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        * * *

      

      
        
        To Dad,

        You taught me I was a princess, but you also taught me to be strong. From bruises to bullies, you were there, reminding me that I was created by God for a special purpose and that nothing anyone said or did could change who I am. Whenever I fell, you helped me stand back up. And when it came time to find my Prince Charming, you set the bar pretty darn high.
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            An Ambassador’s Secret

          

        

      

    

    
      Miss Elaina.”

      Elaina quickly scribbled the rest of her note in the ship’s log then looked up and smiled. “Yes, Lewis?”

      “Your father would like to see you.”

      Elaina thanked the first mate and set off for her father’s cabin, barely restraining her feet from doing a little jig as she went. The salty air was fresher than it had been in days, thanks to a new eastern breeze, and the ship rocked confidently beneath her as it charged forward to their destination. In spite of her excitement at finally being called to speak with her father, she regretted leaving the warm sunshine above as she climbed down the wooden steps into her father’s cabin.

      “There you are,” her father called from his large wooden desk.

      “I was beginning to think you’d never tell me.” Elaina laughed as she flopped down in the chair across from him.

      Her father kept his eyes on the maps before him, but a small smile lifted the corner of his mouth. “All in good time. But before I tell you who our secret ambassador is, I need you to have Johnston take inventory for our upcoming stop at Solwhind. This will be a quick stop, and I need our stores full.”

      “Done. I had him check this morning.”

      Her father raised his bushy black-and-white-peppered eyebrows. “Have the riggers check the sails then. Tell them I don’t want a single rope out of place.”

      “Done as well.” Elaina folded her arms triumphantly. She loved this game.

      Her father finally shook his head. “I’m not even sure what I keep Lewis around for anymore.”

      “Nor I, Admiral,” Lewis called out dryly from the doorway where he stood.

      Elaina laughed again. “If you must know, I still need to visit with Simeon to finalize tomorrow’s menu. Our ambassador’s sleeping quarters must be dressed up properly as well. But other than that, I’m not sure how tomorrow’s meeting with the ambassador could go wrong.” She leaned forward, folding her elbows on his desk. “Now will you tell me who he is?”

      “Not yet.”

      “And why not?”

      “Because I am afraid that when you find out who he is, your excitement will make you completely worthless to me until he leaves.” He glanced at her glare and let out a shout of laughter. “Very well, then. I will make you a deal. When everything is done and you’re sure of the headwind tomorrow, come back here and I’ll tell you who our secret visitor will be.”

      “It’s not King Xander, is it?”

      “No, nor is it the prince. Now get a move on those tasks.”

      Elaina bounced out of her chair to kiss her father before flying back up the steps to the deck. She had work to do.

      Preparing the ship’s largest guest quarters took longer than she expected. The two cabin boys assisting her had no taste in color or fashion, so it took them three attempts at bringing the right bedclothes, pillows, and curtains out of the correct storage chests before they managed to find any that matched, much less were befitting a guest of such high caliber. For though Elaina didn’t know who their guest was, her father had never put so much effort into impressing a visitor before. Not even when the queen of Vaksam had asked to tour the famous flagship.

      Much to her relief, Elaina’s meeting with Simeon, the ship’s cook, flew by more quickly. Of course, it wasn’t as though Simeon ever cooked anything less than delectable. Her father had gone to great length to acquire him as their cook when Elaina was eight, and he had not disappointed since. She even began to relax a little as he described his plans for pecan-encrusted salmon, lemon garlic potatoes, and a dessert of crunchy apple tarts. Perhaps it wouldn’t be as grand as full-course meals from wherever their guest hailed, but for a meal at sea, it would be a miracle.

      She started back to her cabin, weaving her way around rushing cabin boys and busy sailors as she went. Her good mood faltered, however, when she noticed a heap of rope that seemed to have been tossed haphazardly onto the deck and left without scruple. Shaking her head, she lifted her skirts and stepped carefully over the mess of rigging to investigate, careful not to trip in the dark of dusk. Only when she squinted in the dim light did she see the two black boots sticking up from inside the pile. Elaina let out a huff and cleared her throat.

      Nothing happened.

      She cleared her throat again, louder this time.

      A snort sounded from inside the messy coil, and the boots eventually moved. After a long moment of struggling, a young man finally poked his head out of the pile. His scowl disappeared, however, when he saw who had awakened him.

      “Miss Elaina!” He scrambled to stand but succeeded only in falling on his face.

      Elaina pursed her lips but helped him up.

      “My apologies, Miss Elaina! I only meant to close my eyes to enjoy the sun’s warmth for a moment, and then . . .” He ended with a sheepish shrug.

      “That’s the second time this week, Davies.” Elaina put her hands on her hips. “I know you’re new here, but if you wish to last more than a week on my father’s ship, you need to do as you’re told.” She leveled him a hard look. “Exactly as you’re told.” Then she sighed as she bent down and began to gather the messy rope in her arms. “Just be thankful my father or Lewis didn’t catch you. There would have been a lot more than a fall on the nose to greet you if it had been one of them.”

      He took the rope from her and began to wind it properly. “I will strive my best.”

      “You have to do more than try on a warship.”

      “But how?” He paused and grimaced. “It’s difficult to maintain a sense of urgency when we’re sailing out to the middle of nowhere.” He looked out at the endless sparkling water that surrounded them on every side.

      “So all of these sailors running about, older and younger than you, are no indication of the urgency of our mission?” Elaina gestured at the flurry of activity going on around and above them as men jumped from task to task. “I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but my father’s ship doesn’t just go to war. We also host a myriad of very important meetings between navies and kingdoms from all around the world, and have prevented a number of conflicts by doing so. Giving an impression that is less than our best could result in a perceived insult to one of our guests. And insults can turn to war.”

      “I said I was sorry.”

      Elaina picked up the ship’s log once more. “Very well. But from now on, you must obey orders. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, miss.”

      “Good. Now get on with your work so there’s no more trouble.” She had turned and begun walking when he called out her name once more.

      “Yes?”

      “I hope this isn’t too personal, miss, but . . . why do you visit the crow’s nest so often?” He paused. “I’ve heard on other ships it’s not considered proper for a lady such as yourself. Why not have the men do it?”

      She briefly froze, then donned a forced smile. “You might not guess it, but sometimes a woman needs a moment to herself on a ship full of men.” As she walked away, however, Elaina couldn’t shake the feeling that had followed her all week concerning their newest sailor.

      True, any woman of seventeen would draw the eye of most men on ships that went out to sea for months at a time, even if she did have freckles and her hair was that nameless color between blonde and brown. For after all, a woman was a woman, even if she was shorter than most girls of twelve. But the men on her father’s ship knew without question that Elaina was to be left alone. In fact, most of them were as protective of her as they might have been their own daughters or sisters. Most had either helped raise her, or if they were very young, had been raised in part by her. But something about Davies Tanner unnerved Elaina. She just couldn’t decide exactly what.

      Instead of heading to the very crow’s nest he had alluded to, as she had planned to do, Elaina tarried restlessly in her room until the sky was mostly dark and the stars were beginning to twinkle overhead. Only when she was sure the night guards were on duty and that Davies was down in the galley did Elaina climb into her beloved crow’s nest and tilt her head up toward the sky.

      “Is everything still clear for tomorrow?” she asked. “No storms or pirates or strange winds we should know about?”

      All is well, Elaina. They chuckled. Go find out what you’ve been dying to know.

      Elaina smiled and nodded. After whispering a thanks, she climbed back down the ropes and headed straight for her father’s study. As she placed her hand on the door, however, she felt a pair of eyes behind her. One glance showed a familiar shadow about twenty feet away. She opened her mouth to call out to him loudly so the guards might hear, but he slipped below the deck before she could speak. Shuddering, she turned back to the door and went in, letting the warm glow of candles greet her as she entered.

      “What’s troubling you?” her father asked before she could say anything. He was seated in his favorite chair by the little fireplace in the corner.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re putting your thumb to your lip again, and your eyes are as big as clams.”

      Elaina pulled up a chair of her own and forced her hand off her lip and into her lap as she stared into the fire. “I caught Davies Tanner sleeping again today. And he seems quite interested in my personal time.”

      Elaina’s father tugged at his beard and took off his spectacles. “That boy isn’t going to last much longer if he can’t learn to mind himself. I only brought him on because he’s the youngest son of a friend. Let me know if he bothers you again.”

      She nodded, eager to be done with the conversation. “On a brighter note, all should be well for tomorrow. The only ships in sight are ours, and the weather should be superb.”

      “Excellent. Now,” he leaned forward, his eyes bright, “are you about to burst, or should I tell you who our visitor is?”

      Elaina clapped her hands. “Yes! Please!”

      Her father leaned back, a mischievous grin spreading across his face. “I hope you saved your best gown for tomorrow, my dear. For our ambassador will be none other than King Everard of Destin himself.”
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            Glass Slippers

          

        

      

    

    
      Please, Miss Starke! Help!”

      Elaina whirled around to locate the voice above, but she knew already whom it belonged to, and it made her want to cringe. Sure enough, nearly as high as her crow’s nest, Davies Tanner had caught his left arm in the ropes that should have been untangled hours ago.

      “Again?” She shook her head and took a swift look around the deck. “Hold on, Tanner.” Of all the days for him to need a rescue. Elaina kicked off her slippers and hiked her fine skirts up, tucking them into the billowy pantaloons she wore for situations like this. She began to climb the rigging but glanced over her shoulder with every few steps she took.

      Most of the crew members wouldn’t be able to see her, as they were already in place for the receiving party, where Elaina was supposed to be as well. Hopefully, her father wouldn’t notice her absence before she got back. But she couldn’t very well leave Davies up in the ropes. Besides, they had only just pulled up alongside the ship that was delivering King Everard. Surely she had a few minutes before the king disembarked from his ship and crossed over to the Adroit.

      As soon as she was sure no one had spotted her, Elaina finished shimmying up the ropes to where Davies was standing. She could have climbed even faster, had her formal gown not been so heavy.

      “What were you doing up here?” She hooked her arm through the rigging and began to work the knot that had formed around his wrist. “You’re supposed to be with the others on the lower deck.”

      “I was supposed to repair a sail,” he mumbled. “Forgot, though.”

      “So you did it now.” Elaina shook her head. “This is a reconnaissance meeting with the most powerful king in the western realm. The sail can wait.” She finished untangling the ropes and gave him an exasperated look. “And you never repair a sail like this. It needs to be done on the deck.”

      When the young man nodded, she gestured for him to climb down ahead of her. He was more than likely to get stuck somewhere on the way down, and she would have to waste more time rescuing him again. Then they would both get an earful.

      She felt hope bubbling up within her, though, as she scurried down the ropes and heard Lewis still calling out formations to the sailors on the other side of the deck. Perhaps her absence hadn’t been noticed after all.

      “Elaina. Tanner. How thoughtful of you to join us.”

      As soon as Elaina’s bare feet hit the deck, her throat went dry. Turning slowly, she found herself face-to-face with her father, Lewis, and a heavily muscled stranger.

      It was him.

      A gold circlet of leaves sat on the stranger’s brow, and he held himself as though he were very aware of the position the circlet gave him. More impressive than his fine clothes and regal stance, however, were his fiery gray eyes, which watched her with such intensity that she felt they might indeed burn her should she meet them for too long. At first glance, he looked quite severe, but when she dared to look again, she noticed his mouth curving up at one corner.

      Elaina forced her own eyes to the ground to prevent herself from gawking more, but that only served to remind her that she was standing barefoot in the presence of a king. Could this first meeting have gone any worse?

      Her father looked as though he wanted very badly to roll his eyes. Lewis, however, did not look surprised in the slightest.

      “Elaina,” her father finally said after she had put her slippers back on and managed a curtsy, “it seems you have been a bit preoccupied. Are you ready to join us now?”

      “My apologies—” Elaina began to dip into another curtsy, but Davies interrupted.

      “Please forgive her, Admiral . . . Your Majesty.” Davies was mashing his hat into an unrecognizable shape. “It was my fault. I got stuck—”

      “I don’t remember asking you,” Elaina’s father snapped, glaring at the young man.

      “My lady.” The king stepped forward before any other awkward conversations could ensue. Elaina hadn’t thought it possible, but even the two steps he had taken to close the gap between them made him seem even more . . . well, enormous. “It is good to finally meet the young diplomat I’ve heard so much of in my travels.” He held out his hand.

      Surprised at the humility of the gesture from the most powerful king in the realm, Elaina automatically extended her own hand. The king bowed to kiss it. But as soon as they’d touched, he stiffened, and a hot ripple of energy shot from his hand into hers.

      Elaina started, and King Everard’s head snapped up again. His gray eyes searched hers unabashedly, almost frantically. Actual blue flames danced within them, she realized. Could that have been what caused such a shock?

      Her father cleared his throat. “I have had refreshments prepared for us in more private quarters. Does that sound pleasing to Your Majesty?”

      King Everard straightened and turned to him, his face stern and composed once again. “That sounds excellent, Admiral.”

      Lewis led the way, and once King Everard followed with his small entourage of two guards, Elaina’s father turned to her and offered her his arm, which she took. Leaning down, he whispered, “What was that about?”

      I don’t know, she mouthed, relieved he didn’t want to discuss Davies, although she was sure she would hear about that later.

      Once everyone was seated for supper around her father’s heavy wooden table, which had been bolted to the floor for safety in turbulent waters, Elaina found herself more relaxed and nearly wiggling with excitement. She had dreamed of this day for years. To hear the king of legend recount his adventures himself, rather than hearing them from fifth- and sixth-hand sources, was sheer delight. To make the eve even more perfect, she was seated just to his left. She would have to remember to thank her father for that.

      As everyone else got settled and proper introductions were made, Elaina studied him as discreetly as she could. To her surprise, there was a bit more silver in his golden hair than she had expected, and more stress lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth. She had known him to be just a few years younger than her father, of course, so this shouldn’t have come as a shock. But perhaps it was his massive arms and chest that had at first suggested more youth, for he was far fitter than any young man she had ever met. Either way, sitting next to such a man might have been disconcerting if she hadn’t known him to be a man with a large heart as well.

      He was also quieter than she had expected, asking questions of those around him that he seemed to know would take some time to answer. How had her father come to command Ashland’s flagship at such a young age? As the king’s favorite admiral, how did he choose his crew? What was Lewis’s homeland? How had Elaina enjoyed growing up on the sea? Every question seemed carefully crafted to allow him as little speech as possible. With one hand on his chin and the other at his elbow, King Everard drew the life story out of everyone in the room without sharing a single personal detail about himself.

      Elaina might have called him brooding, except that she could see him using his silence to study every inch of the ship and its crew. From the cook to the crewmen acting as servers, to her father and Lewis and anyone else who stepped inside the large cabin. And though he didn’t openly stare at her the way he did the others, Elaina got the feeling he was watching her more closely than the rest of them combined.

      But why?

      All she could imagine was that it had something to do with the strange jolt that had passed between them when they’d first touched. She was tired of guessing, though, by the time the second course was served, so she put on her most diplomatic air and waited for a break in the conversation.

      “I must admit, Your Majesty, I have done all I can to learn of your adventures and military exploits, but many of the stories seem incomplete.” Why did she sound so shy? So girlish? Elaina wasn’t shy.

      “The young lady is interested in military politics?” King Everard turned his fiery gaze back to her.

      “Politics are interesting, my lord, but your adventures intrigue me the most.” Unable to help herself, she leaned forward. “Is it true that you have power over flame and illness alike?”

      “I can create flame, yes.” He turned his right hand palm up, and a small tongue of flame leapt into the air. “And my flame can be used to heal most illnesses.”

      Elaina thought she might pass out from pure elation.

      “But flame is simply the way the Maker’s power manifests in me personally. My eldest son has this power as well, though his flame is slightly different than mine.” For the first time, he broke out in a grin. “My wife’s power is completely other, though, and a good deal more terrifying.”

      “I had the pleasure of meeting Prince Henri not long ago in Maricanta,” Elaina said. She wanted to ask him about the gifts of his other children but sensed that he kept such affairs rather private, as the two youngest Fortiers were well known for being hidden from the public eye.

      “I was glad to hear it when he told me.” He leaned forward and studied her again, the blue flame in his eyes dancing wildly. “But the Maker gives many gifts, and all can be fierce when used for the right reasons.” He gave Elaina a sweeping glance from head to toe. “No matter what size the gift recipient.”

      Elaina rolled her shoulders back and tried to sit taller, daring a look at her father, who was staring uneasily at his supper. Was the king that perceptive? Or had Elaina’s secret finally gotten out?

      “Your Majesty,” her father said as one of the crewmen cleared his plate. “I have word that no other ship is nearby save ours. My men will notify me if any others break the horizon. I suggest we begin our business while the sea is at rest.”

      King Everard nodded, and Elaina sighed. So much for getting to hear first-hand accounts of her childhood hero. King Everard was more of a mystery now than he had ever been.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the table was cleared and the crew members were gone, the cabin door was locked and a single candle was placed on the table. One window was left cracked open, but Elaina knew that Lewis had stationed one of their most trustworthy men just above it on the deck. Not that she would need to hear anything tonight, but it was best to not shut every window, just in case . . .

      Or so she thought. As her father began to speak, Elaina felt the familiar nagging sensation begin.

      Elaina.

      No. She had waited her whole life for this. Whatever it was could surely wait. She tried to focus on what her father was saying.

      “ . . . behalf of my king, I am honored to hear what your endeavor has recovered. As you can guess, King Xander is most interested in locating the source of this rebellion and quelling it before it interrupts the lives of our citizens in Solwhind, much less the rest of Ashland.”

      “Whoever supposed darkness was at work in that city was correct,” King Everard said, his eyes flicking to Elaina. “There is a surprising amount of evil in that city.”

      Come, Elaina, their voices called again. We must speak with you. Now.

      Elaina gritted her teeth. The stars hadn’t had anything important to report in over a fortnight. And they needed to talk now? She stayed firmly planted in her seat.

      She had learned long ago that if she stayed quiet and still, most foreign dignitaries would forget she was present, and she could listen in on everything they told her father. A quiet young woman was easy to forget when it came to the matters of men. Then, after their guests departed, she and her father would discuss their findings. If she left now, though, her invisibility would be ruined, for King Everard would notice her leave.

      “Were you able to track its source?” her father was asking. “Where is the darkness coming from?”

      “To know that, I would need to be in the city for weeks longer—maybe months—which, unfortunately, I am not able to do. I do know, however, that whoever or whatever is responsible for this rebellion has sticky fingers and has spent much money and many years creating an intricate web of deceit and subterfuge.”

      “I am sorry to hear that,” Elaina’s father said. “But I thank you most sincerely on behalf of my liege for your time and assistance. My king has sent a gift of thanks to Destin. It should arrive by—”

      Elaina!

      Rolling her eyes, Elaina stood and excused herself. She slipped out of the room, squeezing her eyes shut in regret as the door closed behind her.

      “Fine,” she whispered up at the sky. “I am here. But I am quite put out with you right now.”

      You must know, was their only response.

      Rarely were the stars so persistent. Whatever it was must be important. For such an interruption, it had better be.

      Slipping her shoes off once again, Elaina tucked her burgundy gown into her pantaloon petticoat and scampered up the ropes to her own personal crow’s nest. It wasn’t as tall as the main crow’s nest, but the half-barrel fitted to the second mast was just large enough for Elaina to sit comfortably inside. Sometimes her father joined her at night, but it didn’t matter how high he went or how long he lingered with her. Only Elaina could hear the stars.

      “What was so important that I had to come now?” She hauled herself into the crow’s nest and nestled inside. “Couldn’t it have waited one hour?”

      No.

      “Very well, then.” She squinted at the ocean in the dark. “I see no great storm, nor do I see another vessel.”

      As the stars gave their answer, there was a sound from below, the click of boots on the deck.

      Elaina frowned up at the sky. Surely she must have heard wrong. “That makes absolutely no sense at all,” she told them. But as she was waiting for their reply, a head and broad shoulders appeared over the barrel’s edge. Elaina had to stifle a scream until she recognized the silhouette of King Everard. And the glowing blue of the flames dancing in his eyes.

      “Your Majesty . . .”

      “My apologies, Lady Elaina,” the king’s deep voice rumbled. He did not move to get inside the nest, which was good, as it would have been too small, but positioned himself out on the ropes beside it. “I did not mean to startle you. I heard you speaking.” He paused, as though that were explanation enough. Then he asked, “Would you mind sharing whom you were speaking with?”

      “My, you . . . you are certainly direct, Your Majesty.” Elaina laughed nervously. So this was why King Everard’s enemies found him so terrifying. Could the man sense everything? She swallowed. “May I ask the reason for your curiosity?”

      “You are gifted, young lady. Are you not?”

      Elaina studied him for an eternal moment. Was there a way to avoid telling him? Her father, of course, knew of her secret. Her father’s crew knew, too, though they never spoke about it outright. She could see now in the king’s eyes, however, that he would not be dissuaded. But truly, was there anyone who would understand more than he? After all, his gift was the reason she had idolized him for so long. She had innately known that he would understand what it meant to be different.

      “My father has forbidden me from telling anyone.”

      To her surprise, the king nodded gravely. “Your father is a wise man.” His voice softened. “I only know because I felt it when I touched your hand. Most would not be able to feel such power. I’ve simply grown sensitive to such things with time.”

      Elaina took a deep breath. “I wanted to stay in the cabin and listen, but their call was too strong.”

      “Their call?”

      “The stars.”

      “The stars speak to you?”

      “I can speak back, as well. We’ve conversed since I was small.” She laughed a little. “I thought everyone else could hear them, too, until my parents assured me it was not so.”

      “And what kinds of things do the stars tell you?”

      She paused. It sounded so ridiculous when she said it aloud. “My father believes they share messages from the Maker. They often warn me when the ships are approaching rocks or an enemy is headed for the fleet. Of course, my words to them are far less inspired. Though I . . . I sometimes speak to them when I’m lonely.” She gestured down at the half-barrel she stood in. “That’s why my father had this addition built on to the ship.”

      “And what was so urgent that they pulled you from the cabin tonight?” Did he sound amused? Or was it awed? Or perhaps disgusted?

      “It’s rather embarrassing, I must admit. You see, I don’t always understand them perfectly. Sometimes their messages don’t make sense.” In fact, this particular message felt more than a little self-serving, something Elaina wasn’t used to at all. She must have misunderstood them.

      “And what did they say?”

      She rubbed at the barrel’s sanded edges with her fingers. “They said I am to accept your gift,” she whispered.

      By now, Elaina’s eyes had adjusted to the dark enough to see the king’s mouth drop open. He hesitated for a long moment before climbing down the ropes and going back inside the ship. Was he angry with her? Or with the stars?

      But before she had too much time to worry, King Everard had reemerged and climbed up the ropes again. As soon as he was steady, he held on to the barrel’s edge with one gloved hand while he reached inside his cloak with the other. He pulled out a drawstring bag and opened it. Carefully, reverently, he pulled out a pair of the most astonishing shoes Elaina had ever seen.

      Two tiny slippers, so thin and clear that they seemed to be made of glass, sat in his hand. Swirls were etched on their sides, weaving in and out around the shoes like the wind over the waves. Elaina let out a little sigh as she reached out to touch the slippers. Just as she had imagined, their surface was cool and smooth. They were most definitely made of glass.

      “Surely these would be fitting for Queen Isabelle or Princess Genevieve!”

      “Ah, but you see, that’s the strange part. I had forgotten I even owned these. They’re relics from the past. I claimed them from an ancient glass castle in another world.” He turned them slowly so that they sparkled in the light of the moon. “These shoes are no less than a thousand years old. The castle is gone now, but I took them in hopes that someone might one day have use for them.”

      “But wouldn’t they break if someone wore them?”

      “They were created by the glass queen, ruler of the realm long before our peoples ever inhabited the continent. She created all of her objects with special powers to aid individuals in need of help.”

      “But why me?” she whispered. “I need no help. I am in no danger.”

      “Not yet, perhaps.” He held the slippers up and examined them more closely. “While I was preparing for this journey, the shoes somehow ended up in my pack. I hadn’t placed them there, nor had the servants who were helping me.” A small smile lit his face. “When I told my wife, she insisted I take them. She believed there would be someone who needed them along the way.” Then he lowered the slippers and held them out to Elaina. “I believe that someone is you.”

      Elaina was speechless. She knew she should refuse the shoes. But before she could bring herself to do such a thing, they were in her hands. A strange vibration hummed through the glass. “What do they do?”

      “I’m not sure. But I do know that no one has worn them before, for their power still courses strong through them, much the way your power courses within you.” He straightened his cloak and glanced down at the deck. “Guard them, just as you guard your gift. Such beauty should never be flaunted.”

      She could only nod.

      “You remind me of my wife,” he said as he took a step down.

      “You honor me, Your Majesty,” Elaina murmured. Queen Isabelle of Destin was also gifted, and just as famous as her husband. From what Elaina had gathered, it was for good reason.

      He paused on his descent, his brow furrowing. “My wife went through many trials of her own to become what she is today.” The king’s eyes fixed once again on Elaina’s. “I pray these slippers will keep you safe through yours.”
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      Sleep evaded Elaina for most of that night, despite the gentle rocking of the boat. She couldn’t stop staring at the king’s gift, wondering what on earth they could mean. Messages from the Maker were nothing new to her. Relaying warnings about approaching storms or pirates or hidden shoals was commonplace, even enjoyable. Elaina had never doubted her ability to use her gift in a productive manner.

      Until now.

      What in the depths had King Everard meant about trials? Life at sea was never predictable, but there was a rhythm to it that Elaina had grown accustomed to in her years on her father’s ship. Like the constant rolling of the waves, there were good times and bad, and Elaina did what she could to enjoy the good and minimize the bad. But really, what could she need from a pair of glass slippers?

      The call of the bugle woke her from the light slumber she had finally slipped into just before dawn. Groaning a little at the stiffness in her limbs, she rolled out of bed, washed her face with the fresh water someone had left in her wooden bowl, and dressed in her second-finest gown. Sleep or no sleep, a respectful send-off was just as important, if not more important than the welcoming of a dignified guest. And Elaina was determined not to ruin this last meeting with King Everard the way she had ruined the first.

      Soon she was on deck standing beside her father, who was dressed once again in all his military finery. Gold and silver pins decorated the stiff, light blue uniform on one side, while thin bronze ropes decorated the other side, commemorating the battles he had won. He would need a bigger chest if they were to add many more.

      Her father gave her an approving nod just as the king arrived.

      “Admiral Starke,” King Everard said, giving him a deep nod as he and his guards reached the deck.

      “Your Majesty,” her father answered with a bow. “I want to thank you again for the service you have done our country. Ashland is honored to count you as our closest ally. We hope such dealings will continue in the future.” He presented the king with a sealed parchment. “Please never hesitate to call upon me should you need any seafaring aid. I am sure my king would be more than pleased to say the same for our land forces as well.”

      “I am honored as well, Admiral Starke.” Then the king turned to Elaina. “I look forward to hearing of your many adventures, Lady Elaina,” he said, a corner of his mouth turning up. “If you ever need assistance, my wife and I would be more than happy to do what we can.”

      Elaina had to remind herself to breathe. “I am honored, Your Majesty. I hope we have the pleasure of meeting again sooner rather than later.”

      All too soon, they were docked, and the king and his entourage were gone. Elaina wanted to mourn their absence, but she had no time to waste. They were in Solwhind, and she had a long list of tasks to complete.

      “Father, I need to go to the fish market.”

      “What for?”

      “I need to show Simeon’s new galley boy where to find ingredients at the market. Simeon says he keeps confusing the spices.”

      “Why can’t Simeon go find his own ingredients?”

      “He’s not feeling well.”

      But her father was already shaking his head. “After King Everard’s report last night, I can’t see the wisdom in letting you run about the city. Not while the rebellion is alive.”

      “Would you let me go if some of the men accompanied me? I only have a few stalls I need to visit, then three or four shops. Nothing that should take very long.” She gestured back at the city behind them, so wide it was impossible to see from one end to the other. “I truly mean to be quick. I haven’t forgotten King Everard’s warning.” And if she didn’t have a few moments off the ship to clear her head, she might lose her mind.

      Her father waved a hand at her. “Very well.” Then he sighed. “I’ve some unpleasant business to attend to while you’re gone.”

      Elaina’s heart fell. “Davies Tanner?”

      He nodded. “The boy just can’t follow orders. Mistakes I can work with. Disobedience will get someone killed.”

      “I know.” Elaina gave her father a half-smile and squeezed his hand.

      “Well, be off with you now. We leave first thing tomorrow.”

      Soon Elaina, Lewis, two of the younger sailors, and the cook’s new assistant, a boy named Joel whose voice hadn’t even changed yet, were making their way to Solwhind’s largest fish market. Elaina closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath of air that smelled of brine, spices, and seafood. Hints of baked brown sugar floated in and out on the breeze as well. She led the men through the marketplace to the stall where the smell of sugar was coming from.

      “Simeon likes his pecans baked with sugar,” Elaina said, turning to Joel. “He loathes plain nuts. Make sure you only purchase from this vendor while we’re in Solwhind. Simeon will know if you do otherwise.”

      “I don’t see why it makes a difference,” Joel muttered. “We passed two stalls much closer than this one.”

      Elaina smiled and simply handed him the pile of little brown bags to carry before turning to pay for them. After thanking the vendor, she opened one bag and popped a single nut into Joel’s mouth. His brown eyes grew wide.

      “See?”

      He nodded vigorously, and Elaina had the feeling she wouldn’t be hearing any more arguments.

      As they started off toward their next stall, which was all the way across the wide marketplace, Elaina grinned to herself. She loved coming to port no matter where they went. There were exotic smells, new sounds, and clever wares to peruse. Colors changed by territory, and the foods themselves were always an adventure. But no matter where she went in the entire world, Ashland’s largest city was by far the most impressive.

      Surrounding this particular marketplace, which served the northwest wharf, countless cottages, inns, and manors lined the streets, snuggled between merchant shops, foreign dignitaries’ dwellings, and public places of meeting, some even four or five levels high. At the center of the marketplace itself stood a glimmering fountain crowned by a statue of a mermaid, carved of marble with scales of mother-of-pearl. It glinted in the sunlight as they walked past it. Children hopped in and out of the fountain, chanting wishes as they did, while adults gathered around it to gossip and compare purchases.

      Still, as much as she should have enjoyed a relaxing stroll, they could not linger today as she was accustomed to doing. Instead, she led her quiet band of men quickly down the line of stalls that edged the enormous marketplace. After a ten-minute walk, they came to their destination. This stall had walls of purple canvas covered by strings of fresh and dried herbs.

      “Elaina!” A woman with weathered brown skin and warm brown eyes greeted her with an embrace. “You’re back early!”

      “My father had business to attend to, and our cook sent me to show his new helper where to find the finest spices in the city.” Elaina turned to the boy. “Joel, this is Madhu. She sells spices from her family’s farm.”

      “Do you have sugar pecans, too?” Joel looked hopeful.

      Madhu’s brown eyes sparkled. “I have something much better, young one.” She turned and moved farther back into the tent to a little wooden table covered in herbs of every color imaginable. “What do you need, Elaina?”

      “Basil, lavender, cinnamon, and black pepper.”

      Joel looked disappointed, but Elaina nudged him forward and had the satisfaction of seeing his eyes bulge as a gentle purple cloud covered the woman’s hands. It turned and rolled around her fingers as they gathered, cut, ground, and mashed the different piles of herbs. Within minutes, Madhu proudly presented them with four bundles wrapped neatly in paper tied with ribbons.

      “What did she do?” Joel looked back at Elaina in awe.

      “No matter how long you are at sea,” Madhu answered for Elaina, “your food will be just as flavorful as these seasonings are today. They will not dull, nor will they lose their potency with time.”

      “But how is that better than sugar pecans?”

      Madhu and Elaina laughed.

      “You might think differently, when you’ve been out at sea for months and all your other spices lose their—” Before Madhu could finish, a shout rang out from the center of the marketplace, near the mermaid fountain.

      “I told you, I’ll have none of that blood money!” a woman screeched. “You can take your filthy spoils and go!”

      “My money’s as good as the next man’s!” a man shouted back.

      “Not as long as you wear that vile mark on your arm! Until this city is free of that snake, I’ll take no business from the likes of you! Or your fellow rebels!”

      More men and women began to gather, and Elaina stepped closer to hear, but a hand grasped her arm and held her firmly in place. She looked back to see Madhu gripping her tightly. Her face was lined with anxiety.

      “You need to leave. Now.”

      “But I only have a few more—”

      “No.” Madhu shook her head vigorously. “There have been too many kidnappings, particularly of visitors to our city, like you.” She let go of Elaina and ran back inside her tent and fumbled to shove the little paper packages at Joel. Elaina tried to open her coin purse, but before she could pay her friend, Madhu shook her head again. “My gift. Now, you!” She turned to Lewis, who had drawn his sword and was glaring at the crowd. “Take her back to her father’s ship. Get her out of here as fast as you can.”

      Lewis nodded once before taking the lead. The two other sailors walked behind them so that Elaina and Joel were sandwiched in between. Whether it was Lewis’s impressive size or the dangerous glare he leveled at everyone nearby, a small break in the crowd appeared before their party as they marched quickly back across the market toward the wharf.
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      “What are we doing?” Elaina asked as loudly as she dared.

      “We’ll gather the others from the tavern. Then we’ll do as she said and take you to your father’s ship.”

      Elaina nodded. She had believed King Everard about the rebellion, of course. She trusted that there was indeed a group of traitors. But for some reason, when he had spoken of it, the evil had seemed small, young enough to still be hiding in the city’s dark alleys while the general populace continued on with life uninterrupted. The gentle sun of that morning had only made her feel even more confident when they had set out earlier. She had felt sure it was safe. But feelings could be deceiving.

      “How did she do that?”

      “What?” Elaina looked down at Joel.

      “How did she get that glow?”

      “She’s gifted.”

      “Oh.” Joel’s brow creased, then his eyes grew big. “Like you with the—”

      Before he could finish, Lewis whirled around and caught the boy by the ear. “If you’re going to be on our ship, you had better learn to keep your mouth shut. What Lady Elaina does or does not do is none of our business.” He shook the boy by the ear once. “Understand?”

      Joel nodded and whimpered, and they resumed their walk, only at an even faster pace.

      The tension didn’t begin to dissipate until they left the marketplace behind and had nearly reached the sailors’ favorite tavern. Compared to some of the other taverns Elaina had seen, this one was really quite homey. Faded plaid curtains were visible through the windows, and the smell of baking bread was just as strong as that of ale when the door was opened and the little bell rang over it. She breathed a bit easier when they were all inside.

      “Lewis!” The elderly tavern keep called out over the mild din of the large room. “You’ve come to join your friends, I see. They’re over there.” He waved at a familiar group of men in the far corner. A few of the younger sailors were brave enough to have serving maids in their laps, but Elaina knew it would go no further than that. Her father wouldn’t allow such tomfoolery, and if he found out any had taken place, the guilty would suffer harsh consequences. Most of the men simply gathered around a few tables and laughed as they drank. Crews from other ships filled the room as well, each staying close to his own group while eyeing the others.

      “Stay here,” Lewis said. “This will only take a minute.”

      Elaina followed Lewis to the tables near the corner and sat at one of the tables, motioning for Joel to do the same. She’d heard it said that most presentable young ladies didn’t show themselves in taverns. But Elaina was not most young ladies. She’d grown up around sailors, and there were few in the Royal Navy who didn’t recognize the daughter of Admiral Starke. And as such, most kept their distance. Which was why it was such a surprise when she felt a hand lock itself around her waist and yank her from her seat.

      “What—Davies! What do you think you’re doing?”

      But Tanner was far from the cowed young man she had seen the eve before. This time his breath reeked of ale, and he wore a smug smile. Instead of answering her, he pulled her close against his body. Elaina struggled until she felt a knife pressed against her throat.

      The room went silent, but nearly all of her father’s men were out of their seats. Some had even managed to pull their own weapons.

      “No closer!” Tanner called out, his words slurring. “Your admiral had the gall to cut me loose. The least you can do is hear me out!”

      “We owe you no such favors,” Lewis growled, taking a step forward, but Tanner pressed the knife tighter against Elaina’s neck, making her wince.

      “You see,” he said, turning to address the dozens of other sailors in the room, “the flagship has a gift that they like to keep to themselves. It’s why they’re so special.”

      “Please,” Elaina whispered. “Don’t!”

      “Hold your tongue, young man!” Lewis shouted.

      “Well, I have a surprise for all of you!” Swaying slightly, he turned to the other men in the tavern. “You may think Admiral Starke is the mastermind commander of their . . . legendary vessel. But he’s not! This girl can talk to the stars!” Tanner laughed hysterically. “Do you think your beloved Admiral Starke would be so successful without—”

      Elaina took advantage of Davies’s drunken laughter to slip out of his grasp. Smith, one of her father’s oldest men, caught her and held her behind him as Lewis and the others swarmed Davies to gag and bind him.

      “Pay no heed to a dishonorably discharged drunk,” Lewis announced to the dozens of watching sailors. “The crown will have a say in what happens to this one. Spreading stories about the admiral’s daughter.” He shoved Davies hard.

      “Don’t you worry now,” Smith whispered to her as he put an arm around her shoulders. “He was drunk. No one will give him credence.”

      Elaina managed a weak smile up at her father’s old friend, but her thumb moved up to worry her lip as they walked. She hoped he was right. But the sinking feeling in her stomach said otherwise.
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      Though Elaina was aware that she had done nothing wrong, guilt sat heavily in her stomach as she let Smith walk her back to the ship.

      Usually, the sight of the Adroit’s deep blue hull with its yellow encircling stripe brought her a sense of peace and belonging. But for the first time in her life, the Adroit did not feel like home.

      It seemed like hours that she waited in her cabin fiddling with her new glass slippers after Lewis had dragged Tanner down to face her father. Several times she could hear the younger sailors being called upon to run what Elaina guessed to be messages to and from the local naval office, but she continued to wait alone. Even the glass slippers and King Everard’s words failed to distract her properly, only making her anxiety worse. So she glumly listened to the crew repair sails, clean the deck, and bring aboard boxes of supplies.

      Though she couldn’t see them from her lower deck, she could imagine the precise workings going on above. Each man fulfilled his task as though he had been born doing it. The king’s flagship was not only known for its uncanny ability to avoid storms and outmaneuver its enemies, but also for its crew’s ability to work as one. Each man had a purpose, and when a job went undone, all suffered. It was exactly the reason men like Davies Tanner couldn’t be allowed to stay upon the ship.

      “Elaina.”

      Elaina jumped at her father’s voice. As she left her room and followed him to his quarters, Tanner was being dragged out of her father’s office. It took two men to contain him as they pulled him toward the ship’s ramp. Swallowing, she plastered a false smile on her face and marched in.

      As soon as the door was shut, her father fixed his steely gray eyes on her. “He didn’t hurt you?”

      “No, Father.”

      He nodded but still came forward and gently took her chin in his hand, turning her head from one side to the other as he examined her neck where the blade had been pressed. Lewis must have been quite explicit in his recounting of the event.

      He finally let go and folded his hands behind his back, going to stand and stare out the window. “It’s an unfortunate thing, but our next mission will need to be delayed by several days.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I am afraid I have more than one man to replace. Smith, Canters, and Wiley have requested permission to retire.”

      “But I don’t understand,” Elaina said, glad not to be talking about the incident in the tavern but disturbed at the news all the same. “Smith has served a long time, to be sure. But he’s still strong. And Canters and Wiley are barely thirty-and-five! They’ve only been aboard ten years.”

      “Unfortunately, my dear, we are rather spoiled on this ship. I take such pride in handpicking my men that many stay on much longer than they would on any other ship. It’s an honor to serve on the king’s flagship, and I hope my men are being truthful when they say I am a fair admiral.”

      “You are!”

      “Thank you. But I’m afraid being on this ship has unfairly tinted the way you see the world of sailing.” He turned and looked directly at Elaina. “As much as it is an honor to serve King Xander and Ashland this way, there comes a point in a man’s life when he can no longer handle the rigors of life on a warship, when he wants to settle down and marry. To build a family. And living life on the seas makes such a life difficult.”

      “But you did it.”

      “And that turned out well, didn’t it?” Her father’s voice was hard, and Elaina regretted her choice of words.

      “I’m sorry, Father, but . . . I’m still not sure what this has to do with me.”

      “You know I choose my men carefully. No one steps foot on this ship unless I have references for his references. I have done this since you came to live here with me, and until now, it has served me well. But it appears that I’m not always capable of choosing as wisely as I’d thought.”

      “He’s only one man out of many, Father.”

      “Tanner, yes. But I have three men leaving and a handful of others preparing to do the same, if I can believe the rumors Lewis shares with me.” Her father half sat, half fell into the chair behind his desk. “I have done my best to choose only the best men to surround you with, and I have done even more to keep them here. But a majority of my men have served faithfully for many years, and eventually, they will not all be here to protect you and your gift. A day that I fear is coming sooner than later.”

      “What are you saying?” Elaina took a step closer to the desk where she could reach out and stroke its scratched wood for comfort.

      “I’m saying that it’s high time I find a more appropriate living situation for you.”

      “You mean . . . leave the ship?”

      “You’re nearly eighteen, Elaina. Far too old to be gallivanting about the seas without proper instruction due a lady of your status.”

      “Father, it was only one incident! And he was drunk!”

      “If this hadn’t happened, something else would have.”

      Elaina opened her mouth to respond but found she had no words. Instead, she fell into the seat beside her and focused on breathing.

      “I have already sent word to your aunt that you will be returning to Rosington Manor.” He picked up a quill and began to scratch away on a parchment before him. “You will live there with your Aunt Charlotte and cousin Lydia until you are old enough to inherit the manor of your own accord.” His voice became gentle, though he still didn’t meet her eyes. “You should enjoy it there. It’s where you grew up, you know.”

      “Until I was five!” Elaina cried out. “I’ve grown up here! This is my home.” She swallowed, trying to regain control of her voice. “I’m sure Aunt Charlotte and cousin Lydia are kind, but these men are my family. They’ve taught me about rigging and knots and winds—”

      “And no one has taught you of fashion or courtship customs or even how to speak appropriately with young men of your rank.”

      Elaina opened her mouth to retort that she could care less about flirting with men of her rank, but her father silenced her with a fierce glance. Then he groaned and rubbed his eyes. For a long moment they sat in silence. Finally he spoke again, but this time, he sounded ancient.

      “You have served the king well in your time on this ship, far beyond what many men do in their lifetimes.”

      “All the more reason to keep me.”

      “It’s not worth the cost. The savage brute that killed your mother is still out there. And now that the public knows your secret, you could put the whole fleet in danger when he decides to target you.”

      Elaina squeezed the arms of the chair until her fingers hurt. “So you would have me fend for myself?”

      “Hardly. You will be better protected than you’ve ever been. I’ve already sent word to King Xander, asking him to provide ample protection for you in the capital. He has said in the past that whatever I need he will give me, and I believe he will honor this request without hesitation or question.”

      Elaina’s shoulders slumped as she took deep, measured breaths.

      “Your mother’s title passed to you last year, and in a few years, you will legally inherit Rosington,” her father said in a quiet voice. “Many girls dream of such opportunities, but few have the rank or property and ensuing liberty to do it on their own. As you know, most families in Ashland cannot legally hand down titles to women at all, only a select few like ours. Use this to your advantage. Enjoy your life in Kaylem. Make friends, and find a young man worthy to kiss the ground you walk upon.” His eyes brightened a little. “You will meet the prince. I hear he’s an amiable fellow. Rather charismatic, actually, much like his father.”

      “I don’t want to meet the prince.” Elaina glared at the scuffed wooden floor. “I want to be with you.”

      “This is a man’s world, Elaina. You have no idea what kind of a man killed your mother. Now if word gets out that—”

      “Then what have you been raising me for?” She gestured up at the deck. “If I’m incapable of handling myself, why build me up with foolishness about my abilities to deal with the hundreds of men we’ve taken to sea? Why give me any responsibility at all?”

      “Hang it all, Elaina! Why are you making this so difficult?” her father shouted, jumping to his feet. “I can’t afford to nanny you all the time, putting my men and my fleet in danger! Now look at me. I am very serious about this.”

      She gave him the most dispassionate look she could muster.

      “You are going to the capital. You will conduct yourself with grace and maturity, and you are going to stay out of harm’s way. That is the end of this discussion. Lewis!”

      Her father’s first mate was there in seconds. From the grave look on his face, Elaina guessed he’d heard every word.

      “We’re setting sail for the capital. I want this ship moving in one hour.”

      “Aye, Admiral.”

      Gathering what was left of her dignity, Elaina slowly stood. As she reached the door, however, she shut it and turned back once more.

      “You’re serious about this then,” she said, straining her voice so it wouldn’t crack. “You really don’t believe in me.” She strode back over to him and took his hands in hers. “I can do this, Father,” she whispered. “I am strong enough to make it on the seas.”

      “No, Elaina. You’re not.”

      She fell back a step. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Oh, but I do. I will not have you die because I was a fool and too proud to admit my own limits. And I’ll not have you dead because you refused to acknowledge your own limits either. Now go with Lewis and stay in your quarters until I call you again.”

      “But I—”

      “Elaina, once and for all, you are leaving this ship, and you will never be sailing on her again.”
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      Elaina ran her hand lovingly down the polished blue rail of the Adroit one more time as the young sailor emerged from her cabin with her sea chest. The Adroit’s crew had formed a line on each side of her, their numbers creating a path all the way to the ramp, though Elaina knew her father had not instructed them to do so. He would have preferred the affair of her departure be kept as quiet as possible. But the men were here now, and she could see in their faces that they weren’t going anywhere without a direct order. Perhaps Lewis had talked her father out of such an order.

      Her throat thickened as the first mate himself stepped out of line and approached her. After bowing low, he held out a fist. When she put her own hand out, he dropped a little pile of wood that clinked softly into her palm. Elaina held it up to examine it more closely. As she lifted it, she realized that it wasn’t a pile of wood at all, but rather, a bracelet with little wooden beads of all different shapes. Each seemed the work of a different carver, for no two were alike. Some were figures of people or animals. Others were little blocks with words or pictures scratched into them. Someone had been bold enough to carve a star.

      “Made from a piece of the ship’s hull we had to replace last week,” Lewis said, his eyes not moving from the bracelet. “We were going to give it as a birthday present, but since this came sooner . . .”

      Elaina threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly, inhaling deeply his familiar scent of salt and tobacco.

      “Now, now, little lady.” Lewis pulled out of the hug but held on to her shoulders, his eyes rimmed red. “Didn’t think you could hang about with us old sailors your whole life, did you? Get out there and give a little shake to that royal court. I hear they need a good rousing from their comforts every now and then. If anyone can do that, it’s you.”

      Elaina nodded and tightened her jaw against the stinging in the corners of her eyes. “I’ll treasure it always,” she said, looking in turn at each of the men, starting with old Lewis and ending with little Joel. “And don’t look so grim.” She forced a laugh. “It’s not as though you’ll never be in Kaylem again. And when you are, I expect to see you all as well and safe as ever.”

      “Elaina,” her father called from the ramp. “Your aunt and cousin are here.”

      After giving the men one last brave smile, Elaina made her back ramrod straight and strode to join her father. Down the ramp and past the edge of the dock, she could see a carriage with yellow silk curtains pulling to a stop. A woman who looked to be in her early forties was peeking through the front window and a young woman about Elaina’s age through the back.

      Elaina turned back to her father. “It’s not too late,” she whispered, imploring him with her eyes once more. “We don’t have to go through with this.”

      “I expect you to be strong.” He motioned for the sailor carrying her chest to put it on the carriage. “The king’s court is not for the weak of heart.”

      “And how I am equipped to handle this when I’m far too weak for life at sea?”

      “Hold your tongue. You’re being rude.”

      Elaina’s annoyance burned deep but the pain cut even deeper, threatening to make her lose control of her breathing, and even worse, her tears.

      Well, if he was determined to dump her off, she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of crying and proving him right. So she kept her next retort to herself and focused on taking deep, even breaths as her aunt and cousin approached. After all, her father’s betrayal wasn’t their fault. So she put on her most diplomatic smile and turned to greet them.

      “Elaina, this is your Aunt Charlotte and your cousin, Lydia.” Her father gestured to each in turn, to which they curtsied. The woman was tall and willowy, and the girl was far more buxom than Elaina could ever dream of being, but they shared the same golden curls, flawless fair complexions. Most attractive, however, were their equally inviting smiles.

      “How could I forget?” She returned their curtsies. “It’s only been a few years since we saw each other last.”

      “We are so looking forward to having you back in the family home,” her aunt said with a gentle smile.

      Lydia nodded enthusiastically.

      Elaina’s father pulled her into a tight embrace, but as he did, he whispered in her ear, “Your aunt and cousin know your secret, but not another soul. Keep it that way.” He roughly kissed her on the forehead and let her out of the embrace. Then he walked up the ramp without looking back.

      Shouting accusations at his back was tempting, but Elaina was too well trained to allow her emotions to dictate her actions. So she took a deep breath and made sure her expression was one of cool confidence.

      “Thank you again for greeting me here. It will be far more pleasant to make the journey with you than it would have been to travel alone in a hired coach.”

      “We wouldn’t dream of such a reception,” her aunt said. She held her hand out, and Elaina took it. For the first time, she realized how vaguely familiar her aunt looked, and not just because they’d met before. Foggy memories of another beloved face lay somewhere in her features. And against Elaina’s wishes, that was comforting. “Now, come to the carriage, won’t you? We have much to get done before tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Elaina asked as a footman helped her into the carriage. It was comfortable inside and even homey with patterned cushions on the seats and the yellow curtains softening the harsh sunlight that was trying to get in.

      “Oh yes.” Lydia clapped her hands and gave a little bounce. “Queen Ann is giving her annual Autumn Tea. The entire event is two days long, and being invited is a most gracious compliment. Not that we’ve ever been excluded, of course.”

      “Your mother and I attended the tea together before either of us were married,” Charlotte said. “It was the first event that the queen hosted after her coronation.”

      Though Elaina was in the mood to hear about anything but royal tea parties, her mother’s participation in this particular event made the prospect at least somewhat intriguing.

      The carriage jolted as they began to move, but once it left the docks and moved onto a larger, busier city road, Elaina found that the bumping didn’t bother her stomach quite so much. Rather, to her regret, she found that the distant green rolling hills south of the city were enjoyable to look at as they bounced along the road. A little familiar even. Colorful shops and houses moved by as well, and she was highly tempted to call them pretty.

      No. She wouldn’t allow herself to feel yearning or even curiosity for this life on land. That yearning had disappeared before she had turned eight. Instead, she
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