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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Discover that Man

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucas bit his tongue as he tried again to scrub the blasted spot off his left boot. What good was a strict exercise regimen if one couldn’t rub hard enough to get a spot off a shoe? If his kingdom’s resources were more recovered from the war, he would have bought a new set of boots a year ago. But since Maricanta was still healing, his five-year-old boots would have to do.

      “There is a correspondence for you, Sire.”

      Lucas froze briefly. Then he dropped the cloth he was using to take the letter from the servant’s tray.

      “Would you like me to finish your—” the servant began.

      “Thank you, Nelson,” Lucas said as he took his foot from the table against which he’d propped it and tore the envelope open, not even bothering to find his letter knife.

      Nelson paused slightly and then nodded before giving a short bow and turning out. Lucas’s hands trembled as he pulled the thick, crisp parchment out and opened it. And there, in the earl’s thick, blocky handwriting Lucas had come to recognize, was the letter he’d been longing for and dreading for a fortnight.

      

      
        
        Your Highness,

        

        I would usually begin such letters with all sorts of vain pleasantries and flattering compliments to someone of a rank such as yourself. But as I have come to know you, I have learned that you have little time for such folly, so I will bring myself to the point in the most delicate and practical manner of which I am capable. You have asked for my daughter’s hand in marriage. And I regret to say that I cannot in good conscience give it.

        My family is most honored by your attentions, namely to our daughter, Vittoria. While I cannot say I am surprised, for she has always been a girl of unusual spirit and beauty, we were most gratified when your gaze was turned in her direction. Furthermore, your request for my blessing, humble as it is, further evidences your sense of honor and good humor.

        I will admit that the speed with which you seek my blessing of my youngest daughter’s hand did take me a little by surprise. For though we have been familiar since you were young, there has been very little intimate communication between our families and between yourself and Vittoria in particular. I pray I do not overstep my bounds when I risk speaking honestly in saying that I struggle to see whether each of you know enough of the other’s nature to ensure your happiness throughout your years.

      

      

      

      Lucas stopped. A feeling much like he’d eaten bad fish began to pool at the bottom of his stomach.

      

      
        
        I was curious as to the nature of your interest…and if I’m honest, hers, the last time we visited you in your home. And while I was impressed at your gallantry and your treatment of her, for your treatment was nothing short of what any father would want for his daughter, I was struck by an observation I have not been able to shake or chase from my head.

        I will preface this by mentioning that Vittoria is our youngest, and my wife and I have admittedly spoiled her. I had hoped, however, that the good sensibilities with which you are known to handle your military would guide her well, that you would be a grounding force for her, and she an uplifting one for you. When I observed you together, however, I noticed a difference between you that I cannot reconcile for your good, hers, or that of Maricanta as a whole. For whoever you choose as your bride will affect the welfare of the kingdom, and though her happiness is by duty a concern of mine, I do not wish to grant it to her at the cost of thousands of others.

      

      

      

      Lucas couldn’t breathe. And yet he read on.

      

      
        
        When you were in the market together, as is her habit, my daughter spotted a lovely piece of jewelry. It was a necklace encrusted in gems and more expensive than any piece of jewelry that I have purchased for my wife. She begged it of you, assuring you it would bring her great delight.

        I could see from your expression that this request of hers was no mere trifle for you. I can only see how such a demand would put a strain on you, as the kingdom is only beginning to recover from its financial depression. From what I have observed of your family, you dress respectably, but there is little excessiveness or gaudy living.

      

      

      

      Little excessiveness. Everyone in the kingdom knew which royal family member kept that number from being none.

      

      
        
        I nearly interfered to remind my daughter to be sensitive to your financial situation, as your coffers are those of the people. But then I held myself back. For I thought it would be beneficial to see how you would react to her in such a situation, and she to you. For if nuptials were said, I would not be present to remind my daughter on a daily basis to curb her desire for trinkets of gold and jewels. So I watched. And I was first impressed by the slight pursing of your lips and the furrow of your brow, for I could see that you did not approve of such a purchase. But where I had hoped you would gently offer her something else of lesser value, or better yet, convince her to place her hopes in something other than trifles for her happiness, you finally nodded at the merchant and paid him from your pocket. And though it pains me to say it, I have seen this behavior from both of you more times than I can count in the short months you have been giving her your attentions. She asks, and though you balk, you do her bidding. And every time I hope you shall call her to her senses, you capitulate again, and she glories in your generosity.

        I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but I knew your father, even before he was prince regent. And while you are far my superior, for his sake, I would be remiss if I failed to admonish you with the same love I know he held for you.

      

      

      

      Lucas’s chest squeezed even tighter than he knew possible, old pain mingling with the new, doused with a generous bucket of shame, though for what sin he did not know.

      

      
        
        You are such a pleasant young man. Even through the war, every time I saw you, you were striving to do what might please others and put them at ease. And as the stresses of war were heavy on your household, no one could hold you to blame for such a desire. But as you are a man now, perhaps it is time to strive to find who the Maker truly has made you to be in both deed and action. You were given much strength and repose, but if you cannot find it within you to stand your ground on and off the battleship, you will begin to lose that man within, and the world will lose the worthy soul the Maker has placed within you. Accommodating the needs of those around you is heroic, but capitulating to them for the sake of peace is detrimental to you and the other parties.

        Denying you my blessing truly does grieve me, for I would have been delighted to call you my son. But just as my daughter wanted the jewels you bought her but did not need them, so you wish for her. As her father and a friend of yours, I cannot in good conscience recommend you to life together, for I believe you would be a hindrance to one another. She must learn to put others’ wants before herself, and you must discover the man you were made to be rather than the man others wish you to be.

        Please forgive any pain I bring you in this correspondence. I have shed no small amount of tears myself while writing, but it is with a clear conscience before you and the Maker that I am refusing your request for my daughter’s hand in marriage. Perhaps one day, after you’ve found that man inside you, and my daughter has discovered that woman within her, you might be united yet. But until then, I pray fervently that the Maker bring you what you need in this life and that you find true joy along with it.

      

      

      

      
        
        In your service and the Maker’s,

        Lorenzo Di Stefano

      

      

      

      Lucas put the letter down and stared blankly at the wall. He’d been refused. After planning and praying and scheming all the perfect ways to propose to the woman of his dreams, he’d sent the letter to her father almost as an afterthought. Of course, it was customary to seek the lady’s father’s blessing before requesting her hand. But never in his wildest dreams had he thought the man would say no.

      Lucas put the letter in his pocket, though why he did so, he had no idea. His chambers were suddenly far too confining, so he stepped out to wander the palace halls, his boots’ luster forgotten.

      It wasn’t as if he was unaware how quickly he’d tried to bring about such a match. In truth, he hadn’t even been looking to find love. There was more than enough to do around the palace and the shipyard, trying to rebuild the kingdom his grandfather had so successfully dismantled during his unholy war on the merpeople. But after his brother and his wife had finally admitted their love and gotten married, he’d very quickly realized his own longing for what they had. For though they were often apart, Michael piecing Maricanta back together, and Arianna seeing to the recovery of the merpeople, their happiness every time she came home or he went out to her raised the spirits of the entire palace.

      Perhaps even better than their long gazes at one another or their quiet teasing or the way he kissed her temple when she wasn’t expecting it was the way they could depend on one another. Whenever one needed help, the other was there. And though their crowns were heavy, they bore the weight together, their determination to be faithful providing a foundation which their people so desperately needed.

      Lucas, of course, entertained no delusions of marrying someone like Arianna. Not only was it highly unlikely for a prophesied mermaid to show up at his door, begging for his help, he was also aware that love was far more than simply falling prey to one’s attractions. It took determination. A decision to love would eventually lead to love, he had heard. And so, when Vittoria had crossed his path several months before, he had known instantly that she was meant to be his. The moment he’d laid eyes on her, he’d envisioned the life they could lead together. Her golden curls blowing in the wind on the pier as she welcomed him home from his naval excursions. The way her cheeks would dimple as she laughed at their children playing in the sand. Falling asleep with her in his arms at night, relishing the sensation of being home before his brother sent him to sea once again. That she was terrified of the ocean, as he soon learned, was slightly concerning, but Lucas knew from watching his brother’s marriage that fear could be overcome by love.

      Never in all the weeks since sending the letter had he entertained the thought of being denied that future.

      Though he usually loved the way the palace windows caught the early afternoon sun and threw it against the glass columns, shining floors, and the pearls which hung from the ceiling above, today it was all too bright. As a headache already threatened to send him back to his room, he moved away from the west side of the palace toward the south, where the light wasn’t quite so strong, and the walls were made of slightly more practical materials, such as stone, like a palace’s walls should be.

      He tried to push past the numbness, which seemed to have overtaken his senses, to understand why her father had said no. Lorenzo Di Stefano had been a dear family friend since Lucas was small. Or, according to this letter, long before. Lucas had half expected the man to come to the palace personally to congratulate Lucas and Vittoria for finding one another. From what Lucas understood, most families who were close were overjoyed when their children married one another, ensuring allies and good humor for years to come. So the refusal felt all the more like a slap in the face. It came from a man about whose opinion Lucas deeply cared.

      He did remember the incident when Vittoria had asked Lucas to buy her the necklace. And Lorenzo hadn’t been too far off in noting Lucas’s true feelings about the matter. He spent very little on himself, as his coffers were tied to those of the crown. But half the reason he’d bought the necklace had been to assure Lorenzo that he cared for Vittoria and that he meant to see her happy for the rest of their lives.

      Instead, it had done just the opposite.

      Before he could continue to pointlessly mull, for his thoughts were flying in circles around his head, Lucas heard the sound of shouting coming from down the hall. As he got closer, he realized the shouting was his brother’s.

      “Mother, I mean it. You need to leave Arianna alone.” Michael’s voice, though muffled through his study door, was louder than Lucas had heard it in a long time. He took a step closer to hear better. Would it be best if he let his mother and brother figure this out on their own? Or did his brother need reinforcements?

      “But it’s been six months!” came their mother’s shrill protest. “And Arianna hasn’t even shown any interest in getting with child! I’m saying this as a queen, Michael⁠—”

      “Queen mother, Mother. You are the queen mother. Arianna is the queen.”

      What Lucas wouldn’t give to see the look on their mother’s face at that jab. He put his ear to the door, his mulling temporarily pushed to the side.

      “All I’m saying,” she said in a low, flat voice, “is that you need an heir. And Arianna is so busy, constantly waltzing off to sea, that whenever she’s home, she’s too tired to attend any of the parties or balls I’ve been trying to give.” She huffed. “It’s not as if she can have any life left within her to attempt bringing about an heir⁠—”

      “Mother!” Michael roared. “What my wife and I have time and energy for is none of your business!”

      As much as Lucas wanted to continue his moping, this was the most interesting conversation he’d heard in weeks. Or perhaps it was that he didn’t have the strength within him now to puzzle out the reason his father’s friend had chosen to dismantle the life he’d hoped and prayed for. Besides, now that the merpeople had control of the seas again, thanks to Michael and Arianna’s marriage, there was little, aside from training their new naval officers, for him to do while his ships were being rebuilt.

      “You admit that you know little of what it takes to run a kingdom,” Michael snapped. “And if that’s the case, why in the depths would you try to tell me or my wife how to run ours? Or our family, for that matter?”

      “Lies. I’ve never admitted such a thing.”

      “You’ve said so numerous times. Ask anyone in the palace! Really, what have you done for our kingdom, Mother? Other than suck our treasury dry when we were penniless and find ways to torment my wife.”

      “I raised you!”

      “No, Bithiah raised us, as did the rest of the servants. Now, I suggest you go find something productive to do before I really lose my temper.”

      “You ungrateful, spoiled⁠—”

      “Michael,” Lucas opened the door and dredged up a smile as though he hadn’t heard what everyone in the palace must have heard by now,  “I believe you needed to see me?”

      Michael threw him a grateful look while their mother looked as though she might cry or go on a rampage. She might do either. Or both.

      “Well, I can see you don’t need me.” Drina sniffed. She whirled around, nearly colliding with Lucas as he approached his brother’s cluttered desk. She didn’t even glance his way as she stomped out the door. “If I disappeared, you probably wouldn’t even shed a tear!”

      “Goodbye, Mother!” Michael shouted as she slammed the door behind her.

      Lucas let out a whistle. “That was louder than usual.”

      Michael sat in his chair with a thump. “She won’t quit hounding Arianna about having a baby. We’ve been married for six blooming months, and the woman won’t desist!”

      “So what are you going to tell her when Arianna does get pregnant?” Lucas flopped into the chair across from his brother. “You know she’ll want to run every inch of that child’s life from conception on.”

      At this, Michael smiled slyly.

      Lucas leaned forward. “Arianna’s already pregnant, isn’t she?”

      Michael’s grin widened. “Why do you think we haven’t told Mother?” He started to look down at some parchment but stopped to peer more closely at Lucas. “Something’s wrong. What is it?”

      For a brief moment, Lucas considered showing Michael the letter. If anyone would understand his desire for companionship, it would be his big brother. But the dark circles beneath Michael’s eyes stayed his hand, and he pretended to scoff and shook his head.

      “Nothing pressing.”

      But Michael hadn’t kept the kingdom together by being unobservant, and to Lucas’s dismay, he put the paper down and came closer to study him. “Something’s wrong,” he said again. “What are you not telling me?”

      Lucas drew in a breath through his nose before forcing a smile and shrugging. “A missed opportunity, that’s all. There will be more in the future.” He nodded at Michael’s desk. “Now what have you been up to?”

      Michael watched him for a moment longer before returning to his desk. “Actually,” he said, rubbing his eyes, “I did need to see you.”

      “About?”

      Michael frowned as he sorted through the paper piles on his desk. When he finally found one with a blue seal, he handed it to Lucas. “The last of Grandfather’s debts needs to be paid.”

      Lucas scanned the page. “I thought we’d made enough after the wedding to pay everything back.”

      “We did. The problem has been getting the payments where they need to go. Destin was the first kingdom I paid after Tumen, then all the smaller debts here and there. Unfortunately, repaying this one has been more…difficult.”

      Lucas gave a start when he read the name at the bottom of the page. “Terrefantome?” He looked up at Michael then back down at the page, sure he was seeing double. “How in the depths did Grandfather manage to get a messenger over to them? Let alone get their money?” He handed the parchment back. “Do you have to pay it?”

      “Grandfather was creative if nothing else.” Michael shook his head. “Unfortunately, the Maker knows we gave them our word, even if they are degenerate thugs.”

      “But what about when you tore up the treaty with the pirates?”

      “Going back on our word to kill merfolk is one thing. Borrowing money is something else.” Michael looked as though he was going to say something more, but then he stopped and began shuffling papers around on his desk instead.

      “What is it?” Lucas asked.

      Michael grimaced. “What do you know of the place?”

      Lucas shrugged. “What everyone else knows. Criminals of heinous crimes have the choice of being executed or exiled there, along with whatever family members wish to come with them. But before the criminals go in, they’re branded so everyone knows what they did and where they’re supposed to be.”

      Michael studied him. “What else?“

      “They’re landlocked with just a few miles of open beach. Everything is surrounded by a huge wall, with the exception of the beach, which is guarded by the merfolk.” He scratched his head. “Aren’t children of the branded criminals allowed out?”

      “If they can prove their intentions are good, yes.” Michael went to a shelf, pulled down a map, then returned to his desk and unrolled it. “The land originally belonged to the Taistille, a group of deadly nomads that can suck an entire village dry of resources in less than a day. The land is hardly hospitable, and they can’t grow much due to the constant rain and fog. It’s basically a swampy wasteland with just enough resources to sustain them. As it is, I can’t for the life of me figure out where they got the money to lend in the first place.” He huffed. “But somehow, they raised just enough to tempt Grandfather, and now we’re reaping the rewards.” His mouth tightened. “Again.”

      “Didn’t the kingdoms start dumping criminals there several hundred years ago?”

      “Yes. But here’s the interesting part.” Michael’s eyes gleamed. “Criminals hid there before the place was even used for exile.”

      “Why?”

      “They discovered that the land grants its residents a strange kind of power.”

      Lucas blinked. “The ground has power?” He’d heard of many of things that had power, but dirt had never been one of them.

      Michael gave him a strange look. “The ability to become invisible to outsiders. And as soon as this became well known, those who wanted to hide from the law began to flock there.”

      “And the kings let them?” Lucas scoffed. “I can hardly imagine Everard’s ancestors being satisfied with that.” Not that he understood everything about the famed Destinian power, but there was a reason their neighbor kingdom had been known as the fiercest, most powerful kingdom for centuries.

      “By the time the monarchs realized what was happening, it was too late. Searching for the missing criminals was dangerous because they could disappear and attack the kings’ search parties or merely slip away to do whatever dastardly thing they wished in the world.”

      Lucas shivered.

      “So,” Michael continued, “it was finally decided that the neighboring kings would erect a wall around the land to keep the criminals inside without hope of escape. Now it’s common practice to allow criminals who would otherwise be executed or imprisoned for life the option of going to Terrefantome instead.”

      “The Taistille must have loved that.”

      Michael grimaced. “One can only imagine.”

      “Which means…” Lucas said, “it’s basically a cesspit.” He paused. “But how do people get out?”

      “Guards of the highest merits are chosen to stand at the gates. Once they’ve been exposed to the land, just like the people who live there, they have the ability not only to gain invisibility themselves but to see others who are doing the same. We’re continually sending new guards there to make sure we have a large pool with the ability to see those who try to escape while invisible.”

      “I thought they would lose their invisibility once they crossed the wall.”

      “If only it were that easy. Most, from what I’m told, can only hold their invisibility for several minutes but no more than an hour or two. But once they’re rested, they can do it again and again and again.”

      “So the ability stays,” Lucas mused, and Michael nodded.

      “Their invisibility proved to the kings the most dangerous of traits, and it was for that reason that they walled off the place so as to keep the villains in one place.”

      Lucas stared down at the long brown wall that encircled the small patch of land on the map. Well, not small. It was far wider than Maricanta. But the thought of being stuck in a land so dreary, penned in by walls his entire life, made him shudder. “You said children are allowed out?”

      Michael picked up a quill and pointed at the four exit and entry gates. “The guards are also trained to judge and inspect those requesting to leave. They’re encouraged to let out families, young couples, and women first.”

      “Who would take their families to such a rotten place?” Lucas leaned closer to study the location of the gate that led into Maricanta.

      “Many do. Unfortunately, this means their children are raised in a land of evil and slavery.”

      “Slavery?” Lucas found himself leaning forward.

      “Women are often treated like chattel.” Michael snorted, shaking his head at the paper in his hand. “The land has marshals and laws protecting people from slave trade. Supposedly.”

      “But they don’t,” Lucas guessed.

      “To be considered untouchable, a woman of marriageable age must be claimed either by her husband or another protector, someone who can claim responsibility for her.”

      “Wait…What?”

      “If she has a father or brother or husband,” Michael said, “she’s supposed to be safe. But if she loses her father, she’s seen as a woman living unprotected. And even the marshals will insist that she’s better off if someone claims her.”

      “Just anyone can claim her?” Lucas asked incredulously.

      Michael nodded. “She can be taken as a wife or personal servant, and the so-called crown will do nothing.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that a protector is the opposite of what it sounds like?” Lucas said, unable to get past what he’d heard a moment before. He tried to imagine his little nieces, Claire and Lucy, being raised in such an environment, but not even his imagination could take him that far.

      “It depends on the individual. Some protectors, such as fathers and brothers, will do their best to keep the women they care for safe. There’s even talk of using somewhat…unsavory methods to make them less attractive to other men. Unfortunately, some young women, and even some who aren’t so young, are used for personal gain by the very men who are supposed to protect them.” Michael shook his head. “Not that we plan to send in hordes of young maidens to deliver the money, but it’s one more reason to dread this assignment.”

      Assignment. So Michael was sending him in. Not that Lucas was surprised. “If anyone can become invisible, I don’t see why this is a problem,” Lucas said, studying the map.

      “The land will accept one as its own only after they’ve resided there seven years. And it’s only to outsiders that they appear invisible. They can see one another just fine.” He squinted at the map. “The castle that the current king, if you can call him that, resides in, is on the far east side of Terrefantome, so it’s a good two weeks’ journey on horseback from the gate in Maricanta. Not to mention two weeks back.”  His jaw tightened. “And now their self-proclaimed king…” Michael squinted at a parchment, “Bartol, is threatening us with disaster if we don’t pay them back soon.” He stepped back and rubbed his eyes. “Not that I haven’t been trying. But no matter how carefully we plan, as soon as they cross the gate, they’re never heard from again.”

      “Then send them in groups.”

      “I have. We’ve lost four envoys. The first one traveled with the royal crest. The second, third, and fourth were undercover.”

      “And none survived.”

      “We had exactly one from each group return. And each man said the same.”

      “The criminals?”

      Michael nodded. “For the most part, yes. They set traps on the road for new arrivals. There’s a sort of honor code that keeps most of the robbers focused on those who are just entering. Everyone new is open game.”

      “Why can’t the gate guards be sent in?” Lucas asked. “If they’ve been there long enough to be invisible.”

      “We’ve tried that already. Every single envoy has included gate guards. But for some reason, we never hear from the guards themselves again. And the sole survivors who return are always separated from the party without knowledge of what happened to the rest of them.” He leaned forward. “So even if any of the parties did make it all the way to the king, we would have no way of knowing. Bartol could have taken the money and killed them, for all we know, and demanded payment again, and no one would be able to prove otherwise.”  

      “And what exactly is he going to do if we don’t deliver yet another payment?”

      Michael leaned on his desk and looked straight into Lucas’s eyes.

      “He’s threatening to break down the wall and release the exiles into our land if we don’t pay them back in three months’ time.”

      Lucas let that sink in as his brother scratched his head and grimaced at the map.

      “And the criminals aren’t even the worst part,” Michael continued. “When our men aren’t being attacked by gangs of criminals, they’re trying to survive the land itself.”

      “But I thought it was just a barren wasteland.”

      “If only that were true. The land itself is full of what we can only gather to be Sorthileige.”

      Lucas sat straight up. “From the ground?”

      “The land barely produces enough to keep everyone alive. There are hidden tar pits, animals of mixed proportions, and all sorts of strange ills that can cost a strong man his life within days. Many of the people are dangerous, but the land itself is just as likely to kill you as the people are.”

      Then Michael surprised Lucas by cracking a tired smile. “But after much searching, I’ve finally found a weakness. Against the people, at least.” He opened the lowest drawer in his desk and pulled out a small velvet drawstring bag. He opened it and tipped it upside down, and three gems, purple, red, and white, rolled out.

      Lucas gaped. “Diamonds?”

      “If any of the natives are touching diamonds or wearing them on their person, they can’t become invisible,” Michael said.

      “So one would have to force the diamonds upon his enemies before the gems could be of any use to them.”

      “Precisely.” Michael rubbed his stubbled chin and sighed. “The more I learn about this place, the more I loathe asking anyone to take on this task. But it must be done, and I’m afraid doing it myself would⁠—”

      “Are you insane? Of course you’re not going to do it yourself.” Lucas scowled at his brother. “The Sun Crown can’t go gallivanting about because of our grandfather’s stupidity. Especially now that you’re a father⁠—”

      “Would you keep it down?” Michael hissed. He ran a hand through his short black curls. “I know I can’t, which makes it all the worse that I have to ask you.”

      “I would have gone even if you didn’t,” Lucas said, glaring at his older brother. “Do you really think you could have kept something like this from me? I’ve known you were up to something for the last month. I would have discovered it sooner or later.”

      “I know.” Michael gave Lucas a wry grin. “But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “What else should I know before I infiltrate this bastion of darkness?”

      Michael stood and went to one of the windows, rubbing his neck and watching their nieces playing in the garden. When Michael stood that way, he reminded Lucas of their father. Not that he remembered as much as he would have liked. But there was something about the stance and profile that made Lucas’s heart ache just a bit, as if he were missing something grand without even knowing what it was. Michael was like their father in so many ways. Honorable to a fault, careful, thoughtful, considerate.

      And though everyone swore that they could be twins, as they shared the same dark, curly hair and hazel eyes, Lucas felt often like he’d taken after his mother in every other way. Poor judgment included it seemed.

      “Beauty is coveted in Terrefantome,” Michael finally said quietly. “Diamonds are their weakness, but they hoard them when and where they can. Women become toys. Many girls, the daughters of the exiled criminals, will run away and sell themselves as wives to those wishing to leave if it means crossing the wall to the other side.”

      “Why don’t they cross it themselves?”

      “The trip to the wall is too dangerous.”

      “Why aren’t all the innocents being let out?” Lucas asked. “It seems wrong to hold any.”

      “Simple. The criminals are being exiled for the rest of their lives, and they want to keep their families. And as much as I’d like to set that all right, I can’t.” He rubbed his eyes. “Not now while we’re still just recovering from the war.”

      He went back to his desk and opened one of the drawers. “But back to your assignment and our missing convoys, I’ve had the coins stamped this time with our crest so that their king,” Michael sneered, “can’t take the gold and insist it was already his.”

      “Very well.”

      “And if you’re not home within six weeks of entering Terrefantome, I’m coming after you.”

      “You are not!”

      “I will.” Michael leaned on his desk, eyes glinting wickedly. “So if you don’t want your big brother running in to save you, you’d better watch yourself.”

      Lucas rubbed his face and groaned. Then he changed the subject. “And just who is this Bartol?”

      Michael rolled his eyes. “Kings have risen and fallen for centuries in Terrefantome, but no one can seem to keep a running monarchy. From what we can gather, there are uprisings every few years. The strongest triumphs, and the weaker one dies off.” He looked unhappily at the coin he’d pulled from the drawer. “Unfortunately, this recent claim to the throne, however, has run longer than most.”

      “You said we have three months to get this done. That doesn’t leave us much time.”

      Michael put the coin away. “I’ve found two men who were released from Terrefantome when they were young. They’ve agreed to act as your guides and guards while you’re there. As soon as we have two more, that’s when you’ll go.”

      “I can’t imagine anyone ever wanting to go back after escaping that.”

      Michael drew in a deep breath. “To say I’m paying them handsomely would be an understatement.”

      “How are we going to get out at the gate?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that.” Michael paused and scribbled something on a parchment. Then he looked back up at Lucas. “We’re going to use a staining ink on your necks to give you criminal marks.”

      “Will they come off?” Lucas gave his brother a wry smile. “I’d prefer not to be a marked criminal for the rest of my life. That’s just my preference.”

      “It’ll come off in time. But in the meantime, I’ve already had Roberto draw up a new emergency crest, and the gate guards will be notified long before you need it.” He searched his desk again and pulled out a square of parchment small enough to fit entirely in Lucas’s palm. In blue ink was a sun lily with a merperson’s tail. The flower had five flourishes like hair, and there were six different kinds of fish swimming around it.

      “Indigo ink,” Lucas said. “This stuff isn’t cheap.”

      “I wanted to make sure it couldn’t be copied if it were found.”

      Lucas continued to study the drawing. Roberto, their cartographer, was not only in charge of creating the royal maps, but he also worked for the crown in a more secretive service.

      Every so often, Michael would commission Roberto to create a new drawing with expensive inks, a combination nearly impossible to reproduce. The individual with the secret would then carry the square of paper with him, and when he needed special help, he could give the square of parchment to the guard, who would notify the crown. Whenever a new image was created, the gate guards and those who were in charge of guarding the kingdom’s borders would be shown the card long enough to know what to look for if they were presented one. There were no words or names that might be used to identify the individual or their kingdom. It was the crown’s most secretive way of being contacted by those who were protecting its secret interests.

      Lucas sat up straighter and put the card in his shirt. “I’m not worried about myself. No need to look like you’re sending me to the gallows.”

      Michael’s smile faded as he met his brother’s gaze. “I know you’re a good fighter. But don’t get cocky. If something happens, your guides will at least be able to hide from the newcomers, because they’re natives. You won’t.”

      “Well then,” Lucas said, standing and stretching, determined to chase the fear from his brother’s face, “I’d better start helping you look for more of those escapees.”

      Michael arched an eyebrow. “And why would that be?”

      Lucas forced a grin. The last thing he wanted was for Michael to know about Vittoria. Not right now at least, while he had so much else to worry about. Because if he did find out, he would worry. So he wriggled his eyebrows and straightened his shirt. “It sounds like they have so many pretty women. It would be a shame to miss out on one.”

      Michael’s eyes went wide. “Lucas, I swear, if you come home with some⁠—”

      Lucas only laughed as he left his brother’s study, shutting the door behind him in time to block the wad of paper his brother had thrown at him.

      “I’m getting something to drink,” he called over his shoulder. “Then I’ll come back.”

      It was good to see his brother smile, Lucas mused as he made his way toward the kitchen. During the war with the merfolk, Lucas felt as if he’d gone years without his brother’s grin. He couldn’t help teasing just to see that smile. When Michael smiled, it felt a little like they were carefree boys again. But when he rounded the corner and was out of sight of his brother’s study, his own smile faded as he fingered the folded parchment in his coat. He wasn’t going to be coming home with a girl anytime soon. And it was his own blasted fault.
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        * * *

      

      Michael and Lucas talked of strategy late into the night. When Michael finally noted how dark it had grown outside, Lucas bid him goodnight and promised to return the next day to begin preparations. Though the mission had caused his brother a good deal of lost sleep, judging by the dark circles beneath his eyes, Lucas found himself ridiculously relieved by the distraction. Maybe this was what he needed to keep himself busy until he could get past the shock of Lorenzo’s letter.

      He didn’t have time to continue his musings, however, because as soon as he was out of his brother’s study, he realized he hadn’t had supper and made his way to the kitchen. Once he’d pieced together a platter of stolen leftovers from the pantry, he began to make his way up to his room to eat. A flash of color, however, caught his attention at the end of the dining hall.

      “Did Michael keep you all this time?” Arianna’s clear voice rang out through the hall like a silver bell. Lucas took his load of food and sat down across the table from her.

      “I kept myself.”

      Arianna just smiled, though it looked slightly pained, and shook her head. As he drew closer, in the light of the torches and fireplace, Lucas realized she was a bit pale. Even for a mermaid.

      “Congratulations, by the way,” he said in a low voice, offering her a slice of pineapple. “How far along are you?” Not that he knew anything about pregnancy or childbearing. But it was a question he’d heard other women ask enough to know it was appropriate.

      She smiled and took the fruit. “Thank you. And not nearly as far along as I’d like. The physician said I have six months left, but Bithiah says it’s probably another seven months at least.”

      “So you’re listening to our head housekeeper now, instead of the physician?”

      Arianna gave him an ornery look. “Would you contradict Bithiah?”

      “No,” Lucas laughed. “I can’t say I would.”

      Arianna grinned. But instead of taking a bite of the fruit he’d given her, she put it on her untouched plate of rice and studied him instead.

      Lucas squirmed. Though she’d had her voice for months now, Arianna still had a way of watching people that made one feel as though she could see inside his soul. Her pale blue eyes sometimes spoke louder than her words. And now those eyes connoted concern.

      Great. Another person to be concerned.

      “Michael’s worried⁠—”

      “I know.”

      Her eyes softened. They already had that look of a mother. Well, every mother but his. He couldn’t remember the last time his mother had actually been concerned about one of her children in a way that involved something other than the wealth of the kingdom.

      “I’m worried, too.” She leaned forward. “What’s wrong, Lucas? You’ve been on edge for weeks now.”

      He stared back at her. What was wrong with him? According to Lorenzo, a lot.

      “You don’t seem like yourself,” she added.

      “How do you know what I’m like?” He dragged up a teasing smile. “You’re not even there half the time.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Bithiah is, though.”

      He rolled his eyes, but she pressed.

      “Is this about Vittoria?”

      “For a mermaid who couldn’t speak for most of her life, you sure don’t waste words,” he said, taking a big bite of a roll.

      Arianna gave a little laugh and leaned back, resting her hand on her still flat belly. “I suppose I’m always afraid my voice will disappear in the morning. But back to you, you were on edge, but you seemed…hopeful, even this morning. What’s changed?”

      Lucas looked out the window at the ocean, silver in the moonlight as it crashed on the beach with its hypnotizing rhythm.

      “What do you think we would have been like if there hadn’t been a war?” Would he have felt the need to do what Lorenzo accused him of, pleasing everyone at the cost of…how had he put it? The cost of his true self?

      Instead of being annoyed by his abrupt shift, Arianna only nodded slowly. “I think our generation was cheated a great deal by our parents. And I mean more than just growing up and doing without.” Then she tilted her head and studied him with that soft smile again. “But that doesn’t answer my question.”

      Tired of the nagging thoughts circling through his mind, Lucas let out a gusty breath and pulled the folded paper from his coat. After staring at it for a moment, he handed it to her. She opened it and read for a moment before her eyes popped.

      “You proposed?”

      He just gave her an unhappy grin.

      “Almost.”

      She went back to reading. When she was done, she handed the letter back.

      “Well,” she said, shaking her head, “that’s quite a letter.”

      “What are your thoughts on it?” He tried to sound casual, but inside, he was suddenly dying to know.

      Arianna sighed. “If I’m honest?”

      Lucas leaned back and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms. So Lorenzo had been right.

      “Don’t be like that,” Arianna said, leaning forward. “Let me finish.”

      Lucas gave her a scowl.

      “To be quite honest, I was never dearly attached to Vittoria.”

      “Because she’s royalty?” Arianna wasn’t known for her great love of royals. Although, his mother’s behavior when Arianna had first arrived in the palace the year before might have had something to do with that.

      She punched his arm. “No, you dunce. Because she treats you like a coin purse. But more than that, I think that her father may have a point.”

      “So I’m a spineless pushover.” Lucas pushed his food around his plate, appetite gone.

      “That’s not what I said either. Besides, you stand up to Michael. I’ve seen you do it.”

      “When we’re discussing military logistics. That doesn’t count.” He had stood up to him in one other regard, but that had worked itself out quite nicely, and not a word had been said about Arianna’s well-being since.

      “What I mean is that from what I’ve seen in my short time here, you strive to serve as the peacemaker. And that’s not a bad thing. The only problem is that you’ve allowed your chosen role as peacemaker within your family to expand so that you often sacrifice what you need to say and do to achieve what others want at all costs.” She twisted her mouth thoughtfully. “And like Lorenzo, I can’t help wondering who that man is inside of you, waiting to be discovered. If only you’d give him a voice.”

      He rolled his eyes, but smiled slightly. “There you go with voices again.”

      “Well, I was without one for most of my life.” She grinned. Then she leaned forward once more and squeezed his hand. “I have been praying for you, and I will continue.” She started to rise, then stopped and sat back down in her chair. “But before you go, I wanted to give you this.” She removed a leather thong from around her neck. On it hung a miniature whelk shell that swirled delicately up to the place where a hole had been cut for it to hang.

      Lucas held it up to his ear but immediately had to pull it back. The merpeople were known for storing their magic in shells. If they wished to grow legs to come ashore or wished for the humans to come down to them, they would often sing songs directly into shells. The song inside this particular shell was fierce and urgent. He looked at Arianna in surprise.

      “If you find yourself in trouble,” she said, “throw that in the ocean.”

      “Michael says I can’t bring anyone with me to act as a runner.” The beach was in Maricanta. How was he supposed to get it there if he was in Terrefantome?

      “I know that. But there is a short stretch of beach that belongs to Terrefantome that opens up to the ocean.”

      Lucas looked through the window wall at the ocean now. Storms were rolling in, and the gray, foaming waves were dark and choppy.

      “Since they have access to the coast,” he said slowly, “why can’t we just sail in and skip all the tomfoolery of getting in through the gates?”

      Arianna frowned at the shell in Lucas’s hand.

      “The water off that beach is dangerous. Whether naturally or in response to the land itself, there are dozens of sea vents close to the shore that put out high amounts of Sorthileige.”

      Lucas shivered in spite of himself.

      “I can guide my people in and out of the area, but it will take a great amount of control and power.” She looked down at her stomach. “And in my…” she paused and lowered her voice as several servants walked by before continuing. “Condition, I’m not certain I’ll have the power to guide many in and out more than once.” She tapped the shell. “Try your best to escape the way you came in. But should there be an emergency, and you can’t get back to the gate, all you must do is throw this in the water, and my people and I will come. In fact, we’ll be waiting until we hear that you’ve returned.”

      “Thank you,” Lucas hung the shell around his neck. “But I won’t need help.”

      Arianna gave a delicate snort and opened her mouth as if to speak, but before she could, her eyes grew wide as her face turned an odd shade of gray, and she threw the back of her hand over her mouth. Lucas stood to help, but she waved him back down. After a moment of what looked like great discomfort, she stood, squeezed his shoulder, and took a deep, shaky breath. “Enjoy your meal and eat some for me. Because at this rate I’m never going to eat again.” She began to shuffle back down the hall, all hunched over like a little old woman with her hand still over her mouth and the other wrapped around her stomach. But before she reached the door, she turned back once more.

      “Lucas?”

      “Yes?” he answered.

      She gave him a half-smile. “Take care.”

      He looked back down at the shell. “I will.”
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      You gonna buy something or stand there all day?”

      Jaelle whipped around to face the butcher again. There was no hint of a smile in his dulled blue eyes, not that she expected any. His left whiskers twitched slightly as he glanced again at his growing line of customers. The woman behind her cleared her throat loudly as she glared.

      Jaelle apologized and finished her stepmother’s order. Then, as she waited for it to be prepared, she couldn’t help glancing across the square again. Sure enough, the man was still staring at her. His gaze was so strong that when she’d first seen it as she stepped up to order, she’d forgotten quite why she’d come. Instead, she was recalling how the last time she saw someone stare like that, her sister had forbidden her from ever going to the market alone again. That had been six weeks ago. But when word had gotten out that morning that the butcher was slaughtering one of his pigs, her stepmother had insisted Jaelle go at once to get them some ham. And when her stepmother gave an order, Jaelle knew better than to disobey.

      Jaelle quickly paid for the bit of pork and stuffed it in the bag she wore over her shoulder as she mumbled an apology. Then she took her brown paper package and hurried in the direction of home. But she could still feel the man’s eyes following her as she went.

      Which way should she take home? The back streets would be faster than the highway, particularly as the market was unusually full today. But the way the man was looking at her made her hesitant to walk anywhere that wasn’t in the public eye.

      Glancing at the man again, she saw now that a marshal, conspicuous in his red and brown uniform, had stopped to talk with him.

      Fantastic. Just what she needed, the old marshal giving the man information about her family and where she lived.

      Jaelle quickly scanned the crowd. Only a few yards ahead of her, plodding along in the thick of the throng, was a family with four daughters. Even better was that their hair was nearly as black as hers, not quite as dark or as shiny, but almost. She pressed forward until she was quite near them. Thankfully, they seemed not to notice her walking close on their heels. She followed them that way for a block before she let herself shudder. And when she could no longer see the man or the marshal, she allowed herself a moment to take a deep breath.

      That was close.

      But she let down her guard too soon. A heavy-set man was suddenly to her left, and without so much as glancing at her, bumped her hard enough to send her sprawling into an alleyway. She struggled, as the mud into which she’d fallen was quite slick, to stand up. As she did, though, the large man left the highway as well and stood at the entryway to the alley and blocked her path. Jaelle’s heart jumped into her throat as she turned back toward the square, only to find the man who had been staring at her turn the corner as well. She was trapped.

      The side street was narrow, and too late, Jaelle chastised herself for not walking closer to the middle of the road. It had seemed good to stay on the opposite side of the road to the marshal. But now, as she looked back and forth between the men in front of and behind her, she knew she’d made a mistake.

      The man who had been staring stalked toward her. Jaelle tried to run, but she slipped and fell in the mud. The gray sky above gave his skin a nearly colorless hue as he reached toward her where she’d fallen. Grabbing her wrist, he flipped her hand over. His grin widened.

      “Not spoken for, eh?” His voice was deep and scratchy. He dropped her wrist, then stepped back. “Well, Tobias. What do you think we ought to do with this one? She obviously needs someone to protect her.”

      “She’s got a mask,” the man called Tobias called back.

      “Yes, but no mark.” The man tapped her bare wrist and turned his head to stare hard at her mask.

      “I’m a bit surprised.” Tobias grinned. “This one seemed feisty enough to try.”

      “You know the punishment for a false marriage mark,” Jaelle spat. Her voice was appropriately biting, and for once, Jaelle was glad for the mask. Without it they might see just how frightened she was. “And I’m not unprotected.”

      “We could always convince her to take the mask off,” the first man said, smiling.

      “I’m Chiara’s stepdaughter.” She stood slowly. “And you need to let me go.” With her peripheral vision, she tried to measure the distance between herself and the nearest corner. She was fast, but was she fast enough?

      “Chiara.” The first man mused as he rubbed his chin. “I don’t think I know that name.” Then he shrugged. “Sounds like a woman. Not that it matters. You see, we’re new here in town. Just moved here from the eastern wall. And we think you’ll make a lovely addition to our house, spoken for or not.” Our house? Did they live together? Then it struck Jaelle. They must be brothers, which meant, should they be successful, she would be living with not just one man, but two. She had to get away.

      The man called Tobias didn’t smile. He was taller than the first man, and though he wasn’t largely muscled, he would be able to overpower Jaelle easily.

      “You’ve still got a wife,” he grumbled. “This one’s for me.”

      “I don’t know.” The first man cocked his head. “I kind of like this one. Kind of makes me want to start over.”

      “You do, and I’ll tell the king you’re hoarding⁠—”

      “She is spoken for, and you’ll do kindly to go your way and leave her be.”

      Jaelle nearly melted with relief when a young woman appeared at the edge of the alley. She had long, black hair that fell down her back in large curls, and her blue eyes cut back and forth between Jaelle’s attackers. When they didn’t move, she took a few steps forward. “In case you weren’t aware, that girl is the stepdaughter of Chiara Barese, the only healer you’ll find in this town. So if you’d like to live the next time you injure yourself, I suggest you not jeopardize your chances by taking her assistant.”

      Jaelle took the men’s looks of confusion as an excuse to run to her sister. She had to pass Tobias, but he was too busy sharing a long look with the other man to make more than a half-hearted attempt to grab her. Selina brushed Jaelle behind her as she continued staring the men down.

      “And,” Selina added, taking Jaelle’s hand, “if I ever see either of you in the tavern, keep your hands to yourselves, or I’ll make sure Higgins never lets you set foot inside again.”

      The first man looked as though he was about to say something, but Tobias put his hand on his shoulder.

      “Let’s leave them be. Not worth the trouble.”

      The first man glowered briefly at Jaelle once more before following Tobias. Only after they both looked away did Selina yank Jaelle back onto the highway.

      Jaelle could feel her sister’s anger rolling off her in waves as she dragged Jaelle down the muddy highway through town. So she chose to remain silent and hope her sister’s anger cooled by the time they reached the edge of town.

      The highway, Selina always complained, was a ridiculous overstatement for the town’s main street. The fact that two carriages could ride on it simultaneously going in opposite directions, she said, did not constitute a highway. But Selina didn’t rant about the definition of streets or the shanties that lined those streets or the village size or the lack of civilization as she pulled Jaelle along. She only bristled, her mouth set in a straight line. That was never a good sign. Sure enough, as soon as they were nearly out of town, Selina sat Jaelle down on a tree stump and stood back to glare at her.

      “Have you lost your senses?”

      Jaelle twisted her skirt between her fingers. Her heart was still hammering in her chest, and her skin prickled. Her wrist felt as though the man’s clammy fingers were still wrapped around it, and her hands trembled no matter how hard she squeezed the fabric.

      “That man almost claimed you!” Selina’s voice went shrill.

      “I’m aware of that,” Jaelle muttered. After all, she’d been the one to tell Selina all about Terrefantome’s dangers when they were young and Chiara had dragged Selina with her to this horrible place. Back then, when their parents had married, Jaelle had been Selina’s protector. But Selina was older, and as soon as she reached marriageable age, she’d taken up the cause of Jaelle’s safety. And it was a role she still took seriously. Serious enough that Jaelle kept her mouth shut now, as she was still too shaken to argue.

      “Either one of them could have taken you.” Selina began to pace. “Right now, you might be in the back of someone’s cart on the way to who knows where! Or in a shack on the far side of town.” She turned to glare at Jaelle. “You could very easily be in that alley with that monster’s filthy hands⁠—”

      “I know!” Jaelle burst out, angry tears running down her face. Why did she have to cry every time she was frustrated? And the more furious she was, the faster the tears seemed to spill. She sat taller and tried again. “I know. But Chiara caught wind this morning that the butcher would be selling parts of his old sow.” Jaelle tried to control her breathing. “She told me I had to go.”

      Selina cursed. Then she put her hands on her hips and turned in a circle before facing Jaelle again.

      “Look. I’ll talk to Mother. Whenever she wants meat, I’ll get it for her.”

      “They could decide to take you.”

      Selina just waved her off. “If those low-lifes ever show their faces in the tavern, they know better than to touch me. Old Man Higgins will throw them out in a heartbeat. In the meantime, though, please don’t go out by yourself. Please.” Selina gathered Jaelle’s hands in hers, her blue eyes searching.

      “I’m nineteen years,” Jaelle retorted. “I’m not a child.” But her retort lacked conviction.

      “You could have fooled me.” Selina smirked.

      Jaelle scowled and fingered the cracks in the stump she was sitting on. “This is all Seth’s fault,” she muttered.

      Selina sat beside Jaelle and hugged her.

      “I know,” she said into Jaelle’s hair.

      “If it hadn’t been for him, we would have been out of here by now.” Jaelle bit her lip, her voice catching slightly in her throat. “I could have had my own healing shop.” She tried unsuccessfully to give her sister a smile. “You’d be married. Maybe I’d be, too.”

      “Jaelle…” Then Selina sighed and stood. “I need to get to work.” She pulled a handful of coins from the little pocket she’d sewn into her dress. “Give Mother three, but put the others⁠—”

      “In your stocking. I know.” Jaelle put the money in her own pocket and leaned forward. “Do you have to go?”

      “You know I do.”

      Jaelle shook her head. “I hate how they treat you there.” She sat back. “You don’t have to stay. You could quit anytime. There has to be some other way to make enough money to satisfy your mother.”

      “You and I both know it’s not that simple.” Selina gave a poor chuckle. “Besides, it could be far worse. Tavern work certainly isn’t my first choice, but Old Man Higgins won’t let anyone get too close to me. He’d lose his best tavern girl if someone whisked me away.” She shrugged. “And because everyone knows they’d lose their ale if he kicked them out, they leave me be.” She tossed her hair. “It’s almost better than being claimed. No husband, and I get paid to carry drinks around all day.”

      Jaelle arched a brow, refusing to be distracted. “As simple as telling Chiara I won’t fetch her meat?”

      “Point taken.” Selina gave Jaelle a wan smile, her long, thin face lovely even when she stuck her tongue out.

      “I’m telling the truth, though. Maybe you’ll find someone one day who you will want to marry. Or I will. And we can all leave together.”

      Selina turned. “Excuse me?”

      Jaelle blushed, but continued anyway. “Surely not all men are like Seth. Particularly outside the wall.” She tried to garner a smile from her sister, too. “Maybe one day you’ll find one who you want to call husband.”

      Selina sighed and sat back down, taking both Jaelle’s hands.

      “How many times do we have to go over this?” Selina studied her for a long moment before something in her eyes hardened. “We don’t need a man to get us out of Terrefantome. We don’t need the Maker.” She leaned forward and forced Jaelle to meet her gaze. “I promise you this, little sister. I am going to do whatever I can to get you out of here forever. And we are going to be happy. Just us. No one else to hold us back or tell us what we can’t do or hurt us ever again.” She kissed Jaelle’s forehead before letting go.

      But before she could turn toward the tavern, the foot traffic, which had been light as they’d talked, changed from a crawl to a run. Women shouted at their children to hurry, and men prodded their animals along with all sorts of colorful language.

      “Judith?” Selina called out to the woman who lived half a mile from them. “What’s going on?”

      Judith, a skinny woman with a sallow face and sharp chin, turned to face them, her skin an unusual shade of white.

      “Taistille have been spotted not a mile east of town!” she called as she dragged her two sons by their ears.

      “Go!” Selina practically shoved Jaelle back onto the street. “And don’t wait up for me tonight!”

      Jaelle didn’t have to be told twice. She wove her way in and out of people until she reached the familiar grass knoll. Still, even as she hurried from the town, she wished with every step that just as she’d escaped the predators a few minutes before, her sister could leave the tavern behind forever.

      And, she promised herself as she reached the front door, she, too, would do whatever it took. She and her sister would leave Terrefantome forever. No more Chiara or Taistille. No more men who crept through the streets looking for unclaimed women. And never again would either of them work a tavern job. Because when she and her sister finally did leave, they would never look back.
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      As she stepped inside the house, Jaelle let out a shaky breath. Her resolution on the steps, however, added the bounce back into Jaelle’s step as she dropped the package of ham on the table, along with Selina’s coins. After glancing around to make sure her stepmother didn’t see, she ran to the room she shared with Selina and put the rest of the coins in one of Selina’s stockings. It was an odd hiding place, but the only one that Chiara hadn’t discovered yet. Then she put her apron on and grabbed her scissors and herb basket. Before she could escape to the quiet solitude of the little garden behind the cottage, though, she found herself in the hall, face to face with her stepmother.

      “That took an awfully long time.” Chiara looked Jaelle up and down carefully.

      “I ran into some men,” Jaelle said, holding her stepmother’s gaze. Any normal woman in Terrefantome, stepmother or not, would have been terrified by such a statement. Jaelle had talked enough with the other girls in the town to know that much. But Chiara was not a normal woman.

      “Did you get the ham?”

      Jaelle pointed to the package on the table, wishing very much to slap the satisfied look off her stepmother’s face. But her intentions must have been clear in the set of her shoulders because Chiara grabbed Jaelle’s chin and leaned down until she was inches from Jaelle’s nose.

      “Before you get defiant with me, girl, let me remind you that I am the reason those men left you alone today. If it weren’t for my protection, you would have been long gone with them by now.”

      “Selina protected me,” Jaelle snapped. “You weren’t there.”

      “And they let you go for the same reason they leave Selina alone at the tavern.” Chiara leaned in closer. “All I have to do is give the word, and your world will come crashing down.”

      Jaelle yanked her face out of Chiara’s grasp. “You won’t do that. You need me too much.” She allowed herself a smirk as Chiara’s face turned red. “And my herbs.” She nodded at her stepmother’s withered hand. “You’ll also need a good deal of luck setting bones with only one good hand.”

      “Don’t get smart with—” But before Chiara could finish her threat, someone banged on the door.

      “What is it?” Chiara bellowed.

      “My arm!” A man’s raspy voice replied. “A log fell on it.”

      “Jaelle!” Chiara snapped, but Jaelle was already moving, grabbing supplies from the medicine cart. Chiara let him in, and Jaelle helped him up on the long wooden table her father had hewn out for patients. While Chiara prepared her supplies, Jaelle set to cutting the man’s sleeve from his arm and rolling it back for Chiara to see.

      Chiara studied the arm for a moment before poking it in several places, making the
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