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It is said that the stars shine brighter on the princesses’ birthday, but the princesses themselves think that is balderdash. The stars look the same as they always do, and this year, on the night before the three of them leave their home and one another for the first time in their lives, everything—the stars included—seems far darker.

The sounds from the party drift through the palace as the clock nears midnight, but the princesses have abandoned the celebration, Daphne plucking a bottle of champagne from an ice bucket while Beatriz bats her eyes at the server and Sophronia keeps a lookout to ensure that their mother doesn’t see them. They have done their duty, danced and toasted, shaken hands and kissed cheeks, smiled until their faces ached, but they want to spend their last few minutes of girlhood the same way they came into the world sixteen years ago: together.

Their childhood rooms haven’t changed much since they were moved there from the nursery—still three identical white rooms connected to a shared parlor, each with the same white canopied bed piled high with silk pillows, the same birch desk and armoire, inlaid with gold in a pattern of vines and flowers, and the same plush rose-colored rug stretching across the floor. The shared parlor is full of overstuffed velvet seating and a grand marble fireplace carved to represent the constellations that moved across the sky at the time of their birth—a full moon of inlaid opal at the center, surrounded by the constellations: the Thorned Rose, the Hungry Hawk, the Lonely Heart, the Crown of Flames, and, of course, the Sisters Three.

Rumor has it that Empress Margaraux had tasked the royal empyrea, Nigellus, to use magic to ensure they were born when the Sisters Three crossed overhead, but others say that’s ridiculous—after all, why would she have wished for three girls when a single boy would have been far more helpful?

Others whisper that the Sisters Three was the constellation that Nigellus had pulled a star down from to grant the empress’s wish for children, though none appear to be missing. But she must have wished, on that everyone agrees. How else could the emperor have suddenly fathered three daughters, at the age of seventy, when his last wife and his countless mistresses had never fallen pregnant?

And then there is the matter of the princesses’ eyes—not their mother’s brown or their father’s blue but the startouched silver that only graced those conceived with magic. Those with stardust running through their veins.
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Sitting on the rug before the mantel, Daphne can’t help but glance at the constellations as she adjusts the skirt of her green organza dress around her like flower petals.

Babies born beneath the Thorned Rose are known to be beautiful.

Those born beneath the Hungry Hawk are ambitious.

Lonely Heart children are known to sacrifice more than others.

The Crown of Flames offers its offspring power.

And the Sisters Three bestow balance and harmony.

There are exceptions, of course—Daphne knows of plenty of people born beneath the Thorned Rose who did not grow up beautiful and many born beneath the Crown of Flames who became chimney sweeps and cabbage farmers. But still, more people believe in the omens of the stars than don’t—even Daphne, logical as she is about most things, takes the daily horoscopes laid out with her breakfast to heart.

Her eyes keep drifting to the mantel as she struggles to open the stolen bottle of champagne with her glass nail file. After some digging, the stopper comes loose with a loud pop that makes her shriek in surprise, the cork careening into the air and hitting the chandelier above, making the crystals chime together. The champagne bubbles over onto her dress and the rug, cold and wet.

“Careful!” Sophronia cries out, hurrying to the adjoining powder room for towels.

Beatriz snorts, holding three delicate crystal glasses to the mouth of the bottle, letting Daphne fill them up almost to the brim. “Or what?” she calls after Sophronia. “It isn’t as if we’re going to be here long enough to get in trouble for ruining a rug.”

Sophronia returns, towel in hand, and begins mopping up the spilled champagne anyway, her brow furrowed.

Seeing her expression, Beatriz softens. “Sorry, Sophie,” she says before taking a sip from one of the glasses and passing the others to her sisters. “I didn’t mean …” She trails off, unsure of what, exactly, she did mean.

Sophronia doesn’t seem to know either, but she drops the sopping towel on the floor and sinks down on the sofa beside Beatriz, who drapes an arm over her shoulders, rustling the taffeta of her rose-pink off-the-shoulder gown in the process.

Daphne looks at them over the rim of her champagne glass, downing half of it in a single gulp before her eyes fall to the wet towel.

By the time that’s dry, she thinks, we’ll have left this place. We won’t see one another for a year.

The first part is tolerable enough—Bessemia is home, but they have always known they would leave when they came of age. Beatriz south to Cellaria, Sophronia west to Temarin, and Daphne north to Friv. They have been preparing for their duties for as long as Daphne can remember, to marry the princes they’ve been betrothed to and drive their countries to war against one another, allowing their mother to sweep in and pick up the shattered pieces and add them to her domain like new jewels for her crown.

But that’s all for the future. Daphne pushes her mother’s plots aside and focuses on her sisters. The sisters she won’t see again for a year, if everything goes to plan. They haven’t spent more than a few hours apart in their entire lives. How will they manage an entire year?

Beatriz must see Daphne’s smile wobble, because she gives a dramatic roll of her eyes—her own tell for when she’s trying not to show her emotions.

“Come on,” Beatriz says, her voice cracking slightly as she pats the sofa on her other side.

Daphne stands up from the rug for an instant before falling onto the sofa beside Beatriz gracelessly, letting her head drop onto Beatriz’s bare shoulder. Beatriz’s strapless sky-blue gown looks terribly uncomfortable, its corseted bodice digging into her skin and leaving behind red indents that peek over the top, but Beatriz doesn’t appear to feel it.

Daphne wonders if hiding her feelings is a trick Triz picked up during her training with the palace courtesans—a necessity, their mother said, to fulfill her own objective in Cellaria—or if that is simply how her sister is: only two minutes older but always managing to seem like a woman, when Daphne still feels like a child.

“Are you worried?” Sophronia asks, taking the daintiest of sips from her glass.

Despite the fact that they are triplets, Sophronia has a lower tolerance for alcohol than her sisters. Half a glass of champagne for her is the equivalent of two full glasses for Daphne and Beatriz. Hopefully one of her attendants in Temarin knows that, Daphne thinks. Hopefully someone will keep an eye on her there, when Daphne and Beatriz can’t.

Beatriz snorts. “What on earth would I be nervous about? At this point, I feel as if I could seduce Lord Savelle in my sleep.”

Lord Savelle is the first part of the empress’s grand plan—the Temarinian ambassador in Cellaria, he has been responsible for keeping the peace between the countries for the last two decades, the longest they have gone without war in centuries. In compromising him, Beatriz will reignite that conflict and add a few extra logs to the fire.

“Cellaria alone would make me nervous,” Sophronia admits, shuddering. “No empyreas, no stardust, no magic at all. I heard King Cesare had a man burned alive because he thought him responsible for a drought.”

Beatriz only shrugs. “Yes, well, I’ve been preparing for it, haven’t I?” she says. “And the king’s increasing paranoia should make it even easier to incite war. I might beat both of you back here.”

“Sophie would be my bet,” Daphne muses, sipping her champagne. “She’s the only one of us marrying a king instead of a mere prince, and I’m sure Leopold would declare war on Cellaria if she simply fluttered her eyelashes and asked it of him.”

Though she means the words as a joke, they’re followed by an uncomfortable silence. Sophronia looks away, her cheeks turning bright red, and Beatriz shoots Daphne a dirty look. Daphne feels as if she’s missed something, though it isn’t the first time. The three of them are close, but Beatriz and Sophronia have always been just a bit closer. Which is fine by Daphne—after all, she has always been the closest with their mother.

“Beatriz is the prettiest of you—she will have no trouble swinging the hearts of the Cellarians. Sophronia is the sweetest and she will win over the Temarinians with ease,” the empress said to Daphne just the day before, her voice like that of a general dispatching troops. The words deflated Daphne, until her mother leaned toward her, pressing her cool palm to Daphne’s cheek and blessing her with a rare full smile. “But you, my darling, are my sharpest weapon, so I need you in Friv. Bessemia needs you in Friv. If you’re going to take my place one day, you must prove you can fill it.”

Shame and pride go to war inside Daphne and she takes another sip of her champagne, hoping her sisters don’t notice. She supposes she can’t fault them for keeping things from her—she has her own share of secrets.

Logically, she knows her mother was right to ask her to keep that from them—she has never mentioned making one of them her heir, and knowing it will be Daphne will only stoke jealousies. Daphne doesn’t want that. Not tonight, especially.

She lets out a sigh, slumping farther into the sofa’s cushioned back. “At least your princes are handsome and healthy. One of the Frivian spies says Prince Cillian has been leeched so many times, his skin is covered in scabs. Another said he’s unlikely to live another month.”

“A month is plenty of time to marry him,” Beatriz points out. “If anything, it should make your job much easier. I can’t imagine he’ll get in your way, and Friv is such a young country as it is, it will be easy to take advantage of the chaos surrounding the death of the only heir to the throne. Maybe you’ll be the first one of us home.”

“Hopefully,” Daphne says. “But I can’t believe I’m going to be stuck in cold, miserable Friv while you’re off relaxing on sunny Cellarian beaches and Sophie gets to attend those legendary Temarinian parties.”

“It’s not like we’re going to relax on beaches or enjoy parties, is it?” Sophronia reminds her, but Daphne waves the words away.

“Well, it will make for a better backdrop than snow, gray skies, and more snow,” she grumbles.

“No need for dramatics,” Beatriz says, rolling her eyes. “Besides, you have the easiest assignment of all of us. What do you have to do? Steal the king’s seal? Forge a few documents? Admit it, Daph.”

Daphne shakes her head. “You know Mama—I’m sure there will be more to it than that.”

“Stop,” Sophronia interrupts, her voice cracking. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. It’s our birthday. Shouldn’t we at least make it about us and not her?”

Daphne and Beatriz exchange a loaded look, but Beatriz is the first to speak.

“Of course, Sophie,” she says. “Shall we toast?”

Sophronia considers it for a moment before raising her glass. “To seventeen,” she says.

Daphne laughs. “Oh, Soph, are you sloshed already? We’re sixteen.”

Sophronia shrugs. “I know that,” she says. “But sixteen is when we have to say goodbye. By seventeen, we’ll be back here again. Together.”

“To seventeen, then,” Beatriz echoes, raising her own glass.

“To seventeen,” Daphne adds, clinking her glass with theirs before the three of them gulp down the last of their champagne.

Sophronia leans back against the sofa cushions and closes her eyes, apparently satisfied. Beatriz takes Sophronia’s empty glass and sets it with hers on the floor, out of the way, before leaning back beside her, staring at the vaulted ceiling, where whirling arrangements of stars have been painted in glittering gold against a deep blue background.

“Like Mama always says,” Beatriz murmurs. “We’re three stars of the same constellation. Distance won’t change that.”

It’s a surprisingly emotional sentiment coming from Beatriz, but Daphne feels a bit sentimental herself right now, so she curls up beside her sisters, throwing her arm around both of their waists.

The tall, marble-faced clock in the room strikes midnight with a loud chime that echoes in Daphne’s ears, and she pushes her mother’s words from her mind and holds her sisters tight.

“Happy birthday,” she says, kissing each of their cheeks in turn and leaving behind smears of pale pink lip paint.

“Happy birthday,” they each reply, their voices weighed down with exhaustion. In seconds, they’re both asleep, their quiet, even breaths filling the air, but try as she might, Daphne can’t join them. Sleep doesn’t claim her until a sliver of dawn sun is peeking through the window.
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Sophronia can’t cry, not in the presence of the empress, not even in the carriage on the way to the center of Bessemia, the place where she and her sisters will say their final goodbyes. Tears sting at her eyes, make her throat burn, but she forces herself to hold them back, aware of her mother’s critical gaze, always hungry to find fault—in Sophronia, it seems, more so than in Daphne or Beatriz.

“Tears are a weapon,” Empress Margaraux likes to say, her full, painted mouth pursing. “But one that is wasted on me.”

Sophronia doesn’t intend to use her tears as a weapon, but she can’t help the torrent of emotions ripping through her. She forces herself to hold on to her composure, aware of her mother sitting on the bench across from her, silent and steadfast and strong in a way that Sophronia has failed to master, no matter how many lessons she’s had.

The carriage hits a bump, and Sophronia uses it as an excuse to wipe away a tear that has managed to leak out.

“You have your orders,” their mother says, breaking the silence. She sounds dispassionate, almost bored. As if she is on her way to a weekend in the country instead of saying goodbye to all three of her children at once. “I expect updates as you progress.”

“Yes, Mama,” Daphne says.

As they sit side by side, it’s impossible to deny the resemblance between them. It’s more than the ink-black curls that frame their heart-shaped faces, more than their heavily fringed eyes—Daphne’s a star-touched silver, like Sophronia’s and Beatriz’s, their mother’s a warm and liquid amber—more than the freckles that dance over the bridges of their sharp cheekbones and upturned noses. It’s the way they sit, backs ramrod straight, legs primly crossed at the ankles, hands gathered in their laps. It’s the set of their mouths, pursed and turned down at the corners.

But there is warmth in Daphne when she smiles that Sophronia has never seen their mother match.

The thought makes her heart hurt, and she looks away from Daphne, focusing instead on the velvet seat cushion behind her sister’s shoulder.

“Yes, Mother,” she echoes, hoping her voice comes out like Daphne’s, level and sure. But of course it doesn’t. Of course it wavers.

Her mother’s eyes narrow and she opens her mouth, a reprimand at the ready, but Beatriz gets there first, a cold, wry smile on her full lips as she throws herself once again between Sophronia and the empress.

“And if we’re otherwise occupied?” she asks, lifting her eyebrows. “From what I’ve heard, life as a newlywed can be quite … busy.”

Their mother drags her gaze away from Sophronia, focusing it on Beatriz instead.

“Save it for Cellaria, Beatriz,” she says. “You’ll send an update, coded—just as you’ve learned.”

Beatriz and Daphne both grimace at that, but Sophronia doesn’t. She took to cryptology far more naturally than her sisters, and though she loves them, she can’t deny that excelling at something they struggle with sends a thrill of pleasure through her. Especially because Sophronia excels at so very little. She lacks Beatriz’s mastery of flirtation and disguises, can’t match Daphne’s skills with poisons or a lockpick, but she can break a code in half the time it takes them, and craft one almost as quickly as that, and while they all studied economics, Sophronia was the only one who actually enjoyed poring over tax laws and budget reports.

“And I don’t suppose I need to remind you that your newlywed lives are merely for show,” the empress says, and now her eyes rest so heavily on Sophronia that her skin begins to itch.

Sophronia’s cheeks heat up and she feels her sisters looking at her too, with some mix of pity, sympathy, and, in Daphne’s case, a dose of confusion. Sophronia hasn’t told her about the conversation her mother took her aside to have a week ago, the cold look in her eyes as she asked Sophronia, without any sort of preamble, if she was developing feelings for King Leopold.

Sophronia didn’t think she hesitated or gave any reason to doubt her when she said no, but her mother heard the lie all the same.

“I didn’t raise you to be foolish enough to think yourself in love,” she said, pushing a folio of documents into Sophronia’s hands—reports from their spies in Temarin. “You don’t love him. You don’t even know him. He is our enemy, and you will not forget that again.”

Sophronia swallows now and pushes the memory aside, and the information in those documents along with it. “No, we don’t need any reminders,” she says.

“Good,” the empress says before her gaze falls on Beatriz and her frown deepens. “We’re nearly there, fix your eyes.”

Beatriz scowls, even as she reaches for the emerald ring on her right hand. “It itches, you know,” she says as she twists the emerald and holds the ring over one eye, then the other, letting a green drop fall from the ring and into each. She blinks a couple of times, and when she looks across the carriage again, her eyes have gone from silver, like Sophronia’s and Daphne’s, to a brilliant green.

“I assure you, you aren’t nearly as uncomfortable as you’ll be if the Cellarians see your star-touched eyes,” the empress points out. Beatriz scowls again, but she doesn’t protest. She knows, just as Sophronia does, that their mother is right. In Bessemia, star-touched eyes are only somewhat rare, found on children whose parents used stardust to conceive them. They aren’t the only royals to have silver-hued eyes—many an ancestral line has only been continued due to copious amounts of stardust and, in rare cases, assistance from an empyrea. But in Cellaria, magic is outlawed, and there are plenty of stories of Cellarian children killed for having silver eyes, even though Sophronia wonders how many of those children had eyes that were merely gray.

The carriage pulls to a stop, and a quick glance out the window confirms that they’ve arrived at their destination, the clearing at the center of the Nemaria Woods. Their mother stays seated, though, her gaze moving slowly from one sister to the next.

If Sophronia looks closely, she thinks she sees a touch of sadness in her mother’s expression. A touch of regret. But as soon as it appears, it’s gone, sealed away behind a mask of ice and steel.

“You’ll be on your own now,” the empress says, her voice low. “I won’t be around to guide you. But you’ve trained for this, my doves. You know what to do, you know who to strike, you know where they are vulnerable. In a year’s time, we will rule every inch of this continent and no one will be able to take it from us.”

As always, Sophronia feels her heart swell at the mention of that future. As much as she is dreading the next year, she knows it will be worth it in the end—when the entire continent of Vesteria belongs to them.

“There is only one tool I have left to give you,” their mother continues. She reaches into the pocket of her gown, pulling out three small red velvet drawstring pouches and passing one to each daughter.

Sophronia opens hers and empties its contents into her palm. The cool silver chain slithers over her fingers, a single diamond dangling from it, smaller than her pinky nail. A quick glance confirms that her sisters’ gifts are identical.

“It’s a bit plain for your tastes, Mama,” Beatriz notes, her mouth pursed.

It’s true—their mother’s taste tends to run gaudier: heavy gold, gems the size of croquet balls, jewelry that shouts its price at top volume.

As soon as she thinks it, Sophronia understands.

“You want these to go unnoticed,” she says, glancing at the empress. “But why? It’s only a diamond.”

At that, her mother’s stoic mouth bends into a tight-lipped smile.

“Because they aren’t diamonds, my doves,” she says, reaching out to take hold of Daphne’s chain and her wrist. As she speaks, she fastens it in place. “I commissioned them from Nigellus. Use them wisely—if at all.”

At the mention of Nigellus, Sophronia exchanges a furtive glance with her sisters. Their mother’s closest advisor and the royal empyrea has always been something of an enigma, even as he’s been a regular feature in their lives since birth. He’s kind enough to them, if a bit cold, and he has never given them reason to mistrust him. They aren’t the only ones who are wary of him—the whole court dislikes him—but they fear him and the empress far too much to ever do more than whisper about it.

Sophronia can count all of the empyreas on the continent on two hands—each royal family employs one, except in Cellaria, and there are a scant handful who are nomadic either by nature or by training. While the power to bring down stars is natural for them, it is a gift that requires extensive study to control. An untrained empyrea is said to be a dangerous thing, allegedly able to bring stars down by accident and make their wishes come true simply by giving voice to them, though there hasn’t been an empyrea born in Bessemia in her lifetime.

“Stardust?” Beatriz asks with a touch of derision. “A bit of a disappointment, really. I could have found a vial from any merchant in town for a few hundred asters.”

Beatriz is the only one of them who speaks to their mother that way, and every time she does, a bolt of fear goes through Sophronia, though in this case she has to agree. Stardust is not exactly a rarity—every time a starshower happens in Vesteria, reapers comb the countrysides, gathering the puddles of stardust that remain, bringing in pounds of it to merchants, who bottle it up and sell it alongside their fine jewels and silks, each pinch good for a single wish—not strong enough to do much more than heal a broken bone or disappear a pimple, but valuable all the same. Stardust can be found in the inventory of any merchant worth his salt, except in Cellaria, that is, where starshowers don’t occur. According to Cellarian lore, stardust isn’t a gift from the stars but a curse, and even possessing it is a crime. To Cellarians, the absence of starshowers is viewed as a reward for their piety and a sign that the stars smile on the kingdom, though Sophronia wonders if the truth of it is the opposite, that the lore was written as a balm to convince Cellarians that life is better without the magic they don’t have natural access to.

The empress only smiles.

“Not stardust,” she says. “A wish. From Nigellus.”

At that, even Beatriz goes quiet, looking at her bracelet with a mix of awe and fear. Sophronia does the same. Whereas stardust is a fairly average luxury, a wish from an empyrea is something else entirely. Usually, such wishes are made in person, with the empyrea wishing upon a star and using their magic to pull the star down from the sky. The wishes made that way are stronger, without the usual limits of stardust, but there are only so many stars, so they must be used only in the direst of circumstances. As far as Sophronia knows, the last time Nigellus wished on a star was to end a drought in the Bessemian countryside that had lasted months. His action doubtlessly saved thousands of lives and kept the rest of Bessemia’s economy from plummeting, but there were many who thought the cost too high. Sophronia could still see the place in the sky where that star had once hung, part of the Clouded Sun constellation, which signified a change in weather. Sophronia wondered what constellations were missing stars now thanks to the creation of these baubles.

“And it’s in the stone?” Beatriz asks, looking somewhat skeptical.

“Indeed,” their mother says, still smiling. “A bit of alchemy Nigellus has come up with—the only three in existence. All you have to do is break the stone and make your wish. It’s strong magic, strong enough to save a life. But again, they should only be used when you have no other options.”

Beatriz helps Sophronia clasp the bracelet around her wrist, and Sophronia returns the favor for her. With that done, the empress looks at each of them, giving one final nod.

“Come, my doves,” she says, pushing open the carriage door and letting in a burst of bright morning sunlight. “It is time to fly.”
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Beatriz has to squint when she steps out of the carriage, the sunlight blinding her and making her eyes itch even more. The chemist who made her eye drops told her that she would become accustomed to the sensation, but she’s practiced using them a few times now and she’s not sure that will ever be the case. Loath as she is to admit it, though, her mother’s right—it’s a necessary discomfort.

When her eyes adjust she sees three matching open-topped carriages that must have preceded them from the palace—all painted powder blue and gold, Bessemian colors, and each pulled by a pair of pure-white horses with ribbons wound through their manes and tails. Beside each carriage is a small silk tent. One Frivian green, one Temarinian gold, and one Cellarian scarlet, each flanked by a pair of guards dressed to match.

The Bessemian delegation that accompanies them surrounds their carriage, and Beatriz spies a few familiar faces, including Nigellus with his cold silver eyes and long black robe. Even under the heat of the noon sun, there isn’t so much as a bead of sweat on his alabaster forehead. He must be her mother’s age, at least, but he looks closer in age to Beatriz and her sisters.

Surrounding each tent is a cluster of well-dressed men and women, their faces all blurring together—the delegations of nobles sent from each country to escort them. The Cellarian party is by far the brightest, dressed in colorful shades—some of which she can’t put a name to. They look friendly enough, all wide, beaming smiles, but Beatriz knows better than most that looks can be deceiving.

It doesn’t matter how many times Beatriz has heard her mother go over the official handoff, she still doesn’t feel prepared, but she tries not to show her nerves, instead keeping her back straight and her head high.

Their mother kisses each of their cheeks one last time, and when she gets to Beatriz, her lips are thin and cold against her skin and then it is done. No show of sentimentality, no parting words, no declarations of love. Beatriz knows better than to expect anything different. She tells herself that she doesn’t even want any of that from her mother, but she finds that it still stings when the empress moves away from them, leaving the three sisters in the center of the clearing, caught both literally and figuratively between worlds.

Daphne takes the first step, as she always has as long as Beatriz can remember, walking toward the Frivian tent with her shoulders squared and her eyes fixed straight ahead. She tries so hard to mirror their mother’s coldness, but she can’t stop herself from looking back at them, and in that instant, Beatriz sees the uncertainty plain in her eyes. In that instant, Beatriz wonders what would happen if Daphne said no, if she refused to go into the tent, if she disobeyed her mother. But of course she doesn’t. Daphne could sooner catch a falling star in the palm of her hand than go against the empress’s wishes. With a final half smile at Beatriz and Sophronia, Daphne steps into the tent, disappearing from view.

Beatriz glances at Sophronia, who has never been able to hide her fear like Daphne.

“Come on,” Beatriz tells her. “We’ll go together.”

Together until we can’t be, she thinks, but she doesn’t say that part out loud. They follow Daphne’s lead, and before they disappear into their own tents, Beatriz gives Sophronia one last smile that her sister’s wobbling mouth can’t quite return.

She hopes Sophronia won’t cry in front of the Temarinians—that shouldn’t be their first impression of her, and their mother has always stressed the importance of a good first impression.

As soon as Beatriz enters the candlelit tent, she’s besieged by an army of women speaking in rapid Cellarian. Though Beatriz is fluent in the language, they all speak so quickly, with a range of different accents, that she has to listen carefully to make sense of what they’re saying.

“Bessemian fashions,” one woman says with a scoff, pulling at the full, lacy pale yellow skirt of Beatriz’s gown. “Pah, she looks like a common daisy.”

Before Beatriz can protest, another woman chimes in, pinching Beatriz’s cheeks. “There is no color here, either. Like a porcelain doll without any paint—flat and homely.”

Homely. That stings. After all, what is she if not beautiful? It is the one value that has been assigned her: Daphne is the charming one, Sophronia the brainy one, and Beatriz is the pretty one. Without that, what value does she have? But Cellarians have different standards—they want beauty that is loud and dramatic and overstated. So she bites her tongue and lets herself be poked and prodded and talked about without speaking a word. She lets them pull her dress over her head and toss it to the floor like an old rag, lets them unlace her stays and pull off her chemise, leaving her naked and shivering in the chilly autumnal air.

But at least now, the snide remarks cease. She feels their eyes on her, appraising.

“Well,” the first woman says, her mouth pursed. “At least we know she eats. Some of these Bessemian women have no softness to them—no breasts, no hips, no flesh at all. At least I don’t have to tailor clothes for a skeleton.”

The woman pulls a new shift over Beatriz’s head, then laces her into a new corset. Where her Bessemian corset was so tightly laced she could scarcely breathe in it, this one is looser. It seems designed to emphasize her breasts and hips rather than to make any part of her smaller.

A petticoat follows, more voluminous than any Beatriz has worn before, even to a formal ball. It is so wide it will be difficult to fit through doors, let alone into a carriage, but at least the material is light. Even through the layers, her skin is cool. She feels the rustle of a breeze that blows in through the tent.

Finally, the dress itself. Ruby-red and gold silk damask with a low neckline and wide shoulders, baring more skin than anyone in Bessemia would dare before sundown. Without a mirror, it’s difficult to tell how it looks, but the woman in charge of her dressing gives her an approving nod before conceding her place to the woman who seems to be in charge of cosmetics.

After that, it’s a flurry of brushes and paint, of hair pulled and curled and piled, of metal combs scraping over her scalp and leaving it raw. Of cold paint brushing over her eyes and cheeks and lips, of powder dusting on top of that. It’s tiresome, but Beatriz knows better than to complain or even flinch. She’s learned how to stay perfectly still—a living, breathing doll.

Lastly, the seamstress and the hairdresser help her step into heeled slippers crafted from the same material as her gown.

“She is quite lovely, isn’t she?” the woman in charge of cosmetics says, eyeing her with her head tilted slightly to the side.

The seamstress nods. “Prince Pasquale ought to be very happy with his bride.”

“Not that he’s happy about much,” the hairdresser replies with a snort.

Beatriz smiles and dips into a slight curtsy. “Many thanks for all of your hard work,” she says in perfect, unaccented Cellarian, to the surprise of her attendants. “I am truly looking forward to seeing Cellaria.”

The hairdresser speaks first, flustered and red-cheeked.

“A-Apologies, Y-Your Highness,” she stutters. “I meant no disrespect, to you or the prince—”

Beatriz waves her words away. Her mother has stressed the importance of endearing herself to her staff. They’re the ones who know the most, after all. And the comment about Pasquale is nothing she hasn’t already heard from her mother’s spies, who have described him as a sullen, moody boy. “Now, shall we?”

The seamstress hurries to hold open the tent flap for Beatriz to step through, into the bright sunlight once more. She sees that she’s the last to emerge, her sisters already piled into their respective carriages, each surrounded by the delegation of fawning courtiers.

Both of them look like strangers.

Sophronia resembles an elaborately crafted pastry, swamped in a sea of bejeweled chiffon ruffles in shades of lemon yellow, her blond hair curled and piled in a towering hairstyle ornamented with all manner of bows and jewels. Daphne, on the other hand, wears a green velvet dress that could be called plain only in comparison to theirs, with long, narrow sleeves and bare shoulders, and delicate flowers embroidered on the bodice in shimmering black thread; her jet hair, in a single braid down her back, highlights the severe sharpness of her bone structure.

They both look beautiful, but they also already look so different. In a year, they might be strangers altogether. The thought makes Beatriz feel sick, but she tries not to show it. Instead, she walks delicately toward her own carriage, careful that the heels of her slippers don’t dig into the soil and make her stumble. A guard hands her up into the carriage, and she settles into the empty space between two Cellarian women with matching red lacquered mouths.

The women immediately fall all over themselves paying her compliments in stilted Bessemian.

“Thank you,” Beatriz replies in Cellarian, much to their relief, but she barely hears the rest of their chatter.

Instead, she watches her sisters. Her driver urges the horses into motion and the carriage jerks forward, heading south, but she keeps her eyes on them until they both disappear from view.
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Daphne thought she would be able to see the moment she left the country of her birth. She’s imagined a place where the fertile green grass and blooming flowers stop short and give way to the hard brown earth and patches of snow that make up Friv’s terrain. She’s imagined she would feel it in the air, that she would exhale the fragrant, fresh air of Bessemia and inhale the frigid, dead air of Friv.

Instead, the change happens gradually over the three-day journey north. The flat earth turns to rolling hills, those hills slowly go bald, the trees around her begin to grow wild and skeletal, their branches twisting toward a sky that seems to appear slightly grayer every time she blinks. At each inn they stop at, the accents of the innkeeper and the other patrons grow rougher and sharper, though they still speak Bessemian.

They will reach the border today, and then there will truly be no going back.

This is a mistake, Daphne thinks as she watches the world around her shift and change into something unrecognizable and dark. She wants to go home, to the palace where she learned to walk. She wants to run back to her mother and feel safe and comfortable in her shadow. She wants to wrap her arms around her sisters and feel their hearts beat as one, just as they were always meant to.

The longing is so strong that her throat goes tight under the lace of her new high-necked gown and it feels like she’s choking. For a second, she lets herself imagine what it would feel like to tear it off, the stiff velvet plush beneath her fingers as the material gives a satisfying rip and she’s free to breathe deeply, the skin of her throat no longer itchy and hot. Already, she misses the unstructured pastel dresses of her girlhood, how she could always find herself reflected in Sophronia and Beatriz, the same features, refracted like facets in a diamond.

She tries not to think of her sisters as she last saw them, strangers with strange faces, varnished and corseted and pinched and prodded until she had to squint to find them.

“Are you all right?” her companion in the carriage asks. Lady Cliona, the daughter of Lord Panlington.

Daphne supposes the king sent her to be a source of comfort during this trip, that Daphne is meant to be grateful to have someone her own age to travel with instead of a stiff matron with narrow eyes and pursed lips.

She recalls everything she knows of Lord Panlington—former head of the Panlington Clan before the Clan Wars ended and Bartholomew became king of a united Friv. Panlington was a formidable warlord and one of the last of the clan heads to swear fealty, though since the war’s end, he’s been one of Bartholomew’s most loyal courtiers—a few spies have even used the term friend.

She knows significantly less about Lady Cliona—only that she’s his sole daughter, though he has five sons. Cliona is said to be his favorite. The spies said that she was notoriously headstrong, bold, and hopelessly spoiled. They didn’t explicitly say she was beautiful, but there was mention of six marriage proposals rejected over the last year since she turned sixteen, so Daphne had assumed.

Now, sitting across from her, Daphne’s surprised to find that she isn’t a traditional beauty—at least not by Bessemian standards. Her face is more freckles than unblemished skin and her copper curls are riotous, barely restrained in a chignon. Her features are too sharp, lending her an air of severity that makes her look older than her now seventeen years. But over the last three days, Daphne’s realized she has a quick, dry wit, and she’s seen her wrap everyone from the carriage driver to the innkeepers to the guards around her finger in mere seconds.

Daphne decides she likes Cliona—or, at least, the girl she’s pretending to be likes Cliona.

“I’m fine,” Daphne tells her, forcing a smile. “I’m nervous, I suppose,” she continues carefully. “Prince Cillian and I have only exchanged a few letters over the years, but I don’t know anything about him. Have you met him?”

Something flickers over Cliona’s expression, gone too quickly to say what it was, but Daphne files it away. “Yes, of course,” Cliona says, shaking her head. “We grew up together at court. He’s very kind, and very handsome. I’m sure he will adore you.”

Daphne tries to look relieved, but she knows that isn’t the truth—not the whole truth. Prince Cillian is dying, and everyone seems to know it. The last report from the spies said he hadn’t left his bed in three months and was getting worse each day. He just has to live long enough to marry her, she reminds herself, though a little voice in her head chides her for her callousness—it sounds an awful lot like Sophronia.

“And the rest of Friv?” Daphne asks. “I’ve heard it’s still a … tumultuous country. How do they feel about a foreign princess set to be their next queen?”

There’s that look again, the fleeting glimpse of wide eyes and pursed lips. The look, Daphne realizes, Cliona gets right before she lies.

“Why, I’m sure they will adore you as well, Your Highness,” Lady Cliona says with a bright smile. “Why wouldn’t they?”

Daphne leans back against the carriage seat and looks her new companion over. “You aren’t a very good liar, are you, Lady Cliona?” she asks.

Cliona freezes before managing a bashful smile.

“When I was a child my mother used to say the stars blessed me with an honest tongue, but these days it seems more like a curse,” she admits.

Daphne laughs. “Is Friv so full of liars that you feel hindered by truth?” she asks, raising her eyebrows.

Cliona laughs too, shaking her head. “Aren’t all courts?”

They ride for a few hours more in bursts of small talk and stretches of silence, until the sun is high overhead and the carriage comes to a stop beside a wide, rushing river, the sound of it so loud Daphne hears it even before the door opens. More carriages are gathered on the other side of the river, all of them painted dark gray except one that is a bright lacquered green with gold and black accents, drawn by two pure-black horses bigger than any Daphne has ever seen.

This is where Bessemia meets Friv, she realizes—the Tenal River marking the border. There are plenty of footbridges across, as well as wider bridges that are part of the trade routes, but here there is not a bridge in sight.

“Tradition dictates you make the crossing into Friv on foot,” Cliona says, seeing Daphne’s bewildered expression.

“On foot,” she repeats, frowning. “Through the water, you mean?” When Cliona nods, Daphne can’t help balking. “But it will be freezing cold and I can’t possibly keep my balance.”

“Someone will make sure you don’t fall,” Cliona says, waving a dismissive hand before her eyes catch on someone waiting at the riverbank. “See? There’s Bairre.”

“Bear?” Daphne asks, confused and a little alarmed. She peers out of the carriage, but she doesn’t see any bears—only a crowd of strangers. Cliona doesn’t have a chance to answer before a footman offers a hand and Daphne steps down onto the ground.

Still Bessemian ground, she thinks, but the distinction doesn’t give her much comfort.

Cliona doesn’t stray far from her side, and when she offers Daphne her arm, Daphne accepts it. The terrain is unfamiliar and her new boots are too tight and the last thing she wants is for her first impression in Friv to be of her falling flat on her face.

A first impression lasts forever, you must ensure you make a good one, as her mother liked to say. Daphne repeats the words to herself now, hoping she will not find a way to be a disappointment before even setting foot in Friv.

A boy waits at the bank, and when they approach, he bows his head, but his expression is difficult to read. His chestnut hair is curly and overgrown, blowing wildly in the wind and hiding his eyes. He’s handsome, Daphne thinks, but in that moody, wild way that yearns for a haircut, a bath, and a glass of champagne to alleviate his pinched frown and tense jaw. There are dark circles under his eyes, standing out starkly against his pale skin, and she wonders when he last saw either his bed or the sun.

“Bairre,” Cliona says—not a bear, Daphne realizes, but the Bairre. As in King Bartholomew’s bastard son. He gives Cliona a curt nod before his eyes fall on Daphne and he bows. “Normally, your betrothed would be the one to escort you across, but given Prince Cillian’s health …” She trails off.

At the mention of Cillian, the boy flinches—Bairre flinches. There hasn’t been much information from the spies about Bairre, even though he’s been a regular presence at court his entire life. The story is, he was found in a basket on the palace steps when he was a few weeks old, mere days after the Clan Wars ended. There was nothing on him but a note with his name, but the king didn’t hesitate to claim him as his own, raising him alongside Prince Cillian despite Queen Darina’s protests.

“Your Highness,” Bairre says, his voice as chilled as the wind blowing off the river. He looks back at the river and the group of courtiers waiting on the other side.

Daphne follows his gaze, taking in the sparse harshness of the land with its gray skies and bald trees, the patches of overgrown weeds. She tries not to flinch at the sight of the courtiers in their drab velvet gowns and ermine cloaks. Already, she yearns for the soft beauty of Bessemia, the frills and silks and sparkle. Looking at the women now, she can’t find one piece of jewelry among them, not a hint of rouge even. The people are all bland and colorless and Daphne can’t imagine she will ever feel like one of them.

Friv is a harsh, joyless land, her mother told her. Filled with harsh, joyless people. It is a land shaped by war and hungry for blood.

Daphne shudders.

“You could try to smile,” Bairre says, his voice jerking her out of her thoughts. “They did come all this way to greet you.”

Daphne forces herself to smile, knowing he’s right. She can hate it here—nothing can prevent that—but the people can’t know it.

“Let’s get this over with,” Bairre says, his voice tight.

Daphne shoots him an annoyed look and opens her mouth to retort but then forces herself to bite her tongue. After traveling for three days, leaving behind her sisters and her home, and now getting ready to plunge into frigid water, she is ready to bite anyone’s head off. But insulting the king’s bastard will get her nowhere, so she simply lets Cliona take her boots off, knotting the laces and hoisting them over her shoulder. Bairre lowers himself into the river with a splash, holding an arm out to Daphne.

The river rushes so wildly that it looks ready to knock Bairre over, but he holds firm. That, at least, gives her some comfort, and she takes hold of his arm. With her heart beating so loudly she thinks they can hear it across the river, she lets him help her into the water.

The cold knocks the breath from her lungs, and she has to keep herself from crying out. The water goes up to her hips, soaking her velvet dress and making it so heavy she has to struggle to keep upright, holding on to Bairre’s arm so tightly she fears she’s bruising his skin.

Cliona is in the water next, taking Daphne’s other arm, and together the three of them make their way across the river in slow, measured steps.

“You’re going to crack a tooth if you keep chattering your teeth like that,” Bairre tells Daphne, his voice even and unbothered by the cold, though he seems to be quite bothered by her.

She glances sideways at him, eyebrows knitted. “I can’t help it,” she says, her voice quivering. “It’s cold.”

Bairre snorts, shaking his head. “It’s practically still summer,” he tells her.

“It’s freezing and I’m wet,” she says. Though she doesn’t mean it to, her voice comes out like a whine. If her mother were here, she would reprimand her with a sharp tug of the ear, but at least Daphne doesn’t cry. If she does, she knows there will be no stopping it, so instead she clenches her jaw and keeps her gaze straight ahead. She puts one foot in front of the other and thinks of a warm fire in the hearth and a cup of hot tea in her hands.

When they arrive at the other side of the river, a man reaches down to help Daphne out of the water, but it’s only when she’s safely on Frivian soil with an emerald-green flannel blanket draped over her shoulders that she sees the gleaming gold crown resting on his brow and remembers that she needs to curtsy.

“Your Majesty,” she says to King Bartholomew, the words she’s meant to say dim and far away in her mind. She’s meant to recite some sort of formality, some promise of loyalty, but all she can think of is how cold she is.

King Bartholomew’s smile is kind, though, a beam of warmth that Daphne clings to. “Welcome to Friv, Princess Daphne,” he says in Bessemian before turning to where Bairre is helping Cliona out of the river.

“How was the crossing?” he asks Bairre in Frivian.

Bairre looks at the king, not bothering to bow even when Cliona manages a shaky curtsy. Instead, he shrugs, scowling.

“I don’t see why it was necessary now,” he mutters, eyes flickering to Daphne.

King Bartholomew flinches before shaking his head. “There are bigger things at stake, Bairre.”

Bairre laughs, the sound cold and harsh. “Bigger things?” he asks. “What, trade routes and a cannadragh princess are more important than—”

The king silences him with a look before his eyes shift to Daphne, huddled in the warmth of the blanket and trying to make sense of what she just heard.

“Your mother assured me you took well to your studies, including Frivian,” he says, smiling, though the smile appears strained. “I apologize for Bairre’s manners. We have a tent set up for you to change into some dry clothes. Lady Cliona, will you escort her, please, and change into something dry yourself? King or not, your father will have my head if you catch your death.”

Cliona dips into a curtsy. “Of course, Your Majesty,” she says, taking hold of Daphne’s arm and steering her away, toward a burlap tent set up between two towering pine trees.

“What were they talking about?” Daphne asks.

“I’m not sure,” Cliona admits, biting her bottom lip.

“And that word?” Daphne presses. “Cannadragh?”

“There isn’t really a Bessemian equivalent,” Cliona says. “The closest would be soft, but that isn’t quite right. It’s used to describe someone who is accustomed to a luxurious life.”

Daphne can read between the lines—he called her a snob.




[image: Chapter ornament]    Sophronia    [image: Chapter ornament]

It’s taken two days to cross into Temarin, and another day to make it to the outskirts of Kavelle, the capital city, but the trip has been relatively smooth up until now. Sophronia isn’t sure if it’s the bumpy road or her nervousness about finally meeting Leopold face to face that makes her stomach churn, but perhaps it’s some combination of the two, along with the new Temarinian corset, which has been laced so tightly she can scarcely breathe without feeling the whalebone stays biting into her rib cage.

It’s all she can do to focus on taking slow, shallow breaths while listening to her carriage companions ramble on in rapid Temarinian that she can only understand about three-quarters of. She thought she was fluent in the language, but then she’s never practiced with anyone who’s been drinking so freely.

One of the women, Duchess Henrietta, is Leopold’s second cousin once removed, and the other, Duchess Bruna, is his aunt on his father’s side. When they introduced themselves to her earlier, Sophronia smiled and nodded, like she hadn’t been forced to memorize the Temarinian royal family tree before her sixth birthday. Like she doesn’t know that Duchess Bruna’s husband has a fondness for gambling and women that has left the once-illustrious family deep in debt, or that Duchess Henrietta’s eldest son bears a striking resemblance to her husband’s valet. It’s strange, after so many years of knowing their names and the names and ages of their husbands, children, and other relations, to finally meet them in person. It’s almost like characters from a book coming to life before her eyes, if those characters turned out to be loud and inebriated.

She turns her gaze out the window, to the quiet forest on the edge of Kavelle, trying not to think about what lies ahead. In another hour or so, she will finally meet Leopold. It’s a strange thought—they must have exchanged hundreds of letters over the last decade. Letters that started out stiff and forced, a few stilted words, but in time grew to pages upon pages detailing private thoughts and particulars of their day-to-day lives. In some ways, she feels like she already knows Leopold better than anyone else in the world, except maybe her sisters.

But she doesn’t, she reminds herself. The dossier her mother gave her has proven that. The Leopold she thought she knew wouldn’t have tripled taxes on his subjects in order to increase his own wealth. He wouldn’t have evicted two dozen families and razed their village in order to build a new hunting lodge. He wouldn’t have had a man executed for publishing satirical illustrations of him. But the real Leopold has done all of that and more since taking the throne last year.

She doesn’t really know him, not any more than he knows her, and she cannot forget that again.

Everyone in Temarin is our enemy, Sophronia, her mother said when she gave her the dossier. Fail to remember that and you’ve doomed us all.

Duchess Bruna clears her throat, drawing Sophronia’s attention back to them. She tries to remember what they were discussing, what she’s been asked. Something about Bessemia, something about her mother.

“She asked if the rumors about your mother were true,” a soft voice says in Bessemian. The lady’s maid who helped her get dressed this morning at the inn, though she didn’t say a word to her then. Sophronia is surprised to hear how well she speaks Bessemian, without a touch of an accent.

“Which ones?” Sophronia asks the duchesses in Temarinian. Though she’s in earnest, the women think she’s made a joke and dissolve into laughter. Sophronia looks at the lady’s maid again. She’s around Sophronia’s age, with blond hair almost the same color as her own that’s been pulled back into a tight chignon, pretty but without the ornamentation and ostentation that seem to define Temarinian beauty.

“You speak Bessemian very well,” Sophronia tells her.

The girl’s cheeks turn pink and she drops her gaze. “Thank you, Your Highness. It’s my native tongue, which is why the duchess wished that I accompany her on the journey. I grew up not far outside the palace.”

Sophronia glances at the women to find them watching her, measuring her up. She doesn’t know which one is the girl’s employer, but it hardly matters.

“What’s your name?” Sophronia asks her.

She opens her mouth to answer, but Duchess Bruna gets there first.

“Violie,” she snaps at the girl. “Fetch my fan. This heat is infernal.”

The girl—Violie—hastens to open up the reticule she carries, pulling out an ornate golden fan and passing it to Duchess Bruna, who immediately begins fanning herself with it.

“Poor dear,” she adds, looking at Sophronia. “You must be sweltering as well. This carriage is a hothouse.”

“I’m fine, thank you,” Sophronia says. If anything, she thinks, there’s a chill in the air, though the two duchesses have finished off a bottle of champagne between them, so perhaps that is the reason behind their warmth.

“Such a dear girl,” Duchess Henrietta says, clicking her tongue and taking another long sip from her cut-crystal champagne flute.

The carriage veers sharply to the left, jerking Duchess Henrietta’s flute out of her hand. It shatters on the floor of the carriage, spilling champagne all over Sophronia’s silk slippers.

“What in blazes was that?” Duchess Bruna demands, snapping her fan shut and pushing open the carriage window. As soon as she does, the sound of frenzied shouts fills the carriage—Sophronia counts five voices, two of which she recognizes as the coachman’s and the footman’s.

“Not another robbery,” Duchess Henrietta says, sounding more annoyed than alarmed. She rolls her eyes and closes the window again. “These woods are becoming a nuisance.”

Sophronia peers out her own window to see a group of three masked men, each holding a dagger. One holds his blade to the throat of the footman while the coachman searches the bench, looking for something.

“They’re going to hurt the footman,” Sophronia says, alarmed. She doesn’t understand why the other women are being so calm about it—the men have daggers and the only defense the women have is the empty wine bottle. Sophronia supposes she could make a weapon of that, if necessary, though that would lead to an awful lot of questions from her companions. But the duchesses are acting as though the shattered champagne glass is the worst of their problems, and even Violie doesn’t seem particularly troubled.

“Not to worry, Your Highness,” Duchess Henrietta says with a wan smile. “Unfortunately, it’s becoming quite common in these parts—ruffians looking for easy coin—but the coachman is prepared with enough money to secure safe passage. It’s only a temporary delay.”

She sounds certain, but Sophronia’s unease doesn’t subside. She turns her attention back to the window.

The coachman holds out a white velvet pouch tied with a gold tassel and one of the thieves takes it, peering inside and weighing its contents in his palm. He pockets it, giving the man holding his dagger to the footman’s throat a nod. The footman is released, and Sophronia notices that he doesn’t look particularly troubled by the experience either.

“I didn’t realize the crime rate was so high in these parts,” Sophronia says, closing the curtain.

“Desperate people will do desperate things, Your Highness,” Violie says softly.

“Ungrateful people, you mean,” Duchess Bruna snaps.

Though she can’t say as much, Sophronia is more inclined to agree with Violie. The drastic increase in taxes in Temarin will have been enough to make many people desperate.

The sound of horses’ hooves approaching interrupts. The three thieves hear them too and start to run, but in seconds, a dozen horses appear down the road, ridden by soldiers with pistols raised.

“Halt!” one of the men at the front shouts. Sophronia recognizes his uniform by the gold epaulets and the three yellow stripes on his sleeve—the head of the king’s personal guard, though what he’s doing here she isn’t sure. The three thieves must know it too, because they all freeze, their hands going up. The guard dismounts, still holding his pistol, and walks toward the thieves. “You are under arrest in the name of His Majesty, King Leopold.”

He grabs one of the thieves by the back of the neck, yanking his mask off. The boy can’t be more than fourteen and looks on the verge of tears. The guard removes the masks of the other two and they look even younger, though the guard seems unfazed by this. “Cuff them!” he shouts, and his men dismount and do as he bids, binding the boys’ hands behind their backs, more roughly than seems strictly necessary. One of the boys cries out when his arm is bent at what looks to be an unnatural angle.

“King Leopold wanted to surprise you by meeting the carriage,” Duchess Bruna says. “And what fortuitous timing he has.”

“Princess Sophronia, are you in there?” the head guard shouts toward the carriage. “You’re safe now.”

Sophronia’s hand tightens on the door’s handle and she thinks that perhaps the guards are more frightening than the thieves were. But she knows her role in this play, so she opens the carriage door and allows the footman to help her out into the afternoon sun, lifting her gloved hand to shield her eyes. She beams at the guard, offering him a bright smile that shows all of her teeth.

“Oh, thank you, sir,” she says to him in Temarinian. “We were so frightened.”

The guard bows low. “I’m sorry your first impression of Temarin was so coarse, Princess,” he says.

“Sophronia!” a voice calls. She turns her attention back to the retinue of guards, and then she sees him and despite everything, her heart stutters. She knows him right away even though he looks a bit different from the last portrait, which was sent two years ago—his bronze hair is longer, curling around his ears, and his features appear sharper, most of the boyish roundness whittled away, but more than that, he’s real. Not oil and canvas, confined to two dimensions and to stillness, but flesh and blood and life. She didn’t know he could smile like that.

She gives herself a mental shake. Did he smile like that when he sentenced the artist to death? When he forced those villagers from their homes?

In seconds he’s off his horse and coming toward her, and then she is caught up in his arms, her arms around his neck. Somehow, he even smells like she imagined he would, like cedar and some kind of spice.

When they pull apart he has an embarrassed smile on his face and Sophronia belatedly remembers their audience. She glances around to see the two duchesses, Violie, and Leopold’s guards all watching them, their expressions a collection of amused and bemused. Even the thieves are staring, though they only look afraid.

“Apologies,” Leopold says, dipping into a bow and kissing the back of her hand. “I just can’t believe you’re actually finally here.”

Sophronia forces a smile, trying to control her rapidly beating heart and the flush she feels working its way over her cheeks. “I can’t believe it either,” she tells him.

And that, at least, is true.

Leopold helps her onto his horse in front of him, holding the reins on either side of her waist as they make their way through the woods and toward Kavelle and the palace. Word of their arrival must have spread, because people are pouring out from the villages on the outskirts of the city, waving and cheering for Leopold and Sophronia, who wave back. Not everyone cheers, though. She notices that a good quarter of the crowd stands in silence, watching them go past with stony expressions and hard eyes. But they don’t dare to jeer—not that Sophronia can blame them. The execution of the illustrator served as a dire warning.

Leopold’s guards surround them on every side, and the carriage holding the duchesses and Violie brings up the rear of their entourage. The three thieves are still cuffed, walking beside the guards’ horses.

“What will happen to them?” Sophronia asks Leopold through her smile. Her cheeks are beginning to ache, but she holds on to it, smiling at the peasants who line the pathway, her hand raised in a constant wave.

“Who?” Leopold asks, confused.

“The boys,” she clarifies, nodding toward one of them, trailing beside a guard on their right.

“Oh, the thieves,” Leopold says, and she feels him shrug. “Not to worry—crime is taken very seriously in Temarin. They’ll be properly punished.”

He says the words like a reassurance, but Sophronia is far from reassured. Did he think the illustrator was properly punished as well?

“They’re so young,” she says, forcing her voice to stay light and airy. “Perhaps some mercy would be appropriate—no one was hurt, after all.”

“But you could have been,” Leopold says. “And my
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