read the names of their dead into remembrance. I have suffered just as they have and they know that. But despite every agony and loss our people have faced – I am willing to open my heart and home to the son of my enemy. But the longer I wait, the longer I call this a betrothal and not a marriage, the more doubt will sink into their minds over whether I do actually mean for this alliance to be binding. If I marry him at the coronation, then there is no doubt, no confusion, and my will and determination is set.’

			‘And yet, he still has no power,’ Adalei reminds him. ‘And he will need an army to reclaim that power.’

			‘No,’ Cat says, interrupting the dispute so sharply that Fen startles. She glances awkwardly at the others. Lio, still grimacing at Adalei’s side. Marina and Zinnitzia, quiet and observing to their left. Elena and her husband lurking to their right. Everyone melted away during Elician and Adalei’s argument. Now, there’s a general shuffling. People sitting up. Refocusing, readjusting. ‘If we march into Alelune then no one there will ever follow me,’ Cat continues. ‘If I marry Elician, one way or another there will be no invasion into Alelune. Any conflict or fighting will be self-defence alone.’

			‘Then how will you get your crown?’ Adalei asks. Cat wilts under the question. He casts a furtive look at Marina, as if she might have an answer for him.

			The wizened Reaper only sighs, shakes her head and says: ‘You’ll need support from inside the country. Someone who would recognize you as heir.’

			‘Is there anyone in Alelune that would vouch for you?’ Adalei presses. ‘Anyone who could recognize you as Stello Alest?’

			‘People knew I was alive,’ he replies, biting his bottom lip, ‘but I don’t know if they’d vouch for me.’

			Adalei frowns. ‘What about the Blue Lands?’

			‘Where they mine the blue stones?’ Fen asks. Those stones are Alelune’s most precious resource, capable of emitting light and serving as a power source, and they only come from one region of the country. Soleb has always longed for access to those mines and the stones within, only ever making do with stealing the stones from Altas whenever they have managed to retake control of the city. It has always been a source of irritation in Cat; Fen never fully understood why it mattered, but now she cannot help but wonder. ‘Didn’t you say you grew up near the mines?’

			‘His father was their master,’ Adalei replies for him, not bothering to turn to Fen as she speaks.

			‘How do you know that?’ Fen asks. Cat has never said such a thing to her.

			‘It’s my duty to know such
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