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For Reyna





There is no foreign land; it is the traveler only that is foreign.

—Robert Louis Stevenson





  [image: A map of the sea of Magdalen. To the east is the the Bushido Territories and the islands of Coronado and Mondrago. Central is the island of St. John del Mar and Hellespont with Caffa, the inner Jangas, and Oslaw to the north. Central-west is the island of Lunes, with Pillard to theNorth. To the west of that is the strait of Cain surrounded by the peninsula of Ferdinand. To the west of that are the Sandrigal Islands. The westernmost landmass is Aux-En-Villes, where the Pyrenees tribe of the Western Angolas reside. There is also the Chrysanthemum River and an arrow pointing west to Miramar.]



One

THEY CAME IN THE NIGHT as she dreamt, in her berth, on a ship sailing home to del Mar.

After, they would be all Reyna thought about: two carracks painted scorpion black. No emblem on either forecastle, no pennant flying above the mainmast to hint at a kingdom of origin.

Never a good sign.

She had not meant to fall asleep. Her cabin was the size of a leading stone, her berth within the only comfortable spot. She had taken a chart to study there and had dozed by the light of a candle. A rough shaking woke her. In that dazed state between sleep and wakefulness loomed a face, inches from her own.

“Quiet,” Gunnel ordered before Reyna could scream. The gruffness of her voice suggested she too had just woken. But Gunnel wore her sword on her back and two daggers in her belt, something she hadn’t done since they had boarded this ship seven days ago. “Good, you’re dressed. Up, up. Quickly, Reyna!”

Reyna rolled from her berth and dropped lightly onto bare feet. From overhead, so peculiar she thought she must still be dreaming, came the sound of a man singing. A gentle, soothing tune, soft as a child’s lullaby. “What is that?” she said.

“Sea raiders.”

Reyna’s grogginess vanished, replaced by a deep, thrumming fear. “Where is the captain?”

“Captured.” Gunnel pointed directly upward. “With the others.”

Reyna crossed the cabin in two steps and threw open her sea chest. There were rules that must be followed, for an occasion such as this. The top half of the trunk was filled with maps and portolans, each rolled and secured with twine. She crushed an armful to her chest and spun around. Gunnel, a sea captain’s daughter long before she’d become Reyna’s guard, had anticipated her next move. The older woman shoved open the window so that the maps could be flung into the darkness and open sea.

It’s fine, Reyna told herself. Fine. Those had been copies of copies, the originals safe on del Mar. Better she lose them than let their trade routes be known to the enemy. Whoever the enemy was. As they emptied the chest, the light from the candle cast shadows onto the walls. Gunnel explained what she knew; it turned out to be very little.

“There are two ships to our west. Both much larger than ours.”

“We had no warning?” There were lookouts aboard the Simona. How had anyone managed to come so close without setting off the alarms?

“None.”

Reyna’s map carrier lay on the table, a leather tube three feet in length. She uncapped it, glanced inside, and felt her heart spasm in protest. These maps were not copies, but the result of twelve months of labor. A year of her life. And she was expected to destroy them. What would Uncle Ginés do? Or Lord Elias? She knew the answer, which only made her decision more agonizing. Above, the strange humming continued. An eternity passed before she replaced the cap and slung the strap over her head. The carrier lay against her back.

Gunnel looked down at her with a disapproving expression. Quite a ways down, for she stood a good three inches above six feet, unnaturally tall even among her people. She indicated Reyna’s carrier. “It’s a bad idea,” she said.

“Yes. I realize.”

If Lord Braga learned she had kept these maps, and they were stolen as a result, he would suffer a seizure. He would banish her from the Tower of Winds. He would string her up by her feet and toss her over the cliffs at Alfonse to die slowly, her eyeballs pecked away by the gulls. And she would deserve it all. There were rules that must be followed, for an occasion such as this.

She left the carrier where it was.

Gunnel shrugged as if to say, It’s your bed, before pitching the last of the charts out the window. “Listen to me,” she said. “There’s something wrong with the men.”

Reyna shoved her father’s dagger in her belt. “They’re injured?”

“No, something is wrong here.” Gunnel tapped the side of her head impatiently. “I heard footsteps outside my cabin, and when I opened the door, they were shuffling past. Like cattle. And their faces . . .” Her brows, unkempt, sprouting everywhere, drew together. “There was nothing there.”

Gunnel was not making sense. “They had no faces?” Reyna asked.

“Of course they had faces!” Gunnel hissed. “Don’t be an idiot. They looked like . . . like your parchment before you begin painting.”

Blank, Reyna realized. That was what Gunnel meant. “But how? And why were we missed? And who is that man singing?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care to find out. Not a sound from you.” Gunnel reached for the door just as Reyna snuffed the candle with pinched fingertips, plunging them into darkness.

Luck was on their side. The door hinges, well oiled and silent, did not give them away. Reyna followed Gunnel down the narrow, stifling passageway. They crept along the edges like mice. Ahead, torchlight trickled in through the open hatchway. The humming had stopped. A man spoke in a language she thought was Coronad at first, until she realized she could only make out a smattering of words: Yes. Lame. No. The inflection was guttural, like Coronad, but not. A dialect? From her shipmates she heard nothing. No begging or threats. Not a word of protest. Were they dead already? Killed while she slept in her berth? As they tiptoed beneath the hatchway, a man stepped into view on the deck. Reyna and Gunnel moved as one, flattening their backs against the wall.

Don’t look down. Please do not see us. Sweat trickled between Reyna’s shoulder blades. After a minute, she chanced a glance upward, long enough for her to see a man caught half in shadow, half in light. Younger than she’d expected, bigger than she wished. His face, wide, with sharp cheekbones, bore the toughness of a Coronad and was heavily pocked. A knot of hair, perfectly rounded, perched atop his head, a feminine style that contrasted sharply with the assortment of weapons hanging from his vest and belt. Axe, whip, daggers for every occasion. Perhaps strangest of all were the ear covers draped around his neck. The night was warm and pleasant. Why would anyone need to keep their ears covered in such temperatures? He exchanged words with someone out of sight, then reached up and sliced a finger across his throat, an ominous gesture that needed no interpretation. At least one shipman would lose his life tonight.

Gunnel touched her hand lightly. A sign to move on. Swallowing the sickness that crawled up her throat, Reyna followed her to the captain’s quarters, which took up the entire width of the stern. The room was far more richly appointed than hers. The massive oak bed could sleep six captains. A wire-fronted bookcase held years’ worth of charts and logs. She started there, clearing the shelves and throwing everything into the water. Working fast. With every armful, she ran by the desk, where a taper flickered cheerfully beside an untouched supper and a full glass of red wine. The captain had not had time to eat.

Outside, it was as Gunnel had described. Two ships dwarfed their own, nearly impossible to distinguish in the night.

Gunnel beckoned Reyna over to another window. “Do you know where we are?” She moved aside so that Reyna could see.

Reyna tipped the last of the charts overboard before peering out. The lights of a city glimmered in the distance. A large city, and to its west . . . Oh. So that’s where we are. She could not fail to recognize that particular lighthouse. It was the brightest beam in the known world.

“That’s Selene.” Capital city of the kingdom of Lunes. They were only a four-day journey from del Mar.

Gunnel nodded, eyes traveling upward as the sea raider’s voice rose. He issued what sounded like a command. Another man answered.

Reyna asked, “Do you recognize them?”

Gunnel listened a bit more. She looked confounded. “I don’t believe it. I think they’re—” A loud thump from the deck. The sound of a man falling. Whatever Gunnel might have said remained unspoken. “Never mind that now. Pay attention. Ginés says you’re a fine swimmer. A strong one?”

Reyna met her eyes and understood what was intended for her. Gunnel had not led her to the captain’s quarters to destroy his maps. Gunnel was a Coronad; she would not care too deeply about protecting del Marian trade routes. Unlike the other cabins, this one had windows large enough for a person to climb through. Reyna stuck her head out one of them and looked down. It was good it was so dark, for if there were sea monsters below, she could not see them. And if she happened upon one, well. Too late to do anything about it then. She would have lived a short life, but an interesting one. At least the water would be warm.

Reyna pulled her head back in. “I can swim,” she answered quietly. Jaime had taught her. “What about you?”

“I never learned,” Gunnel said. Deep lines bracketed her mouth. “We both know what’s in these waters. I think you’re safer out there than in here. But it’s your life. Your choice.”

Reyna was a young female on a captured ship. It was not really a choice.

“I’ll go.” Before she could change her mind, she swung onto the ledge, arms braced by her sides, bare feet dangling over nothing. Her heart thundered in her chest. She looked back at Gunnel. They had known each other weeks only, but in that time Reyna had come to consider this woman her friend. “And I’ll bring help. I swear it.”

“Use the worms if you can.” Grim-faced, Gunnel checked the seal on Reyna’s carrier. “Best to avoid the castle if you want to keep those maps.”

“I will.” She would find a del Marian ship. In a harbor of that size, there was bound to be one.

Gunnel’s gnarled hand covered Reyna’s own. She squeezed hard. “I promised Ginés I’d keep you safe. Do not dare make a liar out of—”

A shout. A dark figure stood on the hatch steps, looking beyond the passageway directly at them. He scrambled down the rest of the way, yelling. From above came the sound of many running feet.

Reyna said, “Gunnel!”

Gunnel shoved her. Reyna pointed her toes downward and tucked her arms in tight, making herself small, and when she entered the water, it was without a whisper; it was without a sound.


Two

DEAR PAPA,


Greetings from Caffa. I hope this letter finds you well and in fair spirits. You will be pleased to know I am in good health, wholly devoted to study, and ever mindful of Carpus: “If a man neglects his education, he walks lame to the end of his life.” The university is near the great libraries where I have spent many hours in diligent scholarship. You will tell Levi this? I know my dear brother has his doubts. Perhaps you will also tell him he would not find fault with the friends I have made here. There is not a loafer or drunkard among them. These are men of noble virtue, equally devoted to learning and upholding their families’ good names.

I send my affections, as always, to Vashti and Sara. The enclosed drawing is for Sara. The parrot belongs to a friend. It is a prickly, ill-mannered beast, but I have taught it how to say, “Princess Sara is a lovely girl, the loveliest in the land.” I hope it pleases her.

Regretfully, Papa, the matter of money stands in the way of my studies. Caffa is expensive and makes continuous demands on my purse. Lord Kish has severely underestimated the costs extorted by the parchment sellers and the booksellers, as well as numerous other places I cannot now specify. Please do not blame him, for few could comprehend the speed at which prices rise here. The truth is, I have not a penny to my name, and I respectfully beg your paternity and discretion in this matter. You will not share this portion with Levi?

The message bearer has been instructed to await a response. Please send with all possible haste sufficient coin as well as the items I have listed below. I fear any delay will lead to me being tossed from my chambers or mistaken for a beggar. Levi will claim I exaggerate, but truly, I say this in all seriousness.

I remain your devoted son and servant,

Asher

(From Asher, third child of Lunes, to his father, Lamech, king of Lunes)



 


Asher,

 

I write this letter with great sorrow, knowing it will break your heart, as it does mine. I will say it plain—Papa is dead. He was found at his desk this morning. The physicians blame his heart. It was a quiet passing, a peaceful one. But that offers no comfort, does it? We are orphans, you and I and Vashti, and though we are no longer children, his loss is as bitterly felt as Mother’s.

The councilors swarm around Vashti now, demanding father’s funeral take place without delay as tradition dictates. We cannot fight them on this, Asher, though I deeply regret you will not be here to bid him farewell.

Master Hiram accompanies this letter. He has arranged for your passage home and will settle your debts. “Do not tell Levi” indeed. But we will speak of it later. With fair winds behind you, you should arrive in time for Vashti to accept her crown. It is the one beacon in this darkness. I will be glad to have you near.

Sail home swiftly, brother.

Levi

(From Levi, second child of Lunes, to his younger brother, Asher)



 


Instinct drove Reyna deep beneath the surface, trying to outswim the arrows that chased her to the sea floor. She felt them rather than saw them, deadly bolts of iron slicing past her arms, legs, and head. None pierced her. A miracle. The water was warm, the silence heavy. She swam toward shore, blinded by nightfall and seawater, surfacing only when her lungs could no longer bear the strain.

The raiders did not see her or hear her gasping breaths. By then she was well out of arrow shot. Torchlight roamed the deck of the Simona as they searched, pacing to and fro along the rails. Their features were indistinct, shadow puppets against open flame. But sound carried over water: great snarling voices raised in anger and frustration. One voice louder and angrier than the rest. There was no more singing.

A quick inspection assured her that the map carrier’s seal had held. A heartbeat later, a sharp squeak erupted by her ear. Reyna flailed in a panic, then remembered abruptly that sea serpents did not squeak.

“Hello there,” she said as a sea worm—no, two worms—nudged against her, curious and playful. “You gave me a fright. The pair of you.”

There were more friendly peeps in response. She treaded water and considered them. The stars were bright enough for her to see that both worms were infants, roughly fifteen feet long, their width spindly as a child’s arm. Skin a pinkish gray, lidless eyes bright as polished onyx. One had been recently injured: a crusty scab ran a third of its length. The wound explained the creature’s movements, slower, more tentative than its companion’s.

She grabbed the end of the uninjured sea worm with both hands. Irked, it flicked its tail in an attempt to shake her off. When she tightened her grip, the worm spun in a circle, once, twice, then shot off, thankfully toward Lunes and not away from it. The sea spray blinded her momentarily. She looked back to see the three ships growing smaller. In no time at all, the shouting faded. All that remained was the water rushing past and the fear drumming deep in her heart.

 


Sea worms could not be steered in the right direction. Unlike sea horses, worms were largely content to gnaw on seaweed or kelp and chase after their own tails, wherever their tails led them. But horses were rare in these parts, and the worms had their uses. When they chose to, they could be very, very fast.

Fortune was on her side once again, at least when it came to her worm. This one pulled her a full quarter of the way to Lunes before it reversed direction and headed back out to sea. When she felt the shift, she let go, taking a moment to catch her breath and check the seal on her map carrier, before continuing on her own to shore. As her arms sluiced through the water and her legs propelled her toward land, she focused her mind. Do not think of what is behind you. Do not imagine what may have already happened to Gunnel and your shipmates. Forget also what might be swimming beneath, lurking and hungry and watchful. Her task was to think ahead, to the harbor and a del Marian ship. Sailors from home, who would help her.

Her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness. Gradually, the lighthouse took shape behind its beam, tall and regal atop a rocky promontory. She swam in that direction. The sea was calm, with the occasional ripple and splash of worms too far away to be of any use. A school of lightning fish darted by. She did not know what made her stop swimming and tread water, scanning her surroundings.

There it was. Some distance away, between her and Lunes, a dark shape. It looked like a large triangular rock jutting from the sea, but seconds after she spotted it, the rock disappeared beneath the water. It reappeared minutes later, a short distance east, closer to her than it had been before. There were no more squeaks from the worms. Only a terrible, menacing silence.

The finned lion was no small threat. A fully grown male could measure twice the length of a man. Spikes edged the fin on its back, and its mane, a grand, golden halo, never flattened in the water, for it was not hair, but thousands of stiff, needle-thin quills, poisoned at the tips. If the lion’s teeth did not finish you off, the stab of a single quill would.

Like most predators, the finned lion was attracted to movement and to blood. She would offer neither. Tipping her head back, she loosened her limbs, floating upon the surface with her arms and legs extended and looking straight up at the sky. Outwardly calm. But inside? That was another story.

Bargaining with herself offered a distraction. If she survived this night, she would do things differently. Better. Go to church sometimes, like a normal, God-fearing del Marian. Wear more dresses. Her Uncle Ginés cared nothing about the former, but had grown increasingly persistent on the latter. You are seventeen now, my dear. No longer a child. You should wear more dresses. She had laughed when he said these things. Kissed him on the cheek and asked what one had to do with the other. Thinking of him hardened her resolve. She would not die tonight, for the simple reason that it would break his heart. Her uncle had not had an easy life. His heart had been broken enough already.

A growl in the distance sent her thoughts scattering.

After a time, a worm brushed her hand and squeaked cheerfully at her. She took it as a sign the lion was a safe distance away and grabbed the worm’s tail. This one pulled her straight toward the sea floor. Releasing it, she fought her way back to the surface. Once again she checked the carrier seal and set off on her own, eventually latching on to a third worm. One that took her the rest of the way into the vast harbor of Selene on the island kingdom of Lunes.

 


No torches burned; no lanterns flickered. Starlight only lit her way. The harbor was at its quietest in the small hours before dawn. Even the cogs, the caravels, and the fishing boats appeared to have nodded off, bobbing gently alongside one another.

She kept low to the water, eyes and nose exposed, like a crocodile. Despite the hour, there would be guards patrolling the seafront. Guards meant questions, along with endless delay and a thorough search of her carrier. She must avoid them.

Lunes and St. John del Mar were not enemies, and they were not friends. Too many centuries of scheming and envy lay between them. Mercedes had once compared their relationship to that of two women who had lived as neighbors for many years. Always pleasant at the annual harvest picnic, but each secretly vying for the grandest manor, the choicest furnishings, the brilliant marriages for their pretty daughters. For the two kingdoms, however, the prizes were not houses or unions for their offspring. They were the trade routes, jealously guarded pathways that showed where and how a kingdom supplied its wealth.

If she arrived at the castle and explained what had happened, and who she was, the royal family would help her. As any good neighbor would. She would be offered fine clothes and excellent food, escorted home on a royal vessel. But hospitality came with a price. A peek into her carrier. Her maps “borrowed” while Lunesian artists copied her work and claimed it for their own. It did not bear thinking about.

Reyna navigated between two caravels and hauled herself, gasping, onto the landing. That was as far as she made it. Even as she told herself she must hurry, she sprawled face-down onto wood that stank of damp and gutted fish. It smelled beautiful. Her laugh was more of a whimper. She had done it. Made it all this way without an arrow in her back or a single gnawed-off limb. She took a moment to marvel at that before she froze. Somewhere close, under cover of night, came the sound of flint striking stone.

She scrambled off the ground as a lantern sparked a dozen feet away. A lone figure sat directly across from her, his back against a waist-high coil of rope and his legs splayed before him. A young man, not many years older than she. He wore a white shirt and dark trousers. Leather boots came to his knees. Beside one leg, the lantern. Beside the other, a discarded dagger and belt. She took all this in at a glance before lifting her gaze, and from there, wariness turned to confusion.

He was weeping, this stranger. His was a narrow, handsome face. Sharp edges and strong black brows. His cheeks were wet with tears he made no effort to brush away, and a smudge like a dirty thumbprint marred the center of his forehead. She knew what the mark represented. A symbol of mourning in a hundred kingdoms, including her own. He had lost someone he loved not too long ago.

They regarded each other quietly across the landing. Reaching up, he knuckled away his tears and studied her own bedraggled appearance: hair and clothing plastered to her skin, seawater pooling around bare feet. Her shirt was also white, and she was glad now of the vest that kept her as decent as circumstances permitted.

He was the first to break the silence. In Lunesian, in a voice that rolled deep and pleasant into the dark. “Between the two of us, I wonder who’s had the worse night of it.”

The answer was clear. In Lunesian, she said, “I have.”

The smallest of smiles touched his lips. There was little humor in it. “I doubt that very much.” A glass bottle rested on his leg, gripped around the neck. He brought it close and peered into the opening. “Do you know, I’m not certain what this is, but it’s stronger than I thought. I can’t feel my legs.”

That was welcome news to her. She heard the liquid slosh around within. The bottle was nearly empty, and she could smell its contents from where she stood. Mandarin and lemon masking a far more potent ingredient.

“It’s called kudzu.” She shifted a half foot or so, prepared to run if she must. Though he did not feel threatening, there was the matter of his dagger. Her arm brushed her belt to ensure her own weapon had completed the journey with her. It was there, Papa’s old dagger, comforting in its deadliness. “People drink too much of it because it’s sweet, but it’s quite strong.”

“Kudzu?”

A second small step. “Yes, it’s from the Bushidos. You’ll have a rough time of it in the morning.”

“I think I knew that already” came his rueful answer, followed by “It’s a fine night for a swim. Warm.”

This time she did not move. She found herself wishing the lantern burned brighter, to better show his face. Something warned her he was not as inebriated as she had first imagined. Cautiously she said, “I thought so too.”

“Not very safe, however. Monsters of all sorts in these waters.”

“There are monsters everywhere.”

The bottle stopped halfway to his lips. He lowered it. “Indeed,” he said. And, with barely a pause: “That’s quite a large dagger you have there.”

“It’s smaller than yours.” She thought quickly. It was unlikely she could outrun him. He would know this harbor better than she. Better to end this conversation, dive back into the water, and try her luck there.

“So it is.” The bottle came up. When he finished drinking, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Are you an assassin? If you are, I hope you’re not going to the castle. It has excellent guards, you know.”

The castle was the last place she wanted to be. “I’m no threat to your king, or to anyone on this island. I swear it.”

Her words were meant as a reassurance. Instead he flinched, and his voice turned flat. “No one is a threat to him, not anymore.”

The reason behind his ash mark became clear. Shocked, she said, “Your king is dead?”

“My . . . king is dead.” He looked away, toward the blackness of sea, and in a distant voice said, “I’m no danger to you, whoever you are. I won’t ask what papers you carry, or why a del Marian female is swimming this harbor in boys’ trousers.” He flung the bottle into the water, and Reyna tensed. A splash followed. “You’re on some dark mission, I’m sure. I can’t bring myself to care.”

He thought her some sort of courier, a spy. Yet he was letting her go. Why, then, was she still here? It did not feel right leaving him alone in his grief.

Yet now was not the time to question this reprieve. There were others to consider. She backed away. “I am sorry,” she said, and when he did not answer, she turned on her heel and ran.


Three

REYNA KEPT CLOSE to the water’s edge, eyes peeled for skulkers in the shadows. Her feet slapped against stone and dirt and far worse. Her clothing dried stiff and itchy against her skin. She tried not to think about it. Harder to ignore was the exhaustion that threatened to envelop her. Even with the help of the worms, that swim, this night, had taken its toll.

The sky remained the deepest indigo. But Selene was at its most striking in the daylight hours, she remembered: a city painted entirely in blue. She had visited a number of times with her uncle. Walls, doors, steps, all washed in blue, from the humblest tenements in the Old City to the royal castle, stone and crenellation nestled up against the base of Mount Abraham.

The harbor slithered along the waterfront like a snake. To her left, great bearlike snores erupted from the anchored ships. Sailors preferred to sleep on deck whenever possible, rather than in the dank, smelly confines of a hold. To her right were shuttered shop fronts and warehouses. Even with sunlight, it would have been difficult to locate one ship among so many others. She peered up at the pennants hanging limp from their masts, then at the names painted along the hulls. The Guardian, the Peacekeeper, the Flying Stag. It felt as though every kingdom was represented here, save hers. There were Coronad junks aplenty. Lunesian carracks? One could take one’s pick. Along with galleys from Caffa, cogs from Oslaw, caravels from Pillard. Not one ship bearing the flag of St. John del Mar: two serpents entwined and hissing against the backdrop of a rogue wave. Trying not to give in to panic, she ran on.

Though she stopped twice. Once to wring out her hair like a rag and tie it back at her nape. The second time before a church, unexpectedly nestled between two warehouses. Sanctuary, she thought, reaching back to touch her carrier. She spotted candlelight in a stained-glass window and, rattling the door, found it unlocked. Not surprising during the formal mourning of a king. The interior was dimly lit and nearly empty. More rumbling snores arose from the front of the church. A priest having nodded off behind the altar, or a mourner curled up in a pew. Whoever it was, it would be better if she did not wake him. She lingered for minutes only, after the hastiest of prayers, careful to note the church’s location so that she would be able to find her way back.

By the time she left the church and returned to the water’s edge, dawn crept along the horizon. She was scowling up at yet another Caffeesh galley when footsteps intruded on her search. She spun around.

The stranger from the pier stood mere feet away. The lantern was nowhere to be seen, but he wore his belt and dagger and a hard-eyed expression. He said, “I’m curious after all. Who are you?”

She might have been back in the sea waiting for the finned lion to pounce. He’d followed her here? Had he seen her enter the church? “My name is Reyna.”

Two men appeared at the railing of a nearby ship. The Caffeesh galley. They looked down upon Reyna and her nameless companion with bleary eyes, scratching their armpits and yawning.

“Reyna, is it? Well, Reyna, what business do you have in Selene?” When she shifted, he matched her movements, warning softly, “Don’t try it. You can answer me now, or later, after a night in a crowded cell. It’s your choice.”

She gave him a withering look. Some choice. Gunnel had given her one as well: remain on the ship, or swim with the lions. She was growing sick to death of choices.

“What happened to not caring who I was? Or what I was doing here? You said—”

“I changed my mind.”

The sun had risen high enough for her to see that his eyes were blue. The blue of sapphires shot through with red. She suspected she looked just as battered. They were both in a bad place. She said, “I’m looking for a del Marian ship.”

“Your ship?”

“No. Mine was attacked by raiders. My captain and crew are still there. I was sent here . . .” She scuffed one foot on top of the other to dislodge a sharp pebble. “I’m here to find help.”

“Sent?” His eyes had widened, and he looked at her clothing in a whole new light. “You’re saying you swam here? All the way from the shipping lanes?”

“Where else?” He had seen her, hadn’t he? Lying on the pier and gasping for breath.

Dark brows shot up. His answer was to sweep an arm along the harbor front with its endless row of ships. He thought she’d snuck off one of the anchored vessels. If only.

“Well, I didn’t.” Reyna tried to step around him, and this time when he moved to stop her, her dagger was in her hand. She pointed it at him, ignoring the startled shouts of “Whoa, whoa!” coming from the galley’s deck.

“Don’t,” she warned. “You’re wasting my time here. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I don’t want to hurt you, either” was his quiet, ominous reply. He did not look in the least afraid of the dagger twitching by his nose. “What’s in your carrier?”

“Paintings.”

“You’re a painter?” Skepticism laced his words.

“It’s true.” And it was, partially. “Not a courier. Not an assassin. Will you go away? Find someone else to use your thumbscrews on? I don’t have time for you.”

There was a short silence during which they exchanged scowls and suspicious looks. She had thought him to be a regular shipman. A closer look at his clothing changed her opinion. His linen shirt was of a finer quality than that worn by most sailors, as were his boots, the leather soft and supple.

He said, finally, “I don’t know any man who could make that swim.”

“As you see, I’m not a man.”

Someone laughed. Though she did not turn to look, she knew more sailors had gathered at the railing to watch their exchange. She could hear them, amused at this morning’s unexpected entertainment.

The stranger said, “Come with me.”

“No.”

He reached out, slowly, pushing her hand down until the dagger pointed straight into the dirt. She let him and she did not know why she did. He said, “You need ships? Soldiers? Then come with me.”

Who was he, that he could offer such help? And why would he do so? Nothing about his stony expression reassured her. She would not have thought him capable of weeping, for his king or anyone else, had she not seen it with her own eyes. But he held out his hand to her and kept it there even as the silence ticked on.

Another set of choices. Trust this stranger? Or . . . only there was no other choice, was there? Time was running short. Even as the realization came to her, she reached out and placed her hand in his.

 


Reyna snatched her hand back almost immediately. He led her down the harbor, demanding answers to his questions along the way. That her name was Reyna, that she was from del Mar, her parents long dead, were the only truths she told him. The rest were variations on the truth. She was a painter, like her guardian and uncle, Ginés. They spent much of the year traveling throughout the Sea of Magdalen, fulfilling commissions and accepting new ones as they came. Her uncle had decided to extend his stay abroad to visit with friends, but he’d sent Reyna ahead to del Mar to prepare their home, which had been closed these many months. It was on this journey that her ship had been attacked. It was a plausible collection of half-truths, given how tired she was. She only hoped she could recall the details for later.

When she was done, he said, “What is your ship’s name?”

“The Simona.” He had shortened his stride to match hers, she’d noticed. He kept frowning down at her bare feet in the muck.

“What sort of ship is it?”

She opened her mouth to say a cog, a del Marian merchantman with a crew of thirty, but caught herself in time. A painter would not necessarily know these things. She said, “Who knows? It’s the one that looks like a floating banana.”

That earned her a quick, unreadable glance. “You were on a cog,” he said after a moment.

“All right.” Inwardly, she shrugged. He thought she was dim. It couldn’t be helped.

The harbor woke slowly around them. Fishing vessels headed out toward the rising sun; trinket and food sellers prepared their booths. Within the hour, the waterfront would be a cramped, lively place, best navigated by using sharp elbows and slipping through gaps in the crowd.

The questions did not stop. “Who were you traveling with?”

“My uncle hired a woman named Gunnel to escort me home.” What would they do to Gunnel if she tried to fight them? When she tried? With Gunnel, there was no if.

Incredulous, he said, “He sent two women on a ship without a guard?”

“Gunnel was my guard. She’s a Coronad.” The women of Coronado were as big and strong as their men. Both frequently offered their services as armed escorts to anyone willing to pay their price.

“Ah.” He rubbed his temple, dropping his hand when he caught her looking. The kudzu was taking its toll. His next words were brusque. “Tell me what happened, and don’t leave anything out.”

She started with Gunnel waking her in her cabin. He listened intently, interrupting once, when she came to the part about the singing from the deck. “Were you and this Gunnel the only females aboard?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re thinking what? That some sort of pied piper for sailors captured your ship?”

Reyna’s ears turned hot. It really did sound preposterous. “You asked me to tell you what I knew.”

“So I did.”

They passed a stone church. One painted the same blue as the warehouses beside it. She was careful not to look in its direction.

“Why did you go into the church?” he said, then caught her elbow when she stumbled.

She yanked her arm free, annoyed with herself and with him. He had meant to surprise her with his question and had succeeded. “Why does anyone?”

“Confession?” he answered, and there was something sardonic in his tone.

Which required a curt response. “Prayer.”

“A short one. You weren’t in there long.”

“I was in a hurry. An efficient prayer is still a prayer.”

Another skeptical look, but he eased off his role as grand inquisitor. He brought her to the far end of the harbor, where a fleet of carracks and galleys were anchored below the sweeping scope of the lighthouse. Unlike the rest of the waterfront, this area was heavily guarded. Soldiers roamed the docks. Others stood upon decks and forecastles. An ash mark on every forehead.

They were met by a guard who wore a blue tunic with a silver crescent moon and star emblazoned across his chest. “Captain Levi. Has something happened? We weren’t expecting you.”

A captain. That would explain much. She could almost hear the soldiers’ spines snapping to attention around them.

“Some pirates in our shipping lanes again, Matthew,” her companion said. “I thought we’d have a look. Is Caleb up there?”

There being a handsome carrack, the name Truthsayer painted in white along the hull. Two eyes had also been drawn on each side of the prow. Great, bulging orbs big as a cart wheel, glaring down at Reyna.

“No, sir.” The soldier cast a quick, curious glance in her direction. “He slept in town last night. Should I fetch him?”

“Yes. Tell him to hurry.”

The soldier rushed off. At the same time, Reyna’s knowledge of Lunesian royalty came rushing back to her. The widowed King Lamech had three children. The eldest a daughter named Vashti. Now queen. And two sons. The younger a boy Reyna’s age, Asher. The older was Levi, a captain in the royal navy.

Horrified, she looked up, found his eyes on hers already. “The king was your father?”

“Yes.”

She pictured him huddled in the dark, seeking privacy so that he could grieve for his father. Not just his king. Her tears alarmed them both.

Panic flared in his blue eyes. He glanced around at the soldiers watching with great interest. Under his breath, he ordered, “Don’t.”

“I’m not.” She scrubbed away at her tears using a shirtsleeve. Her lower lip trembled.

“Reyna,” the captain said, softly, “please don’t. If you start weeping, then I’ll start weeping, and I’ll never be able to captain this ship again.”

To her he felt like two different people. The boy on the pier. And this captain, a royal prince, trying to keep a brave face in front of his men. She nodded to show she understood. “Captain,” she began.

“My name is Levi.”

“Levi. I’m sorry I pointed a dagger at you.”

His smile was unexpected. Before either of them could say another word, they were interrupted.

“Captain!”

A boy came bounding down the Truthsayer’s gangplank. Ten years old, she guessed, all arms and legs, with a cowlick that waved about his head like a rooster’s crown. The ash mark on his forehead had been freshly applied. Levi caught him by the shoulders before he could crash into them.

He kept the introductions brief. “Benjamin, this is Reyna. She’s your responsibility. Find her some clothes. Food. Mind her feet. We sail shortly.”

“Yes, sir!” Benjamin turned to Reyna. His face was sunburned and covered in freckles. “Come with me, miss.”

Reyna followed Benjamin up the ramp. She did not look back, not once, though she could feel the weight of the captain’s gaze on her. On her neck, her shoulders. On her map carrier. A Lunesian prince had offered desperately needed help.

What, she wondered, would it cost her?


Four

THE CABIN WAS like any other. A narrow berth set against one wall, a small round window, a chair but no table. Travelers were expected to provide their own in the form of sea chests. Hers had been abandoned on the Simona.

She crawled into the berth and rested the back of her head against the wall, mumbling in agreement when Benjamin said something about finding her fresh clothes. She had only meant to close her eyes for a minute, but when she woke, he had already returned. And he had been busy. A tub filled with steaming water took up most of the cabin. He’d dragged in a chest and set it beside the chair. On its closed lid was a stack of neatly folded clothing and a silver dish that held a comb, a square of soap, and two corked bottles. A plate of food rested beside this bounty, clearly taken from the captain’s stores and not the crew’s. There was fish, freshly caught, alongside sliced melon and biscuits soaked in butter and honey.

Benjamin occupied the chair, fingers thrumming along the armrest as he waited for her to wake. He jumped to his feet when she said, “Oh! How long have I been asleep?”

“Not long,” he assured her. “We’re just leaving the harbor.” He spoke in a rush of Lunesian, and her tired mind struggled to keep up. “The captain wants you to join him as soon as you’re able. These
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