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Chapter 1

I remember standing in this market square not long ago, and I don’t know what has changed more: the village or myself. The old dirt road is now paved with worn cobblestones. New wooden stalls form crooked rows offering dates and imported nuts by the barrel. A vendor, whose teeth have as many holes as the hard cheese he’s peddling, offers me a sample that I decline. Faces I know so well are etched with wrinkles and gray. When did the inn at the top of the hill add two more stories?

In the back of my mind, a girl whispers her name to me over and over again. I am Renata Convida, she says, and she repeats it until I feel myself slowly fade away.

I remember standing in this market square, but this memory is not mine.

I am Renata Convida, and I am trapped inside my own mind.

My body, numb and still, is planted in front of a market stall. I’m aware of the baker asking a question, but the sounds of the stolen memory imprison me. The corners of my vision blur with color, like looking at the bend of light through a prism—laughter and music warped behind glass. Then all of it, the village green, the baker, everything, is leached of color. I am slipping into a void that swallows my memories whole, where there is nothing but a terrifying quiet.

But somewhere, a sound hooks my belly and tugs me back to reality.

“I said, are ye going to stand there,” the haggard baker shouts, “or are ye going to buy something?”

Perhaps it is the shrill pitch of her voice that frees me from the occurrence, but I’m so grateful that I gladly return her grimace with a smile. These moments have come and gone over the last two weeks. They start with an uneasy sensation in my gut and end with me trapped inside a memory that’s so vivid it feels as if someone is possessing my body and mind. This one lasted the longest.

All my life, my power has been as much a mystery to me as it was to the elders of my people. I can steal memories from the living, and they become mine forever. I have taken so many memories that I have a vault in my mind, the Gray, to store them. Sometimes memories slip out like frail ghosts. But this, whatever it is, feels different. I walk down a road, and without warning, I am overcome with the sensation that I am not myself. I see a familiar face, and it takes every ounce of strength not to call out a name. I stand in this market, and I see the way it used to be.

I’ve discerned that I can snap out of a memory occurrence when I go through my mental list of reminders: I am Renata Convida. I am a Robári. I am of the Moria people. Once I was a rebel, one of the Whispers. Now I am just a traitor. It has been thirteen—no, fourteen—days since I betrayed my people and chose to follow my enemy, Prince Castian. Though, to be fair, they betrayed me first.

The smells of candied walnuts, ale, and bread remind me of where I am: the quaint village of Acesteña, in the Sól Abene region of the kingdom of Puerto Leones.

Bread.

That’s what I left the inn to get.

The baker scrutinizes me. Like most people from the Sól Abene provincia, she has a fair complexion, obsidian eyes, and thick black brows. Her hair, white as milk but still full, must have once been black, too. Her simple brown tunic is dusted with flour. Her shrewd stare lingers on my clothes—cream blouse with long sleeves and a modest high collar, deep blue linen skirt with a dusty hem. My hair, dark as crow feathers, is braided in a crown, and wisps unravel at my temples because I have never been good at this sort of thing. My scarred hands—which would give me away as a Robári—are gloved in delicate white lace. But here, in Sól Abene, married women keep their hair tied back and their hands, legs, and necks covered, so I do not stand out. At least I hope not.

“Two loaves, one hazelnut tart, and an olive oil cake, please.” I dig into my pocket for my coin purse.

The baker’s wrinkled scowl turns into a pleased nod. “Here for Carnaval, are ye?”

I nod. We are not here for Carnaval de Santa Cariña, but the festivities are the perfect cover. While the village is full of revelers from all over the provincias, Castian and I will appear to be two tourists enjoying the culinary offerings and dulcet sounds of bagpipes when we meet with Castian’s informant.

“And honeymoon,” I say sweetly. I hope it’s sweet. Whenever I try to sound like Sayida from my old unit, I end up shouting in people’s faces and smiling as though I am deranged. Sayida would probably get free braided sugar bread.

The baker turns away from me. Yes, definitely deranged over sweet. She wraps the olive oil cake in brown butcher paper and ties it up with pretty gold thread. “Don’t look very happy about it, do ye?”

I blanch. I should be used to the brusque nature of the Sól Abene provincia by now.

“Don’t worry, dearie. Yer still a bit young for it, ain’t ye? Why, my first marriage was for love. Love can survive anything, except the plague, of course. My second marriage was for the bakery. If the first one doesn’t work, make sure ye outlive the second so ye will always have a trade.”

Still speechless, I dig deeper into my coin purse, wishing it was large enough to hide within. “Uhhh—thank you. That is very wise.”

“Wisdom is free. The bread and cakes will be twenty pesos.”

“Twenty?” Neighboring vendors crane their necks. I lean closer and lower my voice. “A week ago, my—husband—bought this and paid ten.”

The baker purses her thin lips. “Aye, but a week ago, the king hadn’t doubled the tax on wheat. Not to mention the fees for the olive oil coming down from Provincia Zaharina. Barely breaking even now, aren’t I? I’m giving ye the loaves on the house on account of yer honeymoon. Fifteen for the cake. Five for the tart.”

Doubled the tax on wheat. Again. Last time this happened, the king and justice were funding their war efforts. I should count myself lucky. When I traveled with my rebel unit, we stole, scavenged, and hunted for food during missions. Now I have a purse full of coins. Of course, it is still stolen because I took them from Castian this morning after he’d left for the day with nothing but a note that read I will return for supper. Your Your husband. I balled it up and threw it into the dying embers of the fireplace. Then I dug into the hidden pocket in his pack that he thinks I don’t know about and stole a few coins.

But twenty pesos for some sweets is an indulgence we don’t deserve. After a fortnight of searching for Dez and the Knife of Memory, our trail has gone cold. Dez, once my unit leader, was the one who taught me how to hide my tracks. I thought I knew him well enough to find him. It was what Castian counted on. But perhaps Dez didn’t teach me all his tricks. Perhaps he doesn’t want to be found—not even by me.

The longer we go without a trace of Dez, the more the prince and I fight. I convince myself that the battles have earned me these cakes, and so I count out the large pesos and place them on the baker’s outstretched hand. She pockets them inside her apron, hands over the baked goods, and moves on to other customers.

On my way through the market, I’m hit with a wave of nausea. That’s usually how the occurrences start, followed by the sensation of someone taking a hatchet to my skull. I hurry down the road toward the inn, holding my basket against my chest. I try to focus on the hillcrest ahead, focus on the present and not the stolen memories trying to overtake me. Each labored breath gets me a few paces closer. I slip through the foot traffic and try to name the smells—roasted meat, vinegar, salted fish imported from several coasts. I try to recite my list of grounding truths, when I realize someone is watching me.

A bead of sweat stings my eyes, but I still see him. A bearded young man with strange blue eyes and a speckle of blood on his cheek. He weaves through sheep herded by a girl in a pale green dress. How long has he been following me?

I stop to smile at an elderly couple. He stops, too, and when the couple moves away, he keeps coming toward me. I pick up my pace. My heart leaps to my throat. Does he recognize me from the wanted leaflets? Most of them are poorly rendered and could be any girl in Puerto Leones with brown eyes and black hair. Besides, the Second Sweep would be looking for a filthy rebel, not a recent bride on holiday.

When I glance over my shoulder, the young bearded man shouts, but I can’t hear him over the music and ruckus of the market. I notice the knives at his hip and the crude sack over his shoulder leaking blood. I remember the stories the Whispers would tell in the dark of rogue hunters who work for the king. They’re not military or honorable. They simply hunt Moria, like me, cutting our body parts to sell as trophies.

I run.

My thighs burn from the quick uphill climb. I drop a loaf from my basket, but I keep going. I hate the fear that licks its way between my ribs. This is not how I’m supposed to get caught. Anger needles at me because I know I should have stayed in our room. I shouldn’t have left without Castian.

I reach the top of the hill, and the man yells for me again. This time he says my name. Not the name written in the leaflets. Wanted: Renata Convida. Robári. Murderer. Instead he calls me by a name only my father ever did.

For a moment, the inn vanishes. The marketplace is gone. There is only a void of black ahead and behind me. I squeeze my eyes shut. This can’t happen again. Not now.

“Nati!” His deep voice is right against my ear. “What’s gotten into you?”

The present returns in a cold rush. I drop my basket and succumb to the pressure at my temples. All at once I realize that I’m in Castian’s arms. I cling to the worn cotton of his tunic and feel his racing heartbeat under my palm as he holds me upright. Castian is the strange bearded man. I had completely forgotten about his illusion, the face he was wearing.

I can’t afford to forget.

“I—I didn’t realize it was you,” I say, and push off him. Gather my bread. The olive oil cake is a little smooshed, but even covered in dirt I’d eat it. “You scared me.”

I leave him at the top of the hill and resume my retreat to the inn. His long legs allow him to catch up to me in a few paces.

His hair is a muddy brown, matted at his temples. He tugs on his short brown beard. “I scared you?”

“Maybe you should have chosen a more memorable face!”

“Maybe you should just tell me the truth.”

“What are you talking about?” I wince at the headache that started building in the market.

A grumble starts at the back of his throat. “Something is wrong, and it would be advantageous to the remainder of our mission if you wouldn’t shut me out the way you’ve done since you chose to follow me out that window.”

We reach the Sagrada Inn. One of the servant girls who moon after Castian watches us yell at each other as she arranges a flower arch over the door. I whirl to face him. There’s dirt on his forehead. I want to brush it away, but I clench my fist around my wicker basket.

He sighs, defeated, and says, “We should go upstairs.”

“No, go ahead. You’re the expert on honesty. What exactly do you think I’m keeping from you?”

I know he won’t say it. Not when we might be overheard. It isn’t fair of me to dare him.

“Ahem,” comes a high-pitched cough from a source I’ve come to know too well. The innkeeper and owner, Doña Sagrada. Her graying hair is neatly twisted in a bun, and a festive red rose is pinned behind her ear. She smooths the front of her apron and beams wide brown eyes at Castian. “I thought I heard my favorite lovebirds. You certainly fight and make up like a married couple, Señor Otsoa, but please keep it down. We’ve had some complaints from the adjoining rooms. I’ve told them that you’re here for Carnaval on your honeymoon. Which reminds me, your deposit won’t cover any damage to the bed.”

I think of how yesterday, I may or may not have thrown Castian’s boots at him when we were discussing his brother. How once again we lost his trail. How once again I failed.

“I assure you—” I begin to deny any sort of marital bliss, but Castian interjects with a dizzying smile.

“That we will show more restraint.”

“It’s no bother at all. Now, did you bring it?” Doña Sagrada asks Castian, clapping her plump little hands together.

Castian avoids glancing at me, but even his Illusionári magics can’t hide the red creeping up the open front of his tunic, to the tops of his cheeks. He hands over the bloody sack. “Yes. I had luck and caught two of them. One is for you.”

“Oh, Señor Otsoa!” The matron beams, resting her hand on his muscular forearm. “Bless you!”

“Please, I told you. Call me Will.”

“What is it?” I ask.

The innkeeper clucks at me. “Ruin the surprise, Marcela, why don’t you! But when Will said you’d been craving the rabbit fricassee that we ran out of, I said the butcher only had beef and pork for Carnaval, but if he caught me a rabbit, I’d whip it up for you.”

Yesterday, after we hurled cruel words at each other, I was tired and hungry. We ate fried pork and salted potatoes, and I said offhandedly that I missed the rabbit fricassee. Then I crawled into my pillows and covers on the floor and went to sleep in front of the fire.

Castian won’t meet my eyes, but he is an expert at charade in a way that I am not. He gently takes my basket. I didn’t realize he had picked up the loaf I dropped in my haste.

Doña Sagrada nods. “It’s my great-grandmother’s recipe. She was a cook in the old palace for the Sól Abene royals back in those days. The Duque Sól Abene himself still comes to eat here when he isn’t in the capital. He always comes home for Carnaval, but I don’t expect him during these troubled times.”

I smile painfully. “Yes, you’ve mentioned that.” Once or fifteen times.

Castian quickly takes the innkeeper’s hand and kisses it. She blushes and gives me a look, as if she thinks I’m the luckiest new bride in the whole kingdom. “We thank you, Doña Sagrada. Truly.”

We. Me and Castian. A bolt of pain drives between my eyes, and I can’t tell whether it’s my broken mind or just the hatred for him I haven’t been able to shake.

As we follow the matron inside the tavern, I catch sight of a red uniform. Two young soldiers belonging to the Second Sweep are sitting at a table drinking from glass pints. They’re laughing, and before one of them can look up at me, I whirl around and cling to Castian like I can’t get enough of this man, my husband. He doesn’t bat an eye, but I feel him tense.

“We will be in our room, Doña Sagrada,” he says, and the roughness in his voice tells me I’m not alone in fearing the closeness of the king’s presence.

The innkeeper places the back of her hand on my forehead. Her knuckles calloused but warm. For a flash, I remember something I had locked away for so long: my own mother checking my temperature. I only see her face for a moment, but it’s enough to make me wobble. Castian tightens his grip around my waist, and I don’t fight him. For now, I’m grateful that I’m not alone, even if I have to be with him.

“Oh dear. You’re flushed, Señora Otsoa. I’ll send up fresh water and a manzanilla tea. It worked wonders for me in the first few months I was with child.”

Castian is so startled that I can see his illusion flicker ever so slightly in the gold that shimmers in a lock of his hair.

“That would be lovely!” I say, saccharine and shrill. “Let’s go, darling.”

I yank Castian by his hand up the stairs, leaving the kind and clueless innkeeper clutching a bloody bag full of game. I spare one glance at the soldiers, getting up without paying, as they return to their patrol.

Castian fumbles with the skeleton key and unlocks our door. When he slams it shut, his illusion falls away, revealing the true blue-green of his eyes, his long golden hair curling against broad shoulders. A rough ridge breaks the straight line of his nose, and the thick brown beard returns to burnished gold scruff.

“We need to talk,” he says, then looks down at his feet.

I set the basket of baked goods on the table. “Let’s.”

But we only stand there, neither saying a word. I might prefer the fights to moments like this.

There are so many things we should discuss. I’d start with the fact that we’ve been here a week and this is the first time guards in royal red have arrived. I still have the thick scar on my neck from my last tangle with the Second Sweep, soldiers Castian once trained himself and are now commanded by the king and justice. Then there’s Dez, Castian’s brother and my former—everything. How I didn’t deny Doña Sagrada’s herbal tea because I fear the possibility that she may be right. There’s the not knowing whether our quest will make any difference or maybe push the kingdom closer to destruction. And then there is our very tangled past. How Castian, years before he was this monstrous prince, was my very best friend. My only friend.

Castian and I agreed to work together, but how can we, when we don’t trust each other? He’s right, I have been keeping something secret. But when I look at him, truly look at him, I know something else is wrong.

“What is it?” I ask.

He withdraws a balled‑up piece of parchment from his pocket. Even as I stand right in front of him, he doesn’t meet my eyes. I take the parchment but watch his features. Anger in the furrow between his brows. Hurt in the single tremble of his bottom lip. Denial in the way he inhales deeply, crosses his arms over his chest, and sighs.

I uncrumple the parchment, prepared to see a new sketch of my face with a new reward. Instead, there is a single sentence scrawled across the center.

Stop following me. I’m already gone.

It’s Dez.





Chapter 10

I race down the mansion steps, past the noisy docks and vendors advertising their wares. I have to keep going because if I stop, I must face the fact that we have come all this way for nothing.

“Ren, wait,” Castian shouts after me.

I reach the end of the boardwalk—to my left is the glassy Castinian Sea, straight ahead, the marina busy with sailors docking luxury yachts and schooners. To my right I see an out—a sign that reads the lioness of the sea hanging from a rusty chain. Wood splinters off the open tavern door, weathered gray from years by the sea.

Inside the quiet Lioness, three patrons drink pints at the bar. The barmaid, a Luzouan woman with ink-black hair, points to an empty booth. I slide in and try to reel back everything I feel. The Queen of Little Luzou knew that Castian was an Illusionári. She had alman stone. Could she be a friend to Moria?

Castian and Leo quietly slide into the seat across from me. Leo picks at a paint splatter on the table, and when the paint splatter crawls away, his face twists with equal parts revulsion and disbelief. Soon, a Luzouan girl of about ten years old approaches. Her hair is braided in two long plaits, and her round, hazel eyes are piqued with curiosity. “What can I serve you? We’ve got a fish fry special but are out of the chicken caldo.” She grins at a bright woven bracelet around Leo’s wrist. “This is pretty. Can I try it on?”

“I’ll tell you what.” Leo chuckles, tugging the bracelet free and dangling it before her. “You can have it. It would look far prettier on you.”

“Oh, thank you!” She holds it in her palm as if it’s the most precious thing that’s been given to her, and even though the intention is different, I can’t help but think that this is what I must have looked like every time Méndez showered me with gifts.

“What are you doing?” the barmaid hollers, hurrying after her daughter. “Maya, I told you to take the orders, not bother the customers.”

“She’s not bothering us,” I assure her. “We’ll have three pints and three fish fry, please.”

“Told you, Mamá,” Maya says.

Relieved, the barmaid ushers her daughter away. When they’re gone behind the swinging doors of the kitchen, I lose my smile and face Castian.

“What in the Six Hells happened to you back there?”

“We’ll find another way,” he says.

My anger simmers. I see red. “How? We spent all our pesos getting here. You can’t fix this as—yourself.”

He sinks his face in his palms. “I’ll write to Nuria again.”

Leo shakes his head. “That would gravely endanger her. She’s under constant watch. Her husband intercepts any correspondence. Even letters from Lady Roca. A judge goes through her laundry. Need I remind you, her assets are frozen.”

“I should have trusted my instinct,” I say, more frustrated in myself than anything else. I’ve struggled with my magics and memories for longer than I’ve traveled with Castian. Why did I doubt myself earlier?

I imagine snaking my hands around the back of his head and slamming it on the table. I glance around the tavern and for a moment wonder whether anyone would care if I broke his face. Two of the patrons have fallen asleep in their seats, and the other stumbles out into the bright day. The barmaid carries over three pints and wipes her hands on a dirty apron.

“Salud,” she says, though she doesn’t linger.

“Salud,” we repeat, drinking to our health and prosperity.

Castian sets down his pint and scrutinizes the moisture rolling down the glass. “What was I to do? Tell her the truth?”

“She was the single person that could help us,” I remind him. “What do we do now? Without a ship, your logbook is useless.”

“She wanted too much,” he says.

I feel my eyes go wild, my body tremble. “We both knew we’d have to make sacrifices. At some point you’re going to have to decide how much you’re willing to give. How long are you going to hide the most important part of yourself?”

Castian leans his arms back and scoffs. “You’ve never had a funny bone in your body before, Nati, so why are you starting now?”

Leo takes in a sharp breath, then raises his hands as if he’s getting between rabid dogs.

“Stop, both of you,” he snaps. “Your husband might be right, Lady Otsoa. We will have to figure out another way.” Before Castian can look too smug, Leo whirls on him. “You may want my head when this is all over, brother dearest, but the reason your charm failed in front of the Queen is precisely that. You thought she’d take one look at you and swoon. But you forget, you might be impossibly handsome, but even if you looked like a horse’s ass, you used to have the only title that mattered”—he lowers his voice to a whisper—“prince of Puerto Leones.”

I don’t know whose mouth is open wider, mine or Castian’s.

“How dare you,” Castian seethes. He slams his fist on the table. It makes the drunk at the bar jump. The barmaid and her daughter chatter from somewhere in the back in rapid-fire Luzouan.

“You don’t know how to talk to women who aren’t there for the purpose of adornment or to take to bed,” I say, and drink deeply from my ale.

Leo looks from Castian to me. “Why do you think the pair of you fight so much?”

“I don’t want—I’m not trying to—” the princeling starts and stops, looks at me, then back to Leo. “I resent that.”

“Oh? Your father’s counselors are men. Every duque your father calls upon—”

“Every member of the justice, too,” I add.

Castian frowns. “You’ve made your point.”

A seagull flies through the open tavern door, walks across the bar, and drinks from the dregs of the sleeping patron’s ale. The bird knocks the glass and wakes him. The drunk checks his pockets, and coming up empty, he staggers out.

Castian raises his glass and whispers, “Nuria and I were able to have an equal courtship. She is the descendant of queens.”

“Lady Nuria was betrothed to you before you were both born in order for your family to secure her lands. When you cast her aside, no matter how noble you believed the cause, she was used as a bargaining chip to maintain your father’s control of this kingdom. You might have been to hundreds of political meetings with dignitaries, but no one speaks of you the way the Queen spoke of my lady.”

The barmaid and her daughter return. Maya carries one plate and her mother two others. The fish fry is crispy and golden, served with small round potatoes coated in crystal salt.

“Another round?” she asks.

We’ve barely finished our drinks, but I can see the desperation in her eyes, how empty this tavern is.

“Yes,” Castian says, nudging Leo.

“My treat,” Leo says dryly. He leaves a nice tip, and the barmaid beams with watery emotion in her eyes. She brings out another round, plus a small bottle of aguadulce and three small glasses.

“On the house.”

When we’re alone, and there’s only the sound of the pier and the kitchen, Castian knocks on the table. In the blink of an eye, I can see his true form flash. It’s for a moment, but a soaring sensation takes hold of me.

“Perhaps I should have done what Nuria wanted and told her the truth,” Castian says finally. “But I’ve spent my whole life hiding—even these past few days with you, I’ve been someone else. If I become king, I will have to tell my people everything. Not solely what I have done in the name of my father, but that I have Moria blood, that I am an Illusionári.”

“What are you afraid of?” I don’t mean to ask it aloud but it slips. I’ve wanted to know since I saw the flecks of fear in his blue-green eyes the first time we fought.

“What if who I truly am, beneath the magics and illusion, isn’t enough to lead Puerto Leones into a new age?”

I want to reach across the table and squeeze his shoulder, force him to look at me. I want him to know that I believe he can do this. That as angry as I am at him, I know he is fighting for our future. The kingdom’s future. But as the silence stretches, I can’t find the right words.

“The good thing is, you still have time to figure it out,” Leo says, diving into his potatoes.

Castian shakes his head, but a small smile plays on his lips. I don’t have much of an appetite, but I force myself to eat because I don’t know when our next meal is going to be. That was something I learned with the Whispers. Plus, it’s my best excuse to not make eye contact with my princeling.

My princeling. The words sound ridiculous even thinking them.

My thoughts are interrupted by two men entering the tavern. They’re dressed in violet silks and velvet worthy of King Fernando’s court. One brings a handkerchief to his long nose and sneers in our direction. Maya steps out of the kitchen and freezes when she sees them.

“Be a dear, child, and get your mother.”

Maya runs back. I look down at my plate, preparing myself for what is going to happen. It is what the Second Sweep said when we were in Acesteña, and it was what the thief said in the market today. Raids. The tax collectors have come again.

I glance at Castian, who gives a single shake of his head.

“Olya ginara, Anna!” the taxman says in a saccharine greeting using the Luzouan tongue.

“Señor Vernal, did you forget something?” the barmaid begins, her voice climbing to a high pitch. “I paid my share not six days ago.”

Vernal glances back to the boardwalk, where two men in black wait to be summoned. They don’t wear any official seals or carry weapons. By the looks of their muscles, they are the weapons. “The kingdom is in dire need, Señora Anna.”

“I simply can’t be here for another moment,” the second taxman says, grimacing as his suede slippers barely touch the ground. “Give us what you have, lady, and we’ll be on our way.”

Castian’s hand falls on top of mine. “We can’t.”

I know that we shouldn’t get involved, but my heart doesn’t see it that way. Anna reaches into her apron and hands over a fistful of coins, most of which were the ones Leo gave her. Maya yanks her mother’s hand in protest. “That’s everything we have!”

The coins fall to the ground, and Maya dives to gather them. The two brutes lingering outside are summoned, and Maya’s scream pierces the air.

Castian exhales, and I see the moment he decides that he can’t stand by and watch this happen. We scramble out of the booth and block the taxmen’s path.

I turn to the mother and daughter and say, “Go, now.”

The pair of men who make their way inside are built like twin ginger oxen with faces that have seen their fair share of fights.

“You must be new to Little Luzou,” one purrs in a baritone voice. “Even the Queen knows it’s best to leave the king’s men to work.”

“Is that what you call work?” Leo asks. “Scaring families out of their last coin?”

“No, this is.” The brute swings.

I pick up a chair and crack it against his body. We are a fury of fists and kicks. The tax collectors begin to run, afraid of fighting, but Leo slams the door shut, bolts it, and hits one unconscious.

“What is the meaning of this?” Vernal shouts.

I channel the rage that is always beneath my skin. It is a living thing that slumbers, something that I have always hated, but in this moment I know it is all I have against them. One of the brutes charges at me like a bull, and I use his momentum to swing him against the brick wall. He swallows a grunt as he falls with a heavy thump.

“You can’t do this,” Vernal keeps shouting, backing into a corner and covering his face.

I try to block a fist flying at my head, but I’m too slow and it knocks me to the ground.

“Nati!” Castian shouts.

“Behind you!” I point, watching as the world slows down and Castian is hit over the head with a bottle. His eyes roll back, and I scream as his illusion unravels. His blond hair shines through, his face changes, and when he hits the ground, he is Castian, the kidnapped prince of Puerto Leones.





Chapter 11

Vernal and his bodyguard are both startled into silence. They look at each other, then at the prince attempting to sit up, bleeding where the bottle cut him. Leo helps Castian stand.

“Is that—” Vernal begins to say. But I don’t let him finish.

I yank off my gloves and slam my palms against each man’s temples. I rip the memories from their minds, pain searing across my hands and behind my eyelids as never before. My vision splinters with pinpricks of lightning, and when I’ve removed all traces of this fight from all four men, I wrench my hands free. Leo tries to grab me as I stumble. Castian’s illusion flickers like candlelight. He shakes his head, blinking until he regains control and is the emissary once again.

“We have to go,” I say, standing on my own. My legs tremble. Shadows linger at the corners of my vision.

“Are you hurt?” Castian rasps.

“I’m fine.” I can’t think of the pain, the way my vision breaks like there’s a storm in the distance. Instead, I focus on a new plan—I dig through the taxmen’s pockets and withdraw a key. “Help me.”

We drag all four bodies to the alley beside the tavern and prop them against barrels covered in barnacles. I pour a bottle of aguadulce on their clothes. When they come to, they might think they’ve lost a day to drink or were robbed. With the taxmen’s knowledge freshly embedded in my mind, we hurry down the now familiar boardwalk. Through the stolen memories, I realize they have raided local businesses nearly three times in one month—every tavern and shop, every artisanal stand and church. Their victims’ faces swim in front of mine, begging and pleading for help. The taxmen’s carriage is stationed a short distance from the Lioness tavern. I unlock the door with the stolen key, open the hidden compartment along the bench, and grab a heavy leather bag that jingles with coin.

“Let’s go,” I say.

“Go where?” Leo asks, eyes scanning the empty area. It’s as though everyone has returned to their homes in fear of the collectors.

“To give this coin back to where it belongs.”

From here, it is a straight shot back to the Queen of Little Luzou’s mansion on the other end of the boardwalk. We climb up the steps flanked by columns, her guards letting us through out of sheer confusion at our sweaty, bloody state. I’m aware of Leo’s melodic voice requesting an audience with the Queen, but as soon as I reach out and rest my aching body against the pillar, an invisible wave of remembrance passes through me, like the familiarity of the mountain we crossed. I recoil from the pillar, confused.

For as long as I’ve known, my mind created the Gray as my curse for the thousands of memories I’ve stolen. But this feels different—it feels like there is memory embedded in the pillar. Is that possible without alman stone? Perhaps there’s a piece hidden within, or in the tiniest carving. I cautiously touch the stone once more, and Leo fades away. Gray figures spring to life as the world around me becomes a living memory. I hear voices arriving for a grand feast. I stumble onto the floor and sense the impression of every servant, every nobleman, every person who ever walked through here.

Ghostly figures walk in front of me, but when I reach for them, they vanish. He doesn’t vanish, though. Dez. Andrés. The lost prince of Puerto Leones.

He’s laughing, stumbling his way out of this very mansion. He tries to tuck his hair behind his ear, but there is only a scar, and the long black locks fall back over his face. Hands reach out for him, slender, delicate hands with dozens of gemmed rings adorning every knuckle. A woman grabs him by the open threads of his tunic, and her pink mouth curls into a devastating smile. “You’re not leaving the party yet, are you?”

Then a tall woman, broad shouldered with a sword strapped at her back, clamps her hand on his shoulder. “Of course he’s not leaving. The Queen wants to see him.”

 

When I wake, I am keenly aware of two things: Dez was here in the Queen of Little Luzou’s mansion, and I am not alone. My body is heavy, my sight so blurry that it’s like looking through warped glass. Someone is brushing hair out of my face. My vision fights for space with the last memory. One that shouldn’t be possible.

“Dez.” My voice cracks.

But when my eyes clear, he is gone. I see only a strange room, and a glimpse of Castian slipping out the door. I try to get up. Light spots dance in my line of sight. I push the soft sheets off my legs. Needles shoot up my calves with every step toward the open balcony overlooking the sea. The sun marks the late afternoon, but of what day? Someone changed my clothes—I’m wearing silk trousers and a white linen tunic. I try my voice again, but I sound as if I’ve gargled with sand.

Every inch of the space is decorated in rich greens and blues. The most interesting piece in the room is a map made of marble pieces bolted to the wall. There’s Empirio Luzou, its main continent and a thousand smaller islands rendered in various forms of jade. The Icelands to the north in the palest blue. But the continent that makes up Puerto Leones is divided into its five original territories. I let my fingers hover over the landmass that’s labeled the kingdom of memoria. Nowhere in the whole of the country is this allowed to be depicted. Once again, I feel the pulse of magics emanating from within—more alman stone. But a faint pain at my temples warns me not to touch the alman stone or pull memories from it. This is why Lady Nuria wanted me to speak to the Queen. 

I sit on the corner of a chaise to gather my thoughts. Dez was here. How long ago? This is the second time I’ve seen him through someone else’s eyes since that terrible day in Andalucía. What is he doing?

Stop following me. I’m already gone.

That is what he said to Castian—to us. If not for those words, I’d think Dez was on our trail, and not the other way around. I need to know what Dez wanted and what business he had with Señora Perliana.

I go in search of Castian and Leo, but when I open the door, they’re already there, and they’re joined by the Queen herself.

“We were beginning to worry,” she says, with a cursory glance my way.

She strides in and the capelet around her shoulders billows in the sea breeze. She sits on a high-backed brocaded chair and the three of us follow, squeezing into the long couch.

“How long have I been asleep?” I ask.

“The afternoon,” Leo says, squeezing my shoulder. Relief crosses his features. There’s a bruise on his jaw from our fight. Castian, however, won’t look at me. The blood on his temple is matted in his hair and the barest fault in his illusion, a swath of gold, peeks through.

“You’ve made quite a mess on my boardwalk,” the Queen says, raising manicured eyebrows.

“We cannot apologize,” I say. “They were—”

“Doing what the king’s men do. Their jobs. They were collecting taxes.”

Could Nuria have been wrong about her? Could I have been wrong? I chance a look at Castian, but his illusion-green eyes are focused on the map I stared at earlier.

“Still,” the Queen says, tapping the armrests, “by the Great Tortuga, it was a beautiful thing to see them run to me for help from so‑called common thieves.”

Leo lets go of a deep sigh, but Castian and I are paralyzed with tension.

“Now,” the Queen continues, “that coin is being redistributed throughout the citadela. Discreetly, of course. Because of what you’ve done, I am ready to listen to your request once again.”

My companions and I share a look of understanding. So much needs to be said. But we have to start with what we’re after.

“My name is Renata Convida,” I begin. “My friends and I are searching for a weapon that can help us stop King Fernando’s oncoming war without bloodshed. We cannot say more, as we don’t wish to endanger you. But you’ve seen the state of Puerto Leones—the king drains each provincia until there is nothing left to give. He will keep raising taxes for his war against the Moria rebels, and the fighting won’t stop there. If the king wins, if he captures more Moria, he will create weapons that could help him conquer the known world.”

“And the three of you are going to stop an army?” she asks skeptically.

I remember Leo’s doubt when Cas explained the Knife of Memory. It is a difficult thing to get people to believe in something they cannot see. Hope is as slippery as memory.

“Yes,” Leo says. “The only other option is watching the atrocities of Memoria repeat once more.”

“Even if what you are saying is true,” the Queen says, “the prince has been kidnapped. You will find that citizens across the kingdom may be willing to endure war for their prince, no matter who has to die.”

“Prince Castian isn’t being held prisoner,” I say.

“How can you possibly know that?”

“Because.” Cas leans back with the air of the prince I thought I knew, the man I know now. His illusion fades, revealing his true face. The pull of his magic brushes against my skin. When he looks at me, his smile breaks my heart. “I was rescued by this rebel before my life could be threatened.”

The Queen of Little Luzou’s mouth parts in surprise, and I see the moment she realizes everything. That I am the Robári the king and justice want. “You’re the one making all this trouble. The leaflets calling for your head don’t do your beauty justice, my dear girl.”

“They truly don’t,” Castian agrees softly.

I breathe through the spike of my heartbeat. “I suppose I owe a great deal to whoever had to describe me.”

Leo clears his throat and straightens as if he’s in a confessional box. “That would be my fault, Lady Ren. As Justice Méndez was not able to give his description, the king had the artist get instruction from myself and the servants who’d spent the most time with you.”

I try to imagine Leo, verbose as he is, sabotaging my wanted leaflets. I can’t help but laugh, and so does Cas.

The Queen shakes her head and rests a hand on her cheek. “And here I thought I’d seen it all. My, what have you gotten yourselves into.”

Leo shrugs. “Dissent, treason, a little bit of performing if the occasion calls for it.”

“As you can see, I am not a captive of the Moria Whispers,” says Castian. “I am on a mission to secure the future of my kingdom.”

The Queen of Little Luzou levels her piercing stare at him. Neither of them blinks. “And I suppose you will be different from your father?”

“In some ways, I am not,” Castian says. “I have done terrible things in my father’s name, and I will atone for all of it. I thought that if I could only outlast him, if I could wear the crown, then I could right the wrongs of my forefathers. The Moria are no more our enemies than are the kingdoms of Dauphinique and the Icelands or Empirio Luzou. Puerto Leones cannot thrive in the dark, and that is what this war will lead to. If that is treason, then I am guilty. But I am still the prince of this country. I am Moria. I will no longer separate those things from myself. I will put the kingdom before myself, and that is how we are different.”

The Queen of Little Luzou nods slowly. She walks across the room and pours herself a glass of aged aguadulce. She stares at the marble map and drinks the amber liquid slowly.

“Once, when I was a bit younger than you, I told my mother I wanted to learn how to sail,” she says, turning back to us. “And so she sent me out to sea with a ship’s captain I’d seen in the port. I learned how to swab a deck and man the sails. I learned how to slice lemons for the cook, and most important, I learned that when you’re set upon by pirates, you have to let go of some cargo. Otherwise it’ll weigh you down, and you’ll never be able to sail away.”

“Your mother had you running from pirates?” Leo asks, slightly terrified, if not wholly amazed.

“We were the pirates.” The Queen winks. “My parents remained in this kingdom because they loved their life here. They were like you, hoping to outlast the atrocities of the crown. That is why, like when I was at sea, I do everything I can for the people looking to me. Perhaps, Prince Castian, you are not who I expected you to be.”

She finishes her drink, pours four more glasses, and carries them over to us. “You will have your vessel.”

Leo squeezes my hand, and I grip his tight in return, if only to stop myself from screaming, We did it!

The Queen offers a conspiratorial grin. “Come sunrise, the same thieves who robbed the tax collectors will also have absconded with one of my cataval ships.”

Leo raises his glass, and the three of us offer a hearty salud. “To that band of wily seagulls!”

Castian grimaces at the taste of aguadulce and the suggestion. “We are not calling ourselves that.”

“A cataval ship?” I ask. “Those are luxury vessels, aren’t they? They’re not armed.”

“Then don’t get caught by the navy,” the Queen offers. “Or pirates. Besides, it’s small enough that a crew of three can sail it.”

Castian and the Queen go back and forth for a bit longer, going over our ship’s dock number, what to put on our forged documents, giving a hint of her extensive operation.

“I’ll have everything drawn up now. It’s been an honor doing business with you, Prince Castian.”

He takes her hand and brings it to his lips with a rare smile. “That honor is mine, Señora Montevang.”

“Wait,” I say, knowing that my words are going to sink the buoyant sensation we all seem to be feeling. I take a steadying breath. “You ordered a man brought to you. He was dark haired and missing an ear.”

She frowns, but nods. “Hard to forget. He and his group of newcomers showed up at my monthly feasts where all in Little Luzou are invited.”

The Whispers?

“When was this?”

“Last night.”

“Did they leave?” Castian asks.

The Queen cocks an eyebrow. “Do you think I keep track of every stranger in my citadela?”

I want to say yes but think better of it.

“We missed the feast?” Leo says, genuinely disappointed. Castian elbows him.

I meet Castian’s eyes. Last night we were not ten miles away. Did Esteban tell him about seeing me? I remember that wretched note again. How did Dez arrive here ahead of us unless he had access to horses and the main road? Where is the boy who taught me how to disarm an opponent? The boy who once looked me in the eye and said, I have never doubted you. I know we will win this war. I thought that he would always come back for me. I thought I knew him well enough to find him. Perhaps I don’t know him at all. What is he planning?

“Thank you,” I say. ”One more thing. Is there alman stone in your pillars outside the house?”

She shakes her head. “Only the finest Dauphinique marble.”

“Oh,” I say, disappointed.

The Queen tilts her head to the side, peers at my hands. Reflexively, I ball them up against my chest. Something like empathy flashes across her dark eyes. “I’ll have supper brought up to you. Until then, I suggest you three remain together. While I trust everyone in my personal household, I’d rather your visit here have little fanfare. Apologies in advance, Your Highness.”

When she’s gone, Leo pours himself another drink and sinks into the bed. Castian follows me to the balcony overlooking the pier. Shoulder to shoulder, we turn to each other and, at the same time, say, “I’m sorry.”

“I know how much you wanted to reunite with your brother.”

Castian stares straight ahead at the setting sun. “I know how much you love him and wished to see him again.”

I did.

I do.

“Perhaps learning the truth of his birth caused an irreparable change to Dez,” I say. “When this is all over, I’m going to help him find his way.”

Cas offers me a smile and the anxious coil in my gut unwinds. “If he lets me, I’ll be there, too.”

“Do you feel that?” Leo asks.

We turn to find him rubbing his arms, as if he feels a chill we do not.

“What?” Cas asks, genuinely worried.

“You two are in agreement. All Six Hells must have frozen over.”

I pick up a small pillow and throw it at his head.

 

As promised, dinner arrives just after sunset.

“Only the finest for the prince of Puerto Leones, I give you a traditional Luzouan feast,” the Queen says, supervising the delivery of the meal herself. She does not stay but posts a guard—a muscular woman named Alden—at the door.

After days of stringy forest game and hard bread, we devour the decadent meal of pork belly, bananas wrapped in paper-thin dough and fried until brown and crispy, rice sweetened with coconut milk, and buttered peas piled in large bowls. The main course is an entire fried fish for each of us, the red scales crusted with pink sea salt, and we wash everything down with goblets of a tart white wine made from Luzouan cherries and grapes.

“Enjoy this last stretch of freedom while we can,” Leo says. “I’ve been on a luxury vessel only once with Lady Nuria, and by the end of the festivities, I wanted to take the life raft back to shore. Though we did try to fit thirty people on a ship meant for ten.”

Castian chokes on his wine. He sets his glass down between the plates. “I can’t remember the last time I laughed like this.”

“That’s how I won over my husband,” he says, winking. “Enri said it was my gift. I feel that if I can’t always be happy, I can at least try to make others feel joy.”

“You’re not happy?” I ask.

Shadows flicker against his face, cutting the soft angles of his cheekbones into dramatic points. “I will always find a way, even when it feels hopeless. Enri and I eloped so young—seventeen, barely. We’d known each other as children, but we didn’t want to wait to start our life together. Two months later he was caught using his magics and killed. Part of me wished to leave all the hurt behind, but everything we’ve seen the last few days has made me realize how much I was hiding in the palace, even though I was in service of Lady Nuria. I find myself wondering how much of a difference I can make out here. What would my Enri say if he could see me?”

I place my hand on his cheek, brush my thumb over the faint bruise under his eye. “He’d say that you’re brave and the very best friend anyone could ask for.”

Castian nods. “He’d say that if there are more people like you, this kingdom will have a good future.”

“Promise me you’ll say that to yourselves. Both of you.”

Castian and I hide our faces behind our wine goblets. I wonder if he feels the same way I do, that so much of what went wrong with Puerto Leones is because of us—because of me. I can’t shake the uneasy sensation I’ve known for years. I owe Puerto Leones a great debt, one I will have to pay with my own blood.





Chapter 12

In the hours before dawn, when the sky and sea are too dark to see the seam of the horizon, Leo, Castian, and I set off for the docks with Alden, one of the Queen’s personal guards. Her eyes are lined with kohl, and a curling tattoo covers her arms and neck. Her long black braid swings between the short swords strapped at her shoulders. Despite the severity of her appearance, her temperament is too bright for the time of morning.

“Dock ninety-four is on the other end of the marina, where reclaimed and impounded vessels are,” she says. “Your belongings were moved while you were sleeping. It’s early, but at the very least the winds are in your favor. The Great Tortuga will bless you with strong tides. I can’t wait until the blockades are lifted. I sorely miss being out at sea. Had half a mind to beg my mistress to let me go with you.”

I don’t know much about sailing weather or the giant turtle the Luzouans pray to, but I will take any luck we can get. The citadela is slowly coming awake as a salty breeze rolls in with the tide. I concentrate on the shuffle of our boots and the squawk of seagulls as we make a brisk pace down the boardwalk toward the ships gently bobbing in the marina. I imagine stepping on the deck and feeling the freedom of being at sea. All at once the
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