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One

DAWN BROKE IN shreds of crimson gold, spilling across the dark expanse of the Draiel Sea like liquid fire as Charis Willowthorn, exiled princess of Calera, readjusted her compass and drew an invisible line across the ship’s map with her finger.

The upper corner of the map was anchored in place by the captain’s log, the leather volume opened to a page of fresh notations in Orayn’s looping scrawl. To Charis’s left sat the tide chart, its edges smudged from use by the smugglers who’d once owned this vessel. She double-checked the chart, her throat tightening.

They’d make port in Solvang today.

Three weeks on the open seas, constantly scanning the waters for signs of pursuit by the monstrous Rakuuna who’d invaded Calera. Three weeks of sleepless nights and endless scheming to find a way to kill the enemy and rescue her people—and it all came down to this.

Somehow she had to convince the rulers of Solvang to stand with her against powerful creatures who moved faster than humans, could sink a ship with the brute strength of their hands, and whose reach was so long, swords were all but useless against them. Worry squirmed in her belly.

No ruler in their right mind would join her cause.

The blue lines of the map wavered before her, and she rubbed at the gritty exhaustion in her eyes. This was no time to lose focus.

“Good morning, Your Highness.”

Charis jumped, sending the tide chart fluttering to the floor, and whirled to find Orayn in the doorway of the tiny room.

“I apologize for startling you.” The big man ducked his shiny brown head beneath the doorjamb as he stepped inside and bent to retrieve the chart. He looked closely at her as he set it on the navigation table.

“Is something amiss?” Orayn’s deep voice reminded Charis of King Edias’s, and for an instant, she was back in Father’s sun-warmed quarters, her head resting against him as he told her everything would be all right. A lance of pain pierced her heart, and she abruptly set the compass on the table and turned for the door.

“All is well,” she said in a voice so hollow, she barely recognized it as her own.

“It’s a fine day for a coronation. Everyone on board is looking forward to it.” He bowed as she backed out of the little room, her heart knocking against her chest like a frantic bird in a cage.

Before the Rakuuna invasion, back when Charis was leading a secret group of loyalists to search the sea for the unseen enemy who was sinking Calera’s ships, everyone aboard their boat had worn masks so that she could protect her identity from all but the few she trusted.

The memory of including her former bodyguard Tal on that list was a constant ache—a wound she didn’t know how to close.

There was no point hiding her identity now. Still, revealing her true self and claiming her mother’s title were very different things.

Charis hadn’t wanted a coronation, but Holland, as next in line to the throne, had insisted. He’d argued that their people needed a queen, and that entering Solvang as Calera’s sovereign ruler gave Charis far more leverage than entering as an exiled princess.

He’d been right, but Charis had fought him on it until the very last moment.

It was taking everything she had to move forward, to shove aside the grief when she thought of Mother, fierce and indominable, falling to the ballroom floor beneath an onslaught of Rakuuna. And of Father, crumpled and lifeless in his bedroom. She was breathing by sheer force of will. Standing because she refused to let her knees give out.

How could she possibly do all that if she had to participate in a coronation?

Accepting the crown, the title, was real. It was final.

Charis couldn’t bear for this ruin to be final.

Turning away from the navigation room, she climbed past the cannons resting in their metal rings along the edges of the ship. Past the hammocks hastily strung between the masts for the people who hadn’t fit in the ship’s eight cabins. A few children still slept, clinging to their mothers’ arms, their dirty faces streaked with the remnants of tears.

Charis’s own cheeks were dry. Everything soft within her had been burned to ash when she’d found her father’s lifeless body and then learned that the boy she loved—the boy she’d trusted—was the son of her enemy, sent to spy on her.

A chilly breeze danced along the water and swept over the deck, prying at Charis’s cloak. She tugged the garment close, stepped past the last of the hammocks, and then stopped.

Grim, the palace groom who’d been Tal’s contact with Montevallo, and Dec, a sailor who’d turned out to be another Montevallian sent to look after their spy of a prince, were huddled in conversation at the bow.

Something cold and vicious unfurled in Charis’s chest as she stalked toward them.

“You.” She pointed at Grim. “You should be down in the brig taking care of the horses.”

He held her gaze, and she ignored the worried grief in his eyes. Let him be terrified as he imagined Tal’s fate at the hands of the Rakuuna who’d kidnapped him. Let it keep him up at night, eating at him until peace was nothing but a distant memory.

It still wouldn’t be half of what he deserved.

The fact that worry over Tal’s fate sometimes crept into her own thoughts as well was unfortunate, but it wasn’t anything that a reminder of his betrayal couldn’t fix.

Grim shot a look at Dec, his freckled brow collapsing into a frown. “Your Highness, if I might ask what you’re planning once we reach port—”

In three steps, Charis closed the distance between them, her dagger in her hand. Before he could do more than blink in surprise, she had the point of the blade against his throat.

“Three weeks of silence from you isn’t long enough. You will not speak to me unless I ask you to. You will not leave the brig unless I send for you. You will remember that this is a Caleran ship, and you are the enemy.” She turned to lock eyes with Dec. The boy was taller than Tal, with black hair, brown skin, and brown eyes. As always, he was quiet and still, his body giving her no indication of what he was thinking.

She bared her teeth in a cruel smile, feeling every inch her mother. “As for you, traitor, the only reason I’m not sending you to the brig to care for the horses with your dishonorable friend is because Orayn needs competent sailors to help run this ship.”

Dec inclined his head respectfully.

“I am keeping the two of you alive and fed solely for the purpose of providing me with useful information on the inner workings of the court at Montevallo.” She drew her second dagger and aimed it at Dec. “If either of you refuses to cooperate, I will run you through with my sword, mount your head to the bow, and throw your body into the sea. Are we quite clear?”

“We’re clear.” Dec’s voice was so quiet, she could barely hear him over the sound of the water slapping against the sides of the boat.

She sheathed her daggers as Grim moved toward the steps that led into the belly of the ship. Dec shifted as if to move away as well, then paused.

“You may cut out my tongue for saying this if you need to, Your Highness, but I’m truly sorry for what happened to your people and to you. It’s horrifying, and if you want my help fighting back, I freely offer it.”

Before she could respond, he bowed and then headed toward Orayn. She stepped to the edge of the ship, gripping the wooden railing so hard her palms ached.

There was no room inside her for being sorry. There was only rage and ruin and the desperate hope that, somehow, she could save her kingdom.

Mother had trained Charis to be smarter. Strike harder. To never falter, never waver, never break. Every interaction was a chess move, and only the most ruthless person on the board survived to win the game.

Maybe she could barely breathe past the grief. It was no excuse to stop thinking five steps ahead. No excuse to falter, even when the task in front of her would cut her to pieces.

“Charis?”

A soft voice spoke from behind her. Turning, she found her cousin Nalani Farragin—the closest thing she had to a best friend now that Tal no longer deserved the title.

“Are you ready?” Nalani’s sleek black hair was braided and coiled around the top of her head, and the wind nipped a flush into her golden cheeks.

“Ready or not, it’s time.” Holland joined his twin sister, his black duster and battered sword sheath looking right at home aboard the ship. Hildy, the fluffy, multicolored kitten Tal had rescued and given to Father, perched on Holland’s shoulder, blinking in the early morning sunlight. Holland swept Charis with a critical eye. “You look awful. Did you even try to sleep?”

“Holland!” Nalani smacked his stomach lightly with the back of her hand.

He raised his brows. “It’s the truth.”

“That doesn’t mean you say it out loud.”

“I’m fine.” The lie rolled off her tongue with practiced ease. She’d spent the last three weeks repeating it until she no longer considered answering differently. “Let’s get this done before we make port.”

Holland stood to Charis’s right as she turned to face the small crowd assembled on the deck. Nalani stood beside him. They both looked gravely serious, an expression shared by everyone on the ship. Every member of the royal staff that Charis had managed to take with her when the palace fell. Every sailor who’d scrambled to escape the chaos at the port. Every merchant, farmer, and peasant Holland, Nalani, and Delaire, a young noblewoman who’d escaped the ballroom with them, had whisked off the streets on their way to the dock—and quite a few who hadn’t fit in the carriage but had followed on foot in a race for their lives. Sixty-two people who gathered in silence on the deck, staring up at Charis as she stood on the forecastle above them.

Reuben, one of two remaining palace guards, was a few steps behind Charis’s left shoulder, looking faintly ill, as sailing did not agree with his stomach. He kept his hand on his sword, his somewhat-bedraggled uniform buttoned up to his chin while his eyes scanned the crowd, hunting for threats, just as he would’ve done if she’d been standing on the dais in the palace throne room.

The thought of the throne room with its one golden chair where Charis had spent countless hours standing silently to Mother’s right squeezed her chest until the next breath felt impossible to take.

Then Orayn stepped to her left side wearing the captain’s jacket he’d had on the night of the invasion, pale blue braided tassels looping over the shoulders as silver buttons gleamed against his chest. He held a crown in his large hands—a delicate concoction of twisted silver wire that one of the merchant women had fashioned from spare supplies found in the cargo hold.

The thin metal shaped at the whim of the woman’s hands reminded Charis of the dagger hairpiece Tal had made for her by twisting a simple updo cage into a weapon. Was that how he’d seen her? As a weapon he needed to keep close so he could predict where she would strike?

The memory of Tal drew blood.

She was a weapon. She had to be. Her kingdom’s survival depended on it.

Orayn cleared his throat and then spoke in a voice that boomed across the length of the ship. “We, the remnant of Calera, gather on this, the twenty-third day after the enemy invasion, to formally acknowledge and accept as our sovereign ruler Charis Aliya Willowthorn, heir of Letha Roelle Willowthorn and Edias Stephren Lorrinton. Let our allies rejoice and our enemies tremble. Long live the queen!”

“Long live the queen!” the crowd yelled, their eyes lit with fervor.

Charis kept her expression regal and cold as Orayn settled the crown onto her head.

“Your Majesty.” Orayn bowed. Instantly, the twins and Reuben followed suit.

Charis blinked rapidly as the crowd at her feet bowed, their murmured “Your Majesty” rolling through the air and slamming into Charis as if she’d been struck by the hilt of a sword.

Her chest heaved, a silent sob she trapped inside by sheer force of will. The featherlight weight of the crown on her head suddenly felt impossible to bear.

She shouldn’t be queen.

Her family shouldn’t be dead.

Her kingdom shouldn’t be in ruins.

The salty air seemed to scour her throat raw as she drew in a breath.

“Would you like to say a few words, Your Majesty?” Holland asked beside her.

Another impossible thing. Even if she could force herself to speak past the ache in her throat, what could she say? She had nothing but grief and rage and the promise that she’d made to herself to see her vengeance through to the bitter end.

“Charis,” Nalani breathed, a quiet plea that wouldn’t reach the ears of those waiting below.

Tearing her gaze from the distant place where the sea met the sky, Charis looked at the faces below her.

They were full of grief and rage, too. But they had something else. Something more. A flicker of desperate hope as they gazed up at their new queen.

She forced herself to swallow against the ache. Licked her lips with a tongue gone bone-dry. And let her fury blaze within.

“People of Calera.” Her voice shook with anger. She let it spill out of her and fill the air, a vicious, shimmering thing born of bloodshed and loss. “We have been through something unspeakable. We have been deeply wronged by the monstrous Rakuuna from Te’ash. We have been betrayed by our former ally Rullenvor, who aligned themselves with the monsters and set us up for destruction.”

The words tore through her throat, raw and painful. “We lost countless loved ones on our most sacred night of the year. And an invader now resides in the palace. It would be easy to look at all of that and feel despair. But all is not lost.”

She let the statement linger, let them see the unyielding determination on her face. Let the faint light of hope in their eyes burn a little brighter. And then she stepped forward until her stomach pressed against the carved wooden railing.

“We are not running away from Calera. This”—she flung out an arm to encompass the ship—“is not escape. This is strategy.”

Slowly, she swept the crowd, meeting a sailor’s gaze, a merchant’s, a mother’s. “We will go to Solvang for supplies and information about the Rakuuna. From there, we will send out a call to the rest of our allies, and especially to Montevallo. My betrothal treaty with them will ensure that they commit their army to our cause.”

And if it didn’t, then the threat of losing Tal, the king’s youngest son, to Charis’s blade should do the trick.

“I will personally see to your safety. And then I will bring all who are able to sail with me on a journey of vengeance. We will not rest until we march into our royal city of Arborlay with an army at our backs and cleanse our soil of every last invader who dared set foot on Calera’s shores.”

She paused, her words ringing across the water, and Holland pulled his sword free of its sheath with a metallic scrape. Stepping to her side, he raised the blade above his head and yelled, “For the queen and for Calera!”

Reuben’s sword flashed as he lifted it. “For the queen and for Calera!”

The crowd stirred, drawing weapons if they had them, raising fists when they didn’t. “For the queen and for Calera!”

They chanted the words, louder and louder, until the deck seemed to tremble beneath Charis’s feet. The thrum of their voices reverberated in her chest, a heartbeat that would not be denied.

She drew her own sword and raised it high, her skin prickling with goose bumps, the crown on her head the heaviest thing she’d ever worn.

“Death to our enemies and to all who fight against us!” Her voice cut through the air, and the crowd below her roared. Shaking their fists, screaming their approval, the wild light of hope alive on their faces.

She held her sword aloft and let them scream. Let their rage and their hope blister the air while she stood, crown firmly in place. It didn’t matter that her knees wanted to buckle. That she was faint from both lack of sleep and lack of food. That everything in her longed to hear Mother’s cold voice slice through the chaos as the queen took control.

It was real. It was final.

Charis was queen now. There was no looking back, no matter what her heart wanted. There was only the path in front of her and the fortitude she would need to see it through.
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Two

UNLIKE THE GENTLE, rolling hills and large fields that graced eastern Calera, Solvang’s shoreline was a long strip of golden sand bordered by thick dunes that backed up to forested cliffs of rugged rock. Roads of pale crushed stone wound their way through the trees and into the capital city of Ooverstaad, where the streets were lined with tall, narrow buildings in dark cranberry, navy, or gray. Every few blocks, a well-tended park with benches, fountains, and swings for the children stood safely ensconced behind an iron fence. Ribbons of fog threaded their way through the city.

Ooverstaad was the picture of elegance, peace, and prosperity. Was it prosperous enough that the rulers wouldn’t balk at helping Charis, though she had no way to pay her debts? Charis could promise to repay them in Montevallian jewels once she’d married Prince Vahn, but there were a lot of uncertainties lying between Charis and safely reaching the court at Montevallo. She would be asking the Solvanish rulers to extend their assistance purely on the hope that she could overcome every hurdle in front of her.

Which meant Charis had to exude unwavering confidence and strength for the entirety of her time in the Solvanish palace.

“Remember that bakery?” Nalani leaned across Holland to point out the window of the carriage the royal family had sent for Charis once they’d learned of her arrival at port. “Best duvacca in the city.”

“What’s duvacca?” Delaire asked, her wide brown eyes taking in the sights. She’d been a member of the nobility in Calera, forever mooning over an irritable Holland, but three weeks of sailing had given her calluses on her fingers, a sunburned nose, and an ability to help with most tasks onboard the boat without losing her considerable patience. The fact that the crew’s morale had remained steady was almost entirely due to Delaire’s sunny disposition and consistent kindness.

“It’s a puffy square of layered pastry with chocolate and berries inside.” Nalani bounced on the seat as they turned a corner. “There’s the Royal Library! Those stained-glass windows depict scenes from Solvanish fairy tales. The library has the best selection of children’s books. Remember, Holland? Great-aunt Estr used to take us there when we’d visit Father’s side of the family. Most of them live farther inland, but she lives here in the capital.”

“I liked the library’s section on combat.” Holland crossed his ankles and glanced at the passing buildings as the carriage sped toward the eastern ridge where the palace overlooked the city streets. His shoulder-length black hair looked windswept, and his already battered duster was definitely the worse for wear after weeks at sea.

“Why is the Royal Library not in the palace itself?” Delaire asked as she smoothed her curly black hair away from her face with a scarf she’d folded down to ribbon width.

“Because the Solvanish people value the pursuit of learning above all else. Placing the Royal Library in the center of the city where everyone has equal access to it shows that the royals share that value with their people.” Nalani sounded as though she was reciting a line from one of Tutor Brannigan’s textbooks. Actually, Charis was pretty sure that’s exactly what her cousin was doing.

Charis barely acknowledged the view outside the carriage windows. She was too busy running scenarios in her head. What she would say to gain asylum for the people on the ship. What leverage she might use to get assistance on her trip to the Rakuuna kingdom of Te’ash if, indeed, rescuing Tal was necessary to force King Alaric’s cooperation. If there were any promises she could make that would convince the royals to commit troops to the cause of retaking Calera.

And most of all, what she would do if King Gareth and Queen Vyllanthra refused to help at all.

As the carriage turned up the long, tree-lined drive that led to the palace, Nalani leaned over Holland and patted Charis’s knee.

“Don’t worry. The king is known to be generous. He’ll help us.”

“Generous enough to send his army to help free Calera?” Charis rolled her shoulders, trying to relieve the tension in her neck.

Holland snorted. “Not sure any ruler is going to be generous enough to send their soldiers to certain death.”

“Honestly, just once, would you think before you speak?” Nalani glared at her twin while Delaire wrung her hands in distress.

“Holland’s right.” Charis sat up straight as the carriage slowed.

“No need to sound surprised.” Holland uncrossed his feet.

Nalani sighed.

“But . . .” Delaire looked between Charis and Holland. “If he’s right, then how are we ever going to go home?”

Charis met Delaire’s eyes and forced every ounce of confidence she could muster into her voice. “Just because we can’t see a path toward victory, doesn’t mean one isn’t there. We’ll get help for our people.”

“How are we going to do that when no one is going to want to go against the Rakuuna? I mean, besides Alaric, who will no doubt rejoice when we return his traitor of a son with all his limbs still attached.” Holland sounded eager to hear her plan so he could do his part.

“One step at a time.” Her stomach clenched as they neared the palace. She had no idea how to make the dangerous mission to retake her kingdom sound like a smart, strategic decision to any ruler but King Alaric of Montevallo, who’d already spent years sacrificing his soldiers in a bloody war with Calera so that he could have port access and a son on the throne. He wouldn’t flinch at the chance to keep those hard-won prizes as long as Charis knew how to defeat the Rakuuna. Plus, she could use Tal’s safety as leverage to sweeten the deal.

But why would any other ruler commit troops to her cause?

The carriage rolled to a stop, and a footman opened the door with a small bow. Charis exited first, moving as though she wore one of her gowns instead of the clean, but wrinkled, sparring clothes she’d worn during their escape from Calera. A dress didn’t make one a queen. It was all in the attitude, in knowing down to one’s very bones that the weight of the crown on your head was yours and yours alone.

Gazing up at the palace, Charis lifted her chin and smoothed her expression into one of icy calm, just like Mother had taught her. The palace was built of navy-and-white marble, threaded through with bands of silver that glittered in the sun. A pair of silver statues flanked the wide stairs that led to the entrance.

Reuben, Orayn, and Finn climbed down from the bench at the back of the carriage. Orayn and Finn took up their posts on either side of Holland and Nalani, while Reuben stepped to Charis’s side, his gaze sweeping the area for threats.

Charis moved up the stairs, feeling grateful that she’d skipped breakfast as her empty stomach churned. Every expression, every word from this moment on had to be perfect. The fate of her people depended on it.

King Gareth and Queen Vyllanthra were waiting in an elegant parlor just inside the palace entrance. A page wearing a dark red uniform with silver accents opened the parlor door and announced, “Her Majesty, Queen Charis Willowthorn of Calera.”

Charis entered, Reuben on her heels, and paused in front of the king and queen, who were standing shoulder to shoulder in the center of an ivory rug that appeared to have tiny replicas of their royal coat of arms embroidered across its surface. A queen did not curtsy to another ruler, so Charis allowed her lips to curve into a genuine smile.

“Your Majesty.” King Gareth stepped forward first, his arms outstretched. His wide girth was encased in a shiny navy tunic with long braids of silver rope looped across his chest and then wrapped around his waist, their knotted ends dangling near his knees. Like Vyllanthra, he had golden skin and black hair. He gripped her forearms gently, his dark eyes sympathetic. “We welcome you to Solvang and hope to provide some comfort and aid during this distressing time.”

Of course, they already knew about the invasion. There were plenty of Caleran families who could trace some of their ancestry back to Solvang, and vice versa. Pallorens carrying the news must have been sent to Solvang within hours of the Rakuuna overtaking the palace.

“Welcome, Your Majesty.” Vyllanthra, a tall, broad-shouldered woman with a strikingly handsome face and strands of pure white threading her black hair, squeezed Charis’s hands. “I was hoping the news out of Calera wasn’t as dire as we’ve been hearing, but your new title tells me otherwise.”

“Your Majesties.” Charis returned Vyllanthra’s squeeze and then let go. She might not be arriving from a position of strength, but she could avoid the weakness of appearing to need their sympathy.

Sympathy wouldn’t bring back anyone Charis had lost. It might, however, grease the wheels of Gareth’s famed generosity.

Reconsidering her strategy, Charis allowed herself to draw in a visibly shaky breath before saying, “I’m not sure what you’ve heard, but here is the truth. Rakuuna from the kingdom of Te’ash allied themselves with Rullenvor, attacked our ships and sealed off our harbor, and then invaded during our Sister Moons Festival.”

The next breath wasn’t meant to be shaky, but it trembled just the same. “In the invasion, both the queen and the king consort were lost.”

Lost. As though her parents were something she’d misplaced. Something she could find again if she just looked hard enough.

“My dear, come. Sit. Let’s see what we can do to help those who were able to escape.” Gareth swept his arm toward the pair of red velvet couches that sat opposite each other in front of a window overlooking the palace’s tidy courtyard. “Our staff will see to the comfort of your companions while we talk.”

Charis kept her expression calm even as her thoughts raced. He’d offered help to those who were able to escape. That wasn’t a slip of the tongue. It was a clear message that Solvang did not intend to interfere with Calera’s fate.

Somehow she had to change their minds.

Charis sat on the sofa to the right. Gareth and Vyllanthra sat opposite her. A parlor maid entered with a tea cart, and Charis’s stomach pitched uneasily as the smell of fillevun tea, buttery pastries, and pickled onion sandwiches filled the air. Once the maid had poured three cups and set the food on the low wooden table between the sofas, she backed out of the room.

Vyllanthra reached for her tea while Gareth took a hearty bite out of a savory biscuit. They were giving Charis permission to help herself to the food, but she knew better than to try swallowing anything of consequence. Not with her stomach in knots. And not when grief felt like a stone permanently lodged in the back of her throat. Instead, she took a delicate sip of the floral tea.

“How many were able to escape?” Vyllanthra asked as she set down her cup and folded her hands in her lap.

“Sixty-three.” Charis set her own cup down.

“So few?” Gareth pressed a hand to his chest, the large ruby ring on his middle finger glittering in the rays of sun streaming in through the window.

“Most of them are merchants or tradespeople.” Charis kept her voice even, though the horror of leaving thousands behind, trapped under the vicious rule of the Rakuuna, was an ever-present pain she couldn’t get used to, no matter how much time passed. “We have a few families. Some of the palace staff and a handful of sailors. And then myself and the three members of the nobility who came with me today.”

“You’ve all suffered a great tragedy.” Vyllanthra leaned forward, and behind the sympathy in her gaze, Charis caught a hint of worry. “We’ve struggled to understand why Rullenvor and Te’ash, whom our master scholars assure us haven’t been seen in the southern seas for over one hundred years, would ally themselves against an agricultural kingdom like Calera.”

Charis heard the question embedded in the queen’s statement. What had Calera done to bring this calamity upon themselves, and how could Solvang be sure they weren’t next?

The answer was complicated, and Charis had to be careful how she framed it. She couldn’t afford to be turned away from Solvang in a tiny smuggler’s ship with few provisions and even fewer options.

Holding herself still to keep from giving too much away, Charis said, “It all seems to come down to Montevallo.”

Gareth’s eyes widened as he brushed crumbs from his tunic. “Montevallo is behind this? I thought you’d signed a treaty.”

Charis nodded. “We have a treaty in place. King Alaric and I are allies.” She hoped.

“Then what has Montevallo to do with the invasion?” Vyllanthra watched Charis closely.

People were more likely to trust someone whose body language matched theirs, so Charis folded her hands in her lap and leaned forward, like Vyllanthra. “Rullenvor made an alliance with the Rakuuna, ostensibly to have more protection for their ships in the northern seas.

“At some point, the Rakuuna began sinking any naval or merchant ship that tried to enter or leave our harbor. We didn’t realize it was them at the time, of course.” Charis flinched inwardly at the memory of standing on the deck of the smuggler’s boat at night, practicing the seven rathmas with Tal’s warm hand pressed to the center of her back as he adjusted her position while they quietly hunted the waters for the enemy who was attacking Calera’s ships. Tal didn’t deserve the flurry of desire that the memory of his hand caused, nor did he deserve the ache of misery that followed.

Shoving that thought away, Charis focused on the royals opposite her. “When they thought they had us at a true disadvantage, Rullenvor sent their ambassador with an offer. They’d colluded with Lady Channing, a member of our royal council, to make the proposed alliance seem more trustworthy than it was. In exchange for protection at sea and help defeating Montevallo’s army, they wanted us to allow both the Rakuuna and Rullenvor a place to set up an encampment and to grant them safe passage to Montevallo so they could mine for jewels.”

Vyllanthra frowned. “An encampment for how long? How many troops?”

“I appreciate your immediate grasp of our misgivings. It is one thing to offer amnesty to people in need”—something Charis dearly hoped Solvang would extend to her people—“but it is quite another to welcome a military encampment. Especially one that would be difficult to defend against should that prove necessary.”

“And all this because they wanted jewels from Montevallo?” Gareth dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. “What need could Rullenvor or the Rakuuna possibly have for so many jewels that it was worth sinking ships and offering to fight Montevallo with you?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that we achieved peace with Montevallo through a treaty of our own design, turned down Rullenvor’s offer, and within days of that refusal, the Rakuuna invaded.”

“So they’re using your kingdom as a staging ground to go after Montevallo?” Vyllanthra tapped a finger on her lips. “Does that mean when they’ve gained the jewels they want, they’ll leave?”

“It’s possible, though I hesitate to put much faith in that assumption.” Charis met the queen’s gaze as the answer she’d been hunting for fell into her lap—the one thing that might scare her allies enough to make them promise to help her reclaim Calera. It was time to show Gareth and Vyllanthra the picture Charis needed them to see.

“Prince Vahn of Montevallo sent a palloren to the Rakuuna’s armada with a promise to pay them any number of jewels they required in exchange for leaving Calera’s harbor for good. Days later, the Rakuuna attacked us. They went straight for Mother—for the queen.” Charis swallowed hard, but the stone in her throat refused to budge.

“They intended to kill the royal family and put themselves in charge immediately. Despite being offered what they said they wanted.” Gareth shot a look at Vyllanthra.

“I believe they’d already done the same in Rullenvor. No one has heard from the High Emperor in some time, and Rullenvor’s ambassador was arguing for the Rakuuna’s interest, not for those of his own kingdom. I believe that the Rakuuna rule Rullenvor now, just like they rule Calera.” Charis let the words sink in, fraught with dangerous implications for the safety of Solvang and the rest of the sea kingdoms.

“They’re colonizing.” Vyllanthra and Gareth seemed to share an unspoken conversation.

The memory of being so connected to Tal that she could read his mind from across a crowded room cut deep, but Charis ignored it. Locking eyes with Gareth and Vyllanthra, she spoke with vicious confidence.

“If the Rakuuna had only wanted jewels, they could have had their fill. They could have reached out to us for safe passage to negotiate directly with King Alaric instead of involving Rullenvor. As you know, we’ve long had a policy of providing protection to the ambassadors of our allies as they travel to the Montevallian border so they can assume their posts in Alaric’s court.” Charis’s voice was cold as she went for the kill. “They could have left the High Emperor of Rullenvor alive. They could have left my parents alive. They didn’t. They’ve now taken two of the seven sea kingdoms by force, and it’s clear they mean to go after Montevallo as well. How long before they go after yet another kingdom on the map?”

Silence filled the room, broken only by the tick-tick-tick of a clock on the mantel behind Charis. Finally, Gareth and Vyllanthra seemed to reach an unspoken agreement. Turning to face Charis, Gareth said solemnly, “Tell us what you need.”
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Three

“THIS IS A waste of time. I’d rather just sail straight to the Rakuuna kingdom and force them to tell us how to kill them than spend another day searching through old books for the solution.” Holland paused to let Charis leave the Royal Library ahead of him.

In the fourteen days since their arrival in Solvang, a band of pressure had wrapped itself around Charis’s chest and refused to leave. At Holland’s words, the band squeezed a little tighter.

Most of the Calerans were staying in an older building that had been hastily converted into refugee apartments. As nobility, Charis, Holland, Nalani, and Delaire were housed in the palace with access to the city’s palloren hub and a carriage at their disposal.

While Nalani and Delaire helped the refugees settle in, Charis and Holland had spent nearly every day studying the library’s vast resources—scrolls, books, even the official diaries of ancient Solvanish royals—looking for the key to the Rakuuna’s demise. They’d found almost nothing. There were few mentions of the reclusive species, and even fewer details beyond what Charis already knew: they were faster, stronger, and far more powerful than humans, and only a fool would go up against them in a fight.

The rulers of Solvang, Thallis, and Verace agreed.

Gareth and Vyllanthra had made it clear they would only commit troops to Charis’s cause if she knew how to kill the Rakuuna. The messages she’d sent to Thallis and Verace had received similar answers. She’d sent a palloren to King Alaric of Montevallo as well but had yet to receive a reply, which made sense given how far Montevallo was from Solvang.

Still, the tension of not knowing if Alaric would honor the treaty ate at her composure until it thinned and frayed.

A pair of Solvanish guards left the library first, followed immediately by Reuben and then Charis. A second pair exited on Holland’s heels, and the entire group moved quickly toward the carriage waiting at the curb.

Tendrils of fog snaked through the streets, clinging to rooftops and drifting through the gray afternoon sky like shreds of spun sugar. Charis was getting used to the frequent bouts of fog that blanketed the Solvanish coastline this time of year, but the inability to see more than a few carriage lengths in any direction never failed to unsettle her.

She stalked toward her carriage, the skin on the back of her neck prickling.

There were no assassins here waiting to kill her. No traitors standing by her side wearing the face of a friend. And still, every time she left a building, it took all her willpower not to flinch.

“This is getting us nowhere.” Holland moved to her side. “Now that King Gareth has given us a map of the entire northern sea, we could just sail to Te’ash and—”

“Demand they tell us how to kill them?” Charis snapped as a footman opened the carriage door and bowed.

“You sound angry.” Holland settled beside Charis on the slick black leather seat, while Reuben sat opposite them, his narrowed eyes examining the street beyond the carriage window, hunting for threats through the curtain of fog.

“Where to next, Your Majesty?” The coachmistress, a woman with silvery hair and deep creases in the corners of her eyes, stood at the doorway, her navy cap in her hands.

“Lady Estr’s home, please.” Charis made herself give the woman a tiny smile, her lips moving stiffly into the unfamiliar position.

There’d been precious little to smile about since the night of the invasion, and forcing a kind expression onto her face right now felt as natural as breathing water, but she couldn’t aim her fury and despair at the Solvanish people.

As the carriage lurched into motion, Holland said, “If you keep tensing your jaw like that, you’ll break your teeth.”

She glared, and he shrugged. “Fine. Break your teeth. Good thing you like soup.”

Shaking her head, she turned to look out the window as a patch of fog thinned enough to reveal elegant shops with neatly manicured flower boxes and tall, narrow doors. Her lungs ached with every breath.

How was she supposed to save her people and avenge her kingdom if she couldn’t kill the invaders who’d taken her throne? She was trapped here, living off the generosity of the Solvanish royals, making promises she’d never be able to keep. A queen who didn’t deserve her crown.

Her heart thudded frantically against her chest, and her head spun as the air in her lungs seemed to disappear.

She couldn’t do this. Couldn’t hold her people together, negotiate with allies, rescue Tal so she could leverage him against Alaric and take back her kingdom by force all while pretending she wasn’t collapsing from the inside out.

A line of pine trees outside the window wavered as Charis’s vision blurred. Clenching her fists in her skirt, she forced herself to breathe.

If Tal had been there, he’d have knelt at her feet, gathered her fists in his callused fingers, and ordered her to do something like count to ten or answer some silly question that distracted her long enough to let her body settle a bit.

Of course, if Tal had been there, she’d have been honor bound to run him through with a sword for being a traitor. The grief in her heart swelled, spilling heaviness into her veins until it felt as though she was made of stone.

Curse Tal for a thousand generations. The thought of giving him the death he deserved shouldn’t hurt.

Her vision cleared as the carriage climbed a steep hill, the view outside her window swallowed whole by a thick blanket of white. Apparently, even just the memory of Tal interrupting her panic was enough to give her the brief distraction she needed to begin mastering her fear.

She cursed him again for good measure, even as her thoughts slowed and the deadly chess match she waged with her enemies once again came into focus.

There was a solution. There was always a solution. If she couldn’t find it, that simply meant she wasn’t looking in the right direction. She needed to step back and see the entire game board before she made her next move.

She could do this. Somehow. She had to.

“I meant what I said about relaxing your jaw,” Holland said as the carriage turned a corner and slowed. “And maybe fix your face. You look like you want to kill the next person you see.”

She blinked, reining in her thoughts as she turned to her cousin. Their eyes met, and a frown furrowed his brow.

“You’re scared, aren’t you?” Holland cocked his head to study her.

Charis lifted her chin.

“I’m right.” He shifted in his seat as the vehicle came to a stop. Reuben grabbed the hilt of his sword and faced the door, his expression unreadable, though Charis knew he was listening carefully to every word.

If ever there was a time for Holland to not speak every thought he had, this was it. Not that Charis didn’t trust Reuben. She could grudgingly admit that while she often loathed his methods and would never forgive him for killing her handmaiden Milla on Mother’s orders, he’d proven himself absolutely loyal to Charis since the moment she became Calera’s ruler.

Still, a queen must not show weakness. The moment she behaved like prey instead of the predator she’d been raised to be, someone would be waiting to bring her down. Everyone either wanted to take her power or use it for themselves. Mother had repeatedly told her that, but it was Tal’s betrayal that had truly carved the lesson into her heart.

“I am many things, but scared isn’t one of them.” Charis’s voice was steely.

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

“Well, since you’re the queen, I’m not supposed to argue. However—”

“Be careful how you finish that sentence.” Charis met his eyes, sighing inwardly at the lazy way he arched one eyebrow as though not at all deterred by her threats. “What I really need from you right now is help navigating Solvanish polite society.”

“And you think I’m the right person for that?”

“Nalani is busy, which makes you the only person in this carriage whose family are Solvanish nobility, so yes, I’m counting on you to help me through this.”

“The last thing I want to do is eat tiny morsels of fancy food and pretend to listen to people I don’t care about. I’m not even getting out of the carriage,” he said with absolute conviction.

“Oh, yes you are. Your queen orders it.” She took some pleasure in the expression of murderous defeat on his face. “Besides, it’s your great-aunt Estr’s tea party. If anything, you should be more comfortable here than most other places in Solvang.”

“You’re only saying that because you haven’t met Great-Aunt Estr.”

The footman opened the door, and Reuben exited, blocking the doorway with his body while he searched the courtyard for any danger to the queen and her heir. Not that it would be easy to see a threat through the fog that obscured all but the hazy glow of the lamplights burning on Lady Estr’s porch.

Charis crossed the distance between the carriage and the porch in rapid strides, the copper tea gown her Solvanish seamstress had finished for her that morning whipping around her ankles.

“Your Majesty.” A tiny woman who barely reached Charis’s shoulders inclined her head respectfully and then studied Charis’s face with sparkling eyes so dark brown, they looked nearly black. “Welcome. I see you’ve brought my rogue of a great-nephew with you.”

“Thank you.” Charis stepped across the threshold, grateful for the warmth of the fire burning in the gracious front parlor. “I promise your great-nephew will be on his best behavior.”

“Oh, I hope not.” Lady Estr winked at Holland. “What a boring afternoon we’d all have if that was the case.”

The butler reached to remove Holland’s duster, and Holland batted at his hand. “I’ll keep my coat. I’m not staying long. Besides”—he turned to his great-aunt—“I doubt your friends would approve of me wandering your parlor with a sword in plain view.”

“Given the threat your queen’s presence has brought to us all, I think a sword would be quite welcome.” Lady Estr tapped his arm none too gently. “Now, give Welsin your coat and go be sociable for at least ten minutes.”

Charis schooled her face to conceal her racing thoughts.

If Lady Estr had no problem possibly offending Charis with her words, how many other members of the Solvanish nobility were whispering behind Charis’s back? If too many of them felt unsafe, the warm welcome Gareth and Vyllanthra had extended could just as quickly turn cold.

Where would she take her people if Solvang turned them away?

The pressure in her chest sent a spike of pain into her jaw.

“Hmm, I’d wondered how much of your mother you had in you. Turns out, you have quite a bit.” Lady Estr peered up at Charis, her expression open and direct.

Charis drew in a slow breath and then said quietly, “I’m not sure what you mean.”

Lady Estr snorted none-too-delicately. “You heard me say that you’ve brought danger to our people. I know you’ve already calculated how much influence I have with my sovereigns, or you wouldn’t have taken time out of your busy schedule to accept my invitation when you’ve turned down so many others.”

The door opened behind Charis, and a gust of damp, chilly air swept the parlor as new guests arrived.

Lady Estr waved impatiently at the newcomers. “Yes, yes, you’ll be introduced to the queen in a minute. Go have some tea and try not to look gobsmacked while you’re at it.”

As the new arrivals brushed past Charis and into the tearoom, Lady Estr said, “I’m sure you started thinking about options the instant you heard me speak. But your face!” She gestured once more at Charis. “Just like your mother. Ice wouldn’t melt on that one, no matter what was happening around her. It’s good you have her self-control. Let’s hope you have her brains as well.”

Charis took a moment to assess Lady Estr once more. Sharp intelligence gleamed in her eyes, but there was no malice. No anger. Nothing sly or sinister.

A real smile lifted Charis’s lips. “I see where Holland gets his . . . forthrightness.”

“Thank you. Now, I’ll do you the courtesy of being straightforward.”

Lady Estr’s voice lowered as a man in a deep-purple tea jacket and a pale violet scarf leaned against the tearoom door, glancing their way even as he spoke to someone still within the room. Flapping her hand at the man in the doorway, she said, “She’ll be along when she’s ready.”

The man disappeared back into the tearoom. Lady Estr turned back to Charis. “The king and queen met with their advisors this morning. We have reason to believe pallorens sent to Calera are being intercepted by the Rakuuna.”

A shiver crept up Charis’s spine, but she held herself still and waited for Lady Estr to finish.

“As you know, all pallorens sent from Solvang must go through the royal hub, where officers of the crown make sure no message compromises our kingdom’s security. However, your people use your own pallorens, and therein lies the threat.” Lady Estr’s eyes narrowed as she studied Charis. “The king and queen planned to inform you of this new development immediately, of course, but as you were scheduled to be here today, I volunteered to be the messenger. Be careful what your people are saying. It’s one thing for the Rakuuna to ignore a small group of Calerans living in Solvang. It’s quite another for them to discover you plan to wage war against them.”

Charis nodded, her mind racing. “Thank you for that warning. Beyond checking in with family members to let them know we’re safe, my people haven’t said a word about my intentions.”

Or had they? She’d certainly ordered them to keep quiet about her plans. Furthermore, she’d made sure several messages had contained the news that she’d sailed on from Solvang, though the refugees weren’t sure where she was headed. It was the best she could do to assure the safety of both her people and those in Solvang, in case the Rakuuna decided their agreement with Tal to leave Charis unharmed was no longer valid.

“Better make sure it stays that way. The royal hub received word this morning that the Rakuuna queen has offered a generous reward to anyone who tells her where to find you.” Lady Estr’s short finger stabbed the air as she pointed to Charis. “Best hope every single member of the group you brought with you is absolutely loyal, or you’ll have just invited the monsters to come fetch you back home.”
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Four

THE TEA PARTY seemed to take forever. Charis’s head ached as she exchanged pleasantries, sipped spiced tea, and navigated her way through a slew of discreetly barbed questions.

Had she settled in Solvang, or would she be moving on soon?

Was she finding it difficult to plan for the future without the wisdom of her mother or her council at hand?

What had Calera done to attract the wrath of the Rakuuna in the first place?

By the time she’d worked her way through the thirty-some people in attendance, her smile felt sharp as a blade, and her tone was dipping dangerously close to the one Mother had used when she sentenced someone to the dungeons.

These people, in their velvets and silks, their plush carriages, and their comfortable homes free of monsters and bloodshed, couldn’t possibly understand how their words affected her. They looked at Charis and saw someone who brought danger in her wake. Every bit of information they tried to pry out of her was simply to protect themselves and their families. She’d have done the same if the roles were reversed.

That knowledge didn’t ease the pressure in her chest one bit.

She’d accepted Lady Estr’s invitation because the woman was related to Holland and Nalani, which meant she was distant family to Charis as well. And because her connections to the palace and Solvang’s nobility ran deep, which meant Charis could assess the Solvanish nobility’s sentiment toward her people. If this afternoon was any indication, they were unsettled enough that even a hint of the Rakuuna’s attention turning their way would send them running to Gareth and Vyllanthra to demand that the Calerans be forced out of their kingdom.

Charis was going to need to act quickly to assure the royals that her people posed no threat.

“I beg your pardon.” The man in the purple tea jacket nodded respectfully to Charis as he accidentally bumped into her on his way to the refreshment table, which was being restocked by a pair of servers in crisp black-and-gold uniforms.

“Of course.” Charis stretched her mouth into yet another smile and took a step back.

He paused and then turned to face her, his dark eyes intent on her face. “You won’t remember me, of course, but I visited Calera often in my younger years.”

She kept her smile in place and nodded. He was hardly the first in the room to tell her of a personal connection to Calera and its people.

“I study the stars, you see.”

“How lovely.” Her voice was polished marble, but at least her smile stayed intact.

“Yes, well.” He reached up to smooth his graying goatee. “I made it a habit to establish correspondence with like-minded individuals in other kingdoms, comparing their understanding of the night skies with my own.”

“An excellent habit.”

He cleared his throat. “Yes, quite. I don’t know if you’re aware, but your
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