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Dedication

To Momma and Daddy, who taught me how to be kind,

and how to fight hard
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Sunset





Wie nun Rotkäppchen in den Wald kam,

begegnete ihm der Wolf.

Rotkäppchen aber wußte nicht, was das für ein böses Tier war,

und fürchtete sich nicht vor ihm.

—Rotkäppchen

. . . Just as Little Red Cap entered the wood,

a wolf met her.

Red Cap did not know what a wicked creature he was,

and was not at all afraid of him.

—Little Red Cap
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THE BEHOLDER

A storm was building. Dark birds circled the crow’s nest. Cold salt water surged around us, crashing against the Beholder’s hull and the rocky Norsk coast at our back.

They were ill omens, all.

My stomach lurched as the ship rolled, the deck dozens of feet below me, little but mist and trembling ropes between us. Clouds hung low in the sky, gray as pewter, heavy as lead. They threatened to smother me.

Everything looked different from the crow’s nest. Everything looked different in the aftermath of their deception.

When we’d left England, after everything that happened at court in Winchester, I’d been relieved to find myself aboard ship again. I’d felt safe out on the ocean, my path ahead clear, the Beholder my home away from home.

But I’d been wrong about everything. Lang was a liar, and the Beholder was no haven for lost girls.

I knew the truth now. With every gust of wind, every wash of water over the Beholder’s sides, our route would carry us farther away from my father and my home and the stepmother who had wanted me gone and toward Shvartsval’d and its tsarytsya. Toward the rebellion Lang and the rest had been seeking since before we left Potomac.

But now we traveled east on my orders. Alessandra would never have dreamed of such success when she expelled me from Potomac to search for a husband.

From this height, too, the crew looked different. It wasn’t just that I’d never seen the top of Basile’s head and broad shoulders before, or noticed quite how gracefully Jeanne loped across the deck; from the towering height of the crow’s nest, I could keep eyes on all of them at once.

I hadn’t felt I’d needed to in weeks, since I’d come to trust them.

I’d been unwise.

I leaned back against the mainmast and tried to let the salt wind soothe the betrayal that still burned in my gut. The fear that ran cold up my spine when I thought of how far I was from home. How far I had yet to go. How every moment, Asgard and Torden slipped farther behind me.

Lang stood outside Homer’s quarters, hands in his pockets, chin lifted as he listened to Andersen. The older sailor was arguing with him about something, his hands waving dramatically as he tried to make his point, his gray-gold hair drifting around his thin face in the breeze. Lang settled his hands in his pockets, arching his brows at Andersen as he rattled on.

But his dark eyes darted up to me, as if they couldn’t help seeking me out.

Talk to me, they seemed to plead. Let me explain.

Lang was my captain. My friend. The boy with the sensitive face and the wry laugh and lean, ink-covered hands, who I’d come to trust so easily. But I wasn’t interested in his explanations.

He’d talked on and on after we’d left Norge the night before, justified himself and his choice to smuggle the zŏngtŏng’s weapons to those resisting the Imperiya Yotne and waited for me to say that I understood.

On and on he’d talked. I’d said nothing.

I refused to set him at ease. I wasn’t happy or comfortable; why should he be?

The crow’s nest shifted beneath me. I sat up straight, tensing, then slumped again. “Cobie, you scared me.”

“Well, you’re scaring a lot of people. You really shouldn’t be up here.” Cobie glanced at me sidelong, pushing a lock of shiny, dark hair out of her eyes. “Not that I care.”

“I don’t care, either,” I said, staring straight ahead. “What are you doing up here, anyway?” Cobie Grimm was our rigger; the maze above deck was her rightful place, and I was an interloper. But I didn’t care about that now.

Cobie squinted at me. “You’re aware there’s a purpose to the crow’s nest beyond your need for a spot to brood, right?”

“I’m not brooding,” I mumbled.

“Well, you’re not keeping an eye on the horizon for obstacles, either,” Cobie said wryly. She arched an eyebrow. “Are you all right?”

I stared down at my hands clasped in my lap, at the ring Torden had given me. It felt heavy on my finger, but that was nothing to the weight of my heart inside my chest.

I missed Torden. I felt every mile between us, stretching taut and painful.

I was brooding.

Fury bubbled in my veins when I thought of Lang and Homer and Yu and the way they’d treated me like a bit of porcelain. Breakable, easily set on the shelf and out of the way. Entirely ornamental to their true purposes.

Torden had never treated me that way. I’d felt strong and free when he looked at me, his eyes steady as the flow of the Bilröst.

Lang hadn’t so much acknowledged my fury as tried to smooth it over, tried with explanations and excuses and repeated protests to convince me I wasn’t really angry with him.

“You have to understand—” Lang had begun again as I’d walked away from the helm.

“Who knew?” I’d demanded, whirling on him.

Lang had swallowed hard but lacked the good grace to look guilty. He’d eyed me carefully, long lashes shadowing his dark eyes. “Some did, some didn’t.”

“That’s not a straight answer,” I’d spat. My gaze had darted between the faces of the crew, uncertain where to land. Uncertain which of them were safe.

They stared at me, expressions strained, nothing like the family who’d sat with me at dinners in the galley, telling stories by lamplight. Homer, who’d felt like my guardian. Vishnu and Basile and Will, who’d been so kind to me. Skop, whom I’d defended to Konge Alfödr of Norge, when he’d fallen for his ward Anya.

I’d thought he was my friend. I’d thought they all were.

And yet, there I’d stood on the deck again, feeling just as I had on the day I’d left Potomac, the water choppy enough to throw me off-balance, friendless and alone and an utter fool.

Except this time was worse. Because my place beside Torden and my place aboard the Beholder were homes I had chosen for myself.

They were all in ruins now.

“Say something,” Lang had said, voice low and soft as moonlight. He’d drawn near to me, as if he had any right to lay a hand on my arm, to touch me like a friend.

I’d pulled away.

“I don’t know what I can say to you right now that I won’t regret,” I’d answered tightly. I’d hardly recognized the tone of my own voice.

Out of the corner of my eye, I’d noticed a rope ladder swinging loose and uncertain from the mainmast, leading to the crow’s nest. I’d stomped across the deck and taken the rope between my hands, gulping down my fear.

“Selah!” Lang had dashed after me and wrapped a hand around the rope, just higher than my shaking grip. “Selah, stop. What are you doing?”

“I need to clear my head.” I’d suddenly been dying to get away from him, dying to find a quiet space above all the noise, though my palms were growing clammy at the prospect of the climb. The crow’s nest was a dizzying height above deck.

“Selah, don’t be silly.” Lang’s cheeks had been pale as the clouds overhead, his bowed mouth shadowed by his upturned nose, his eyes dark, dark, dark.

“Silly?” I’d demanded, my anger rising. “Is that what I am? A silly girl, too occupied with falling in love at court to notice you lying and lying—”

“No!” Lang had burst out. “No, it’s just not safe for you to be up there.”

“Not safe?” My words had been bitter as bile. “Not safe—like sailing a powder keg across the Atlantic? Like not knowing who my crew members are really working for?” Another step toward him had put us mere inches apart. “Like navigating the English court blind while you hunted for rebels, or passing Asgard’s gates not knowing my crew are smugglers?” I’d studied him, desperate for some hint of remorse in his face, but I’d found none. “I’ll do a better job looking after myself, if that’s the best you can do.”

With that, I’d turned away from him, grasping the ladder again in my hands, and begun to climb.

“Selah!” Cobie had called from the deck. “What are you doing?”

I hadn’t been able to answer her and climb and keep breathing. So I’d chosen climbing, and breathing. I’d concentrated on the rough feel of the rope between my fingers and not on the way the ladder twisted and swung in the wind blowing straight through my clothes, sharp as my own anger.

My ears had told me that all movement on deck below me had stopped. I hadn’t paused to look down.

The landing at the top of the mainmast was about six feet by six feet, a square with a small lip at its edge. I’d hoisted myself up onto it, out of sight of the crew, feeling it pitch beneath me like the mist swirling in the fjord.

But the roll of the sea and the fog had been nothing to the rage churning in my stomach. To the angry tears dripping sideways across the bridge of my nose and pooling beneath my cheek as I huddled on my side.

I lay that way now, curled up toward Cobie, studying the ring on my finger. Its cluster of stones was as blue as the Bilröst and the Asgard boys’ eyes, its rose-gold band the color of Torden’s lashes.

I’d left him behind. Torden. The only thing I’d been sure of in months.

How I loved him. How I longed to feel his hands in mine, to feel him at my side, close as breathing.

But Asgard was at our stern, not our prow. And Torden had promises to keep. To Asgard. To his father, whose only concern was defending their home against the Imperiya Yotne. To his stepmother, who had lost one child to death and another to exile.

I had promises to keep, as well—to my crew, as they searched for the resistance, but also to Potomac and my father, whose sadness and sickness weighed constantly on my mind. I’d marked the days as they passed in the back of the book my godmother had given me before I’d left; the marching army of tick marks never failed to make my chest grow tight with worry.

Time loomed vast and substantial behind and before me. So many days, so many miles, and my father’s fate still unknown.

I thought of the bones that pressed at Daddy’s skin, of the tremors that ran through his limbs. Of the heaviness that had seemed to weigh on his heart for so long.

I believed he would want me to help others defend themselves. I hoped I would get home in time for him to tell me so.

Always seems to be so much noise, he’d said to me the night of the Arbor Day ball.

Only the crow’s nest seemed to be above all the clamor.

“No.” I shook my head. “No, I’m not all right.”

Cobie wet her lips. “It won’t kill you,” she said. She crossed her arms and leaned against the mast, black shirt flapping in the breeze.

My head knew she was right. The fear and the pain and the emptiness: they would not be the death of me.

But the depth and the breadth and the height of my loss felt as boundless as the ocean I’d crossed to reach this place. And my heart found it hard to believe her.





2

[image: image]

Fat drops of rain began to fall as I climbed down from the crow’s nest. My movements were clumsy as I crept toward deck, my palms still sweating a little over the rope.

I couldn’t stay up top forever. But I wasn’t ready to talk to the crew. I made for the galley instead and found Will soaking dried beans and kneading bread.

“Can you take this over?” he asked with no preamble as the galley door swung shut behind me. “I need to go to the storeroom below.” He laughed. “Need. Knead. Get it?”

Did Will know? I wondered.

My mind rejected the idea. Will was too comfortable, too kind. Too focused on working hard and feeding the crew, surely, to occupy himself with scheming.

But Yu was a doctor; he’d cared for me when I felt unwell. Andersen had made me paper ships and dragons, just to make me smile. They’d lied so easily. Could Will?

I huffed a laugh at him, but it sounded tense and unnatural. “You’re silly. Go.”

Will left me alone in the galley. Lanterns creaked from the low-beamed ceiling overhead, and dishes shifted gently in the copper sink. The smells of yeast and fat drifted on the air. I closed my eyes and tried to let them comfort me. But I couldn’t help thinking of the guns and gunpowder stashed right near the flour and the salt and everything else we needed to survive.

I tied an apron around my waist, shook out my hands, and began to work the bread. As rain pattered on the galley roof, I pushed the heels of my hands into the dough, trying to stretch out the anxious knots in my neck and shoulders. I let my muscles lead, let my mind wander, drifting across the sea and across time. From my godmother to Bear to Torden to Daddy; from Fritz, my waiting suitor at Katz Castle, to the Waldleute rebels we were on our way to aid.

The galley door swung open again, feet crossing the floor in time with the thump of the dough as I worked. But it wasn’t Will I saw standing over me when I looked up.

“Should I expect an end to the aerial performances anytime soon?” Lang asked.

I stiffened. Stilled.

Always more talking. He was so clever with words. I should’ve known he wasn’t going to give me space to think.

I shook my head and resumed my work. “I’m not playing games with you, Lang.”

“You’re still angry at me,” he said quietly. “And I don’t like it.”

He leaned against the counter, hands tucked in his pockets. Golden lamplight slanted across his cheeks and his upturned nose; his hair and his shoulders were spattered with rain.

I bent back toward my bread, pounding the last of the unincorporated flour and salt into the dough, wincing as the salt stung a shallow scrape on my wrist.

Lang passed me a damp cloth. I didn’t look at him as I took it.

“You have to accept the consequences of your choices, Lang,” I said, wiping my smarting skin. “I’m angry at you, and I don’t trust you, and it’s because of your own decisions.”

He made a noise of frustration. “Come on, Selah.”

“No, you come on,” I snapped. I thought of Daddy, all patience, all gentle listening. Of Torden, of the night he’d told me he couldn’t follow me back to Potomac. Of how he’d presented me the truth and then waited quietly while I decided what to do with it. “You think the answer to everything is words and words and more words. You can’t wait even a day while I figure out how to cope with this, you’re so obsessed with your own agenda.”

“Everyone has their own agenda,” Lang shot back. “Even you.”

“Me?” I demanded, tossing down the cloth.

“Yes, you! As far as your suitors know, you’re walking into your courtships with the aim of marriage. None of these poor saps know they don’t have a chance. That you’re just passing the time with them until you can turn tail and race home.”

“I’m trying to protect my father and my country. You know what’s at stake.”

Lang held up his hands. “And I’m trying to protect millions of innocent people. You’re lying for a good reason, just like I did. Are we really that different?”

I stepped close to him, jutting a finger at his chest. “My plan didn’t put anyone’s safety at risk.”

“Selah, you were never in danger.” Lang bent his head, casting both of us in shadow. A few droplets of rain trembled in his hair. “I had everything under control before y— Well, before.” His face was close to mine, earnest enough to infuriate me.

My breath left me in a rush. Red burned my neck and cheeks.

“Do not treat me like a child,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m not a fool, and you are not all-knowing. Anything could’ve happened while I was stumbling around blind.”

“I would’ve kept you safe.” He swallowed, and his throat bobbed. “I would have.”

I turned back to the bread, too angry to look at him anymore. Angry at his lies. Angry at my own weakness.

Lang came closer to me, two steps in the silent kitchen. I paused, wrist-deep in my work. When he put his hands on my shoulders, heat spread over my skin, furious and faltering.

“I don’t mind if you’re angry.” Lang’s thumbs stretched and tensed against my shoulder blades. He was close enough I could feel the words against the back of my neck. “I can take your anger. I just can’t take you shutting me out.”

“You were guilty of that long before I was, Lang.” I closed my eyes tightly. “I trusted you from the beginning. You were the one who wouldn’t let me in.” I looked over my shoulder and met his gaze. “And now you’re going to have to wait while I come to terms with this.”

My skin was colder when his hands fell away from it.
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At dinner, the crew members were cheerful, warmed by their food and one another’s company. By this, only her second night aboard, Anya had already charmed them all; her sunshine-bright beauty had drawn their attention, but it was her genuine kindness that had everyone eager to make room for her as they’d once done for me. J.J. was attached to her side, his hazel eyes downcast and shy but lighting up every time Anya spoke to him.

Even Perrault, my protocol officer, seemed won over by her. I caught him glancing between Anya and me and the folder beside his plate, his expression almost wistful. Presumably, he’d brought the folder to discuss my next suitor—Fritz, of Katz Castle. I couldn’t imagine a topic I’d less rather discuss.

Did Perrault wish Anya were his charge? Was he thinking of how much easier his job would have been had he been tasked with marrying her off, instead of me?

I had sat where Anya sat, once. The crew’s shiny new toy, welcomed and admired. But I couldn’t be her tonight. I couldn’t be that girl anymore.

Skop stood behind her now, hands instinctively protective on her shoulders, laughing at some joke Basile had made. Safe, with Skop at her back, Anya had gotten her happy ending. Mine had slipped through my fingers. I tried not to let myself dwell on the ways that was Anya’s fault.

But if Anya had taken my place tonight, it seemed only fair that I be allowed to choose a new one.

The galley was one space divided in two by a low wall. I could still see everyone sitting at the two long tables from the kitchen side of the galley. But it was all the retreat I could make without looking like a spoiled child. With chores and the dividing wall between us, I felt less smothered by their happiness.

“I can take care of it, Selah,” Will protested, hands hovering uncertain before him as I shooed him toward where the others sat, smiling the falsest smile I’d ever worn.

I caught Vishnu’s eye over Will’s shoulder as I turned back to work. The ocean waves tattooed across the handsome sailor’s forearm swelled and receded as he pushed a hand through his dark hair, and he dropped his eyes away.

He felt guilty.

Good, I thought. They all should.

Cobie always ate slightly apart from the others, standing sentry against the galley’s low dividing wall. Tonight, I mimicked her, eating as I worked.

I felt Lang’s eyes heavy on me, frustrated, impatient, curious. I refused to look at him.

When the dishes were finally clean, I slipped out of the galley, casting a glance over my shoulder at the crew huddled close together. Silver-haired Yasumaro and J.J. with his cap low over his head and Basile with his laugh a mile wide. They were a perfect circle beneath the lamplight, their happiness a golden halo above their heads.

I would ruin their evening if I stayed.

The part of me full of smug, self-righteous anger wanted to remain and force them to confront what they’d done. They deserved to have their comfort spoiled.

The other half of me—the miserable half, the guilty half, the betrayed half—just wanted to hide.

For the first time in weeks, I didn’t feel like one of them.

Lang met my gaze, a question in his eyes. Both he and Perrault half rose, Lang’s lips parting as if to speak, Perrault’s pretty face confused. He lifted the folder in his hands, as if in summons.

I shook my head at both of them, my breath leaving me in a rush, and pushed out into the night and the still-falling rain.

With my cabin door shut tight behind me, I heaved Godmother Althea’s book out of my trunk and retrieved the radio she’d smuggled me from where it lay hidden beneath the back endpaper.

My godmother had been my mother’s best friend, the angel watching over me for as long as I could remember. Missing her was like an ache in my bones.

I wouldn’t be able to speak to her out here on the sea; my little radio and I were too far from a tower to transmit a signal. But it could receive one, if Godmother was speaking into the radio on her end.

I hoped she would be. I longed for the comfort of her voice. I hadn’t heard from her since we’d spoken in Norge a few days earlier.

Torden had proposed to me that day. It might as well have been a hundred years ago.

I sat back against my headboard, swallowed hard, and switched on the radio.

Empty air filled the silence. I was still alone.

One tear and then another spilled down my cheeks as I sat on my bed, my weary limbs splayed out like a broken doll’s.

I’d cried too much lately. I wiped my eyes and nose fiercely, swallowed the lump in my throat, and replaced the radio inside the endpaper. I added another tick mark to the rows of marching lines that numbered the days since I’d left home and my father behind.

I closed my eyes and tried to envision how the marks would multiply as the days passed, weighing the time apart from my father against the choice I had made to help the Waldleute resist the Imperiya.

Daddy would never want me to turn my back on those I had the power to help. I had to believe this, had to believe my godmother would agree that the danger the Imperiya’s subjects faced outweighed my duty to race back to Potomac and stand against my stepmother.

I opened the storybook over my lap and tried to read, to dwell on things that would give me comfort. On my father, on starlit nights on his balcony with him and my mother.

But happily ever after felt as far away now as once upon a time.

How I longed for the strength and safety I’d felt when Torden held me. How I missed the sense of possibility I’d felt with Daddy at my side, before I’d known I’d be forced to leave him.

No matter how much I told my heart that it was the right choice to venture east, I still felt lost. Adrift, here on the Frisian Sea, making for the Canal Route that would carry us to Katz Castle, where more things than another would-be suitor waited.

Lang and Yu had intelligence that said the Waldleute—the Shvartsval’d branch of the rebels working against the Imperiya—were active in the region near the castle. They were the reason we were adhering to my stepmother’s schedule: we were going to arm them with the weapons the zŏngtŏng, the president of Yu’s home country of Zhōng Guó, had given Yu and Lang to smuggle inside the Imperiya.

I had my own intelligence, too.

I’d been listening to my godmother one day on her radio when I’d accidentally stumbled on another frequency—on another conversation altogether.

Hansel and Gretel, they’d called themselves. They’d been making plans.

“Burg Cats?” he’d asked. His voice had been cool and sharp, his accent almost English, with v’s like z’s. “Or Burg Rhein—”

She’d asked him if he was crazy. Told him anyone could be listening in.

She’d been right.

I had thought more than once to tell Lang and the others what I’d heard. But something had stopped my mouth before, had kept me from telling the others that they were right, and that the Waldleute were perhaps even working with someone inside the castle. Now there was no mystery to what had kept me quiet: I was too angry to share my secrets. They’d certainly taken their time sharing theirs.

Even having overheard Hansel and Gretel, I faced a great unknown on the map. Hic sunt dracones. Hic sunt lupi.

Here be dragons. Here be wolves.

Not only monsters awaited us in Shvartsval’d, inside the gray boundaries of the Imperiya Yotne. We would meet plots already in motion, characters in masks designed to deceive.

The courts I had survived thus far would be nothing compared to what lay ahead. Danger awaited us, and the days loomed long and fearsome as the teeth of the wolves the Imperiya’s tsarytsya loved so much.

Looking at my marks scratched out in pencil, wobbling from one edge of the endpaper to the other, I felt doubt creeping cold up my spine and wondered if I had chosen wrong.

Swallowing hard, I set my godmother’s book aside and dug deeper into my trunk.

I sat back on my bed and ruffled the pages of the folder in my hand—the folder Alessandra had thrown in my face the day we’d left Potomac so many weeks ago, my father weary and sick, most likely poisoned at her hand, my position as Potomac’s seneschal-elect teetering on the edge of a knife. But it was more than a dossier on the suitors ahead of and behind me; it was the story of where I’d come from and how far I had still to go.

Bertilak, prince of England, Duke of Exeter. Firstborn son of the king of England was first inside the file. He was England’s crown prince, Oxford-educated, thoughtful and wise, and I’d been horrified to find him close to Daddy’s age.

The folder didn’t contain details on my real suitor—Prince Bertilak’s son, Bear. He had gotten to know me disguised as a guard, and I’d fallen for him. I’d discovered their deception in front of the entire court and left completely humiliated.

I wasn’t angry at Bear anymore. He’d done what he had to do, just as I had. But my sigh rustled the pages as I turned past his profile.

Torden’s eyes stared up at mine.

When Perrault had first related Torden’s profile information—his height and hair color and his rank among Konge Alfödr’s sons—I’d asked if Norge was proposing courtship or selling horses. I didn’t feel any of that cynicism or anger now as I looked at Torden’s portrait. Sparse though it was, the artist had somehow captured the determined square corners of his jaw, the earnest set of his mouth and furrow of his brows.

With Torden at my side I had felt broad as the sky and solid as the earth. Utterly invincible, the future clear before me.

I knew where I was headed now. But thoughts of the future filled me with an uncertainty that shook my bones.

I thumbed the illustration, my throat tight, and turned to the next profile.

Reichsfürst Fritz of the Neukatzenelnbogen. Brown hair, brown eyes, medium height. Age: twenty-seven. Oldest son of Hertsoh Maximilian of the Imperiya Yotne, Reichsfürst of Terytoriya Shvartsval’d.

Then Perrault’s note: Clever.

“Twenty-seven.” I shook my head again—though, at least this time, I’d been informed of my suitor’s age.

Lang and I had exclaimed over it together, a lifetime ago, when I thought he cared about what happened to me. Not that it mattered. I wasn’t headed for the Shvartsval’d in search of love or a husband. I was going there to honor a mission, to help people defend themselves against a tyrant whose cruelty I’d heard of in whispers and stories since I was a child.

I bit my lip, thinking of everything Homer and Lang and Yu had told me about the tsarytsya and her Imperiya. Of the mosques and churches and temples shuttered and left to ruin, the books burned, the punishment for those who dared flee the villages she controlled. Of spies, and children taken from their families.

I swallowed hard and turned the page again, my forehead pinching as I scanned the remaining profiles. Prínkipas Theodore, only child of Déspoina Áphros and Despótis Hephaistios of Páfos, a smiling young man with dark curls; Perrault had scribbled philanderer below his description. Baltazaru Turchinu, a young prince in Corse searching for a seventh wife after the first six had mysteriously perished or disappeared, to whose profile Perrault had added only the word terrifying. And dukes and barons and other nobles besides.

So many men to visit. So many men appointed to ensure I did so. So many who had lied to me and used the cause of my pain for their own purposes.

I had been lonely before; the feeling was an old friend. But I had never been so angry.

It burned.
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It was late when a knock came at my door. “Selah?” Anya’s voice was soft, but I tensed.

“It’s not locked,” I called, not moving.

The door creaked open, and Anya came and crouched at my side, moonlight from the porthole washing her fair hair pale as silver.

“I can’t sleep,” she whispered.

I swallowed, searching her face for questions about why I’d left dinner early—questions that would mean uncomfortable answers and truths about how bitter I felt. But I found none.

Maybe Anya was too content to wonder.

“Hammock no good?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Their room’s crowded already. And Jeanne’s lovely, but . . .” She paused. “I don’t think Cobie likes me. She’s never nice to me.”

“Well, Cobie isn’t nice to anybody.”

“She’s nice to you.”

“She isn’t, really,” I said, my brow furrowing. Though I was still angry at the crew, my ire burned a little cooler at Cobie, and I finally understood why: she had never pretended to be friendly to me. She hadn’t smiled and acted like she cared about me while plotting behind my back, as the rest of them had. Cobie’s behavior had never changed, and I found comfort in that consistency.

“They pay her not to be mean to me, though,” I told Anya with a wan smile. She laughed softly, eyes roving over my wardrobe, my trunks, the bed too large for me alone.

I knew what she wanted me to ask.

I wanted to want company. I wanted to feel like myself again.

But the crew’s quarters were already cramped. Whether I wanted to share my room or wallow in private, it didn’t matter.

“Do you want to sleep here?” I forced myself to ask.

“Yes, please,” Anya exclaimed, nodding vigorously. She wriggled across the quilt and under the covers, curling up with her back to the wall. She gave a sigh, eyes sinking closed.

“Better?” I smiled tightly.

Her voice was soft. “It’s like being at home again.”

A lump grew in my throat.

We were a snug fit in the little bed, though hardly a tighter squeeze than we’d been back in her room at Asgard.

But this was nothing like being in Anya’s home.

I didn’t miss Alfödr, or his rules. But Anya had left her adoptive father of her own volition, had run away with Skop’s hand in hers. Torden wouldn’t be waiting for me in the galley when I got up tomorrow, and she had complicated what chance I had of getting back to the father I’d been forced to leave behind.

Even in the dark, Anya must have read my thoughts on my face.

She bit her lip. “I wanted you to be my sister.”

“I wanted to be your sister,” I said. I meant it. But the words hurt.

“I’m glad I’m here anyway.” She squeezed my hand. “I can’t believe I get to stay with Skop. For as long as we want.” Joy radiated from her face.

I was glad to have Anya here, too. Safe, with us. But as much as it shamed me, her happiness was like salt on a wound still raw.

It wasn’t quite fair or true that Anya had gotten her happy ending at the expense of my own. That was her father’s fault.

But it also wasn’t fair that Anya’s happiness took up so much air while I could hardly breathe for mourning what I’d lost. It wasn’t fair that Torden had been taken from me so quickly after I’d found him.

I felt myself avoiding Anya and the others, finding places to hide myself as we crossed the cold sea and, on the fourth day after we left Norge, sailed into the mouth of the Canal Route, a bay called the Jade Bight. It was a bleak place, mud flats and gray beaches rendered stark and barren in too-harsh sunlight, but my jealousy was uglier still. It hurt, and I felt Anya’s hurt every time I hurried away from her and Skop at the table or in our room.

Anya had endured so much; I wanted not to begrudge her joy. I knew she wouldn’t have resented mine, if our places had been reversed. But that only made me feel worse.

I couldn’t help that I wasn’t the person she was. I was no shield-maiden.

My own weakness disappointed me. But avoidance was my only strategy, so my days aboard the Beholder found me everywhere but still. I washed dishes during meals instead of eating with the others, busied myself in my little garden of pots and half barrels instead of joining their circle when we were all on deck. When I let myself rest during the day, I didn’t take to the room I now shared with Anya; I climbed to the crow’s nest with Cobie, taking comfort in her reliable, unvarnished sharpness.

When I had first set sail, first begun to visit courts, first begun to contemplate the role that Alessandra had assigned me, I had felt like our figurehead. I had been the belle in search of her prince, the grand symbol at the fore of our journey with stars in her eyes and slippers on her feet.

But I had left my handsome prince behind me, and the stars in my eyes had been put out.

I felt too damaged to be a symbol anymore. But it didn’t matter. I wanted to be something more than that.

Until I sorted out what that meant—precisely who and what I wanted to be—I kept to the crow’s nest, and kept only Cobie’s company.

We watched the banks along the canals, and then the banks of the Reyn when we passed into it from the Canal Route. The river threaded the bottom of a valley whose walls Cobie once said had been wooded. I tried to imagine it as it must have been—deep green forest shrouding the hills, full of secrets and safe places to hide.

But the banks we sailed past now were lined with outposts for gray-uniformed soldiers and with timberlands ravaged to stumps. Villages carefully contained inside walls were scattered across absolute emptiness; we passed no lonely huts, no stragglers making camp on their own.

We encountered none of the horrors for which the tsarytsya was infamous as we sliced along the edge of her territory. But in the bleak little hamlets and the disenchanted forests we passed, it was impossible to miss what had been lost to this land.

It was impossible to see it all and not think of what lay in wait for us deeper within the Imperiya.

“Will and I weren’t involved. I want you to know that,” Cobie suddenly said to me, about a week after we’d fled Asgard. “We knew, but we didn’t help. All I did was watch for the Beholder’s return from Odense.”

I nodded.

“We needed the work. That’s why when Lang told the crew we were making a cargo run as well, I didn’t leave.” A gust of wind lifted her dark hair from her shoulders, and she pushed a tangle behind her ear. “He said the only rule was we all had to keep our mouths shut around Perrault and J.J. And you, of course.”

“Of course,” I echoed hollowly, swallowing hard. “And everyone else knew?”

Cobie nodded. “Yasumaro and Jeanne were like me and Will, though. They knew, but they mostly stayed out of it.” She paused. “‘Cela ne me concerne pas,’ Jeanne kept saying.”

It’s none of my business.

I nodded, reviewing the rest of them in my mind. Lang. Yu. Homer. Andersen. Vishnu. Basile. Skop. They had all done this behind my back.

I gnawed my lip. “Why didn’t he just tell me?” I asked.

“We didn’t know you,” Cobie said. “And once we did—I think Lang thought you were safest not knowing. You were already walking into so much uncertainty. He wanted to protect you.”

That’s our place, Lang had told me. That’s where we belong. Between you and everyone else.

I envied his surety.

We sailed on, the riverbanks slipping past us. The sky above was unlike Norge’s bright blue or England’s soft pearl-colored light; it was a sulfurous yellow-gray, the sun shining high and harsh on the earth left bare between the hacked-down stumps. “Why is so much of this forest cut down?” I asked.

“I think the tsarytsya’s soldiers did it,” Cobie said, squinting against the unforgiving light. “She and her wolves laid claim to the timber after they conquered Deutschland.”

Again, I imagined the forests as they must have been—quiet, a home for animals and for those who preferred their own company. “And they left no place to hide.”

Cobie cocked an eyebrow at me. “There’s always someplace to hide, Selah.” She nodded significantly at the two of us, sitting high above deck in the crow’s nest.

“I’m not hiding,” I bit out.

“Prove it.”

“Fine,” I snapped.

Cobie was right. It was time to face the others.

I clambered down the rope, bypassing Yasumaro and his searching gaze at the helm as I made my way to Homer’s cabin, where I’d seen him convened with Andersen, Yu, and Lang earlier. Lang’s quarters would have done, as well, but our navigator inspired confidence—a cast-iron belief the others seemed to lean on, as well.

I could hardly admit it to myself, but I missed Homer. I missed all of them. I wanted to move past my anger and hurt and tell them what I knew: that games were already afoot at Katz Castle, and they might involve the resistance.

They had told me the truth; I would do the same. The ground beneath our feet would be level. We could make a fresh start.

Still, I paused outside the navigator’s door for a long breath before I walked inside.

Homer, Lang, Yu, and Andersen were standing over the map at Homer’s table, looking grave.

Lang straightened when I walked in, dark eyes searching me as if they were picking my pockets, his expression strangely unguarded. It struck me afresh how much younger he was than Yu and Homer. How unprepared he might feel, compared to others who had seen more and done more.

My fingers wound the sinuous route from England to Norge, from Norge across the sea to the Canal Route to the Reyn. If our map were magic, perhaps it would show us there, one ship along its blue length, a dozen or so interlopers ready to invade the gray mass at its core.

“Selah.” Homer’s voice was like gravel. “What do you need?” If the older man felt uncertain, his face gave no hint of it.

I swallowed. “Anything?” I asked. “Any fresh leads?”

Yu shook his head. “We have no new information.” His voice was even, but there was disappointment at the back of it.

I felt a sudden wash of sympathy; it was no surprise, how tired and drawn they looked. They were trying to help the Waldleute, but they had so little to go on.

I hoped I could be the one to change that.

I drew close to the table. “I had an idea.” Andersen brightened.

“We’d welcome your suggestions, Seneschal-elect,” Lang said, nodding amicably. He hardly took his eyes off the map as he spoke, barely even looked at me.

Big of you, I wanted to grumble. But acting like a child wouldn’t inspire them to listen.

“What if we used my radio to contact the Waldleute?” I asked. “If we could reach out to them before we arrived in Shvartsval’d, it might save us time. We could even leave before my appointed two weeks are up—make up an excuse to go home early.”

No one spoke for a long moment. They exchanged glances, all seeming to choose their words carefully. Yu’s face was even harder than usual, and Andersen looked wilted, his shoulders slumped uncomfortably, his hair seeming to droop.

Had I spoken too eagerly? Had I come across as a child anyway?

“What is it?” I finally asked.

“We don’t have a channel for speaking to the Waldleute,” Yu said, pragmatic as ever.

“Well,” I began, then paused, uncertain how to explain what I’d overheard.

But Homer spoke first. “What Yu is trying to say is that we’ve already tried.” He watched me with clear eyes, grizzled arms crossed over his chest. “Just a day or two ago.”

“You’ve already—” I glanced around the cabin, frowning. “You have a radio here?” My gaze jumped around, confused. Andersen ducked his head, looking more than a little like J.J.

Lang walked to Homer’s bookcase and retrieved a small black object and held it out to me. “Our intelligence said we’d be passing a radio tower a few days ago, so we borrowed yours then,” he said, tone careful. “We tried to hail the Waldleute. Couldn’t raise them.”

My radio was in Lang’s hand.

“You—” I shook my head. “You went into my room?”

Lang didn’t answer.

“Did you search my things?” My voice rose.

“Your book was on your bed.” He bit his lip. “I didn’t think you would object.”

“Obviously I don’t object, as I’m here, offering it.” My anger mounted. “But what right do you have to take my things?”

“Requisitioning of resources is common in wartime,” Homer said mildly.

“Except I don’t answer to you!” I shot back.

Andersen pinched the bridge of his nose. “I told you we should’ve told her,” he mumbled, speaking for the first time.

“Yes, you should have.” I snatched the radio from Lang’s hand and pushed toward the door.

“It’s probably best you don’t use it for now,” Homer said to my back.

I turned, staring at him. My radio was my only means of hearing from my godmother—of obtaining information about Daddy. “Why?”

“It’s possible the Imperiya could use any signal your radio emits or receives to determine our location.”

“But you used it,” I said.

Yu shrugged. “A calculated risk.”

“Your calculations,” I spat. “Not mine.”

“We—” Lang began again, then broke off. His eyes were guilty, but he said nothing more.

It was too much. My blood had been boiling, simmering, seething for days. It ran thick now, and hot with anger.

I’d come to them in good faith, with valuable information. And again, they’d treated me like a child. Like a figurehead. Like nothing more than cover for them while they did the real work behind the scenes.

I would tell them nothing. They would regret not having trusted me. And for once, I didn’t care what it cost.

Homer’s door gave off a report like a shot when I threw it open against the opposing wall, then another when I slammed it behind me.

“Selah!” Lang called after me. He chased me down the stairs to the hold. “Selah, wait!”

He caught me by my empty hand, and I wrenched my fingers from his. “Never again, Lang. You are never, ever to invade my privacy again.” My heart raced. What if he had seen something I hadn’t wanted him to see? What if I had done something more personal with the back of my godmother’s book than mark passing time?

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Lang shook his head, so earnest. “I’m sorry, Selah. I’ll never do it again.”

If they had come to me, I would have helped them. I would have told them how to contact the Waldleute while we were still within range of a tower.

I would keep my information to myself now. I would do with it what I thought best.

My jaw worked. “You’re right. You won’t. I’m going to start locking my door.”

“I never will.” There was a catch in Lang’s voice.

I paused. “What?”

“I will never lock my door to you,” he said quietly. He took one, two steps closer to me—not so close that I felt pinned between him and the wall, but close enough that I could feel him as well as hear the uncertain rhythm of his breath. Smell the salt on his skin, like sweat, like the ocean. “I had no right to invade your privacy, but you can lay claim to mine. If you ever decide you’d like to.”

I forced my chin up. His eyes fixed, dark, on mine.

“Does that mean you’re going to start including me?” I asked, voice shaking. “Tell me things? Let me in on your plans?”

“It’s—” Lang broke off, stepping back, shaking his head. It broke the spell between us. “Selah, I don’t want you any more involved in this than you have to be. It’s just not safe.”

I bit my lip, holding his gaze.

Nothing had changed. I was still a child to him. Still a prize to be guarded.

I turned and walked away.
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I passed Lang’s closed cabin door a dozen times in the next two days. I stomped resolutely past it, refusing to see if it would open beneath my touch, as Lang had said it would.

I was angry. I didn’t trust him. I didn’t want his guilt offering, whatever it meant, so I stayed away. But as we drew nearer the court at Shvartsval’d, Perrault was unavoidable.

“Have you reviewed the contents of your third suitor’s profile?” he demanded one day during dinner.

“Yes.” I set down the pot of soup I’d been carrying.

Perrault smiled with relief; then, seeming to notice my flat expression, tried a different tack. “They haven’t given us much to go on regarding the fürst’s personality or interests,” he said, almost conspiratorially, dogging me back to the kitchen. “I’ll have to develop ideas for the two of you once we’ve arrived at Katz Castle and I’ve had an opportunity to assess the court. We’ll see if inspiration strikes.”

It was the height of foolishness to talk this way. Torden was behind me. And surely, so was the part of my trip where we pretended among ourselves that I cared whom I courted.

“Whatever you think is best, Perrault,” I said wearily, and turned back to the sink.

“Selah.” His tone was abruptly sober. “Stop. Sit. We are nearly at Katz Castle’s door, and I need to speak with you.”

His voice and the worried lines on his face gave me pause. I swallowed and wiped my hands on my apron. “All right.”

The crew quieted a little as I took a seat at the table across from Perrault. It had been days—weeks—since I’d sat with them. My gaze snagged on Skop’s, but only for a moment before I looked away.

Perrault’s rosebud mouth and dark eyes were serious. He knitted his hands together. “We’re sailing into the Imperiya, Selah. You need to be prepared.”

I nearly fired back a retort—Oh, I thought I’d just try being myself! I wanted to spit at him.

I’ve been spending too much time with Cobie, I thought.

But it wasn’t Cobie’s influence that had sharpened my tongue. My anger was my own, a gift from the ones who’d lied to my face and worked behind my back. But Cobie wasn’t guilty of that deception, and neither, I realized for the first time, was Perrault.

Many as his sins were, he’d always been forthright about what he wanted from me.

I sighed. “Tell me,” I said, soft and serious as I’d ever been for the nuns who taught me growing up. “Tell me what I need to know.”

The crew seemed to retreat to the edges of the galley, outside the halo of lamplight that surrounded Perrault and me, as he spoke.

“You must understand,” Perrault said as he began, “that Imperiya law impedes the open flow of information. The happenings in one corner of the tsarytsya’s land are as mysterious to the rest of it as they are to us outside; there are no writers or newspapers documenting what happens inside her borders. This,” he said, fingers tightening around one another, “is the best information I have.”

“I understand.”

“Good.” Perrault leaned slightly forward. “The first rule you already know: no books. Though the tsarytsya circulates her own propaganda, there are—as I’ve said—no independent publishers operating openly inside the Imperiya. Not even in Shvartsval’d, at its borders, where I suspect the rules may be more relaxed. Promise me you will leave your storybook behind,” Perrault said.

“I promise,” I said without hesitating.

It stung, the idea of abandoning the book. But if I’d learned anything from fairy-tale heroines, it was to trust wisdom when I heard it.

“The second rule follows from the first: no unapproved art,” Perrault said. “The tsarytsya commissions art for the glory of the Imperiya, but art that subverts her worldview is prohibited—and what constitutes subversion is not always clear,” he said carefully, pale forehead creasing in thought. “I would suggest you avoid creating or discussing art altogether. No painting, no sketching, no singing, no playing instruments. The tsarytsya’s followers even dress all in gray in support of her leadership. Again, standards may be more relaxed at the border, but I cannot say how much.”

“I’m not an artist,” I said, faltering a little. “I can’t sing or draw or play anything.”

“I never thought I’d find lack of accomplishment such a relief,” Perrault said with a touch of his former pomposity. He rubbed his temples. “The third rule prohibits any and all religious practice.” He paused. “I doubt it would be effective for me to ask you to cease to practice entirely, and indeed I suppose there’s no need for you to. But I ask you to restrict it to the privacy of your thoughts, for your own safety and that of those traveling with you.”

Again, I didn’t hesitate. “I will.”

Perrault must have heard the sincerity in my voice, because his pallor lessened a little, and his fingers unclenched just a bit. “The final rule,” he said, “is linguistic unity. The tsarytsya seeks a unified culture, and to her mind, the exclusive use of Yotne is essential to that goal. You know that when she conquers countries, she breaks them up on unnatural fault lines, intentionally disregarding historic and cultural boundary lines. She renames these, her terytoriy, toward the end of reshaping their identity. The court will speak Yotne, in accordance with this thinking, and you will do your best, speaking English, with me as your translator.”

I nodded. “So I’m not to refer to Deutschland as Deutschland,” I said lightly, staring at my hands.

“No.” Perrault spoke so forcefully I drew back. “It is Shvartsval’d for the purposes of our trip, which are limited, in my opinion, to keeping you safe.” When I looked up, his eyes were dark with worry, concern etched again into his brow. “Please, Seneschal-elect. Have a care.”

Where, I wondered, was the supercilious friend of my stepmother I’d met in Potomac the night before we left? Where was the protocol officer appalled by my table manners, who’d cornered me and criticized me in Winchester when he thought I’d upend his plans for a quick engagement?

I wondered if he’d come to care for me by accident.

I wondered if he’d come to regret it.

“Be unremarkable,” he finally said, “and perhaps this visit will go unremarked. Abide by the rules for two weeks, gracefully receive any proposal Fritz may issue, and my counterpart in Shvartsval’d—whatever low-ranked hanger-on issued this invitation on the duke’s behalf—may forget you as soon as you pass from his sight.”

I bit my lip. “And you think if I play my cards carefully, the tsarytsya may never even know we were there?”

“Gambling metaphors are unsuitable for ladies,” Perrault said automatically, then shook himself. “But yes. Her Imperiya is wide and the hertsoh is a minor nobleman. I don’t believe she’ll notice you if you do not draw her eye.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised.

I suddenly wished for a cup of tea or something to do with my hands—anything to distract me from the truth I was keeping from Perrault. That I would flout all his warnings and break my promise if our mission required I do so. It almost made me feel guilty.

The crew began to shift to life slowly after that—the fold of paper in Andersen’s hands, the wash of water over a pot as Will tended to what I’d left back in the kitchen, a yawn escaping J.J. as he slumped on his bench.

“Thank you, Perrault.” I rose quickly and made for the door. “I’ll keep all this in mind.”

But I knew better. I would not keep the knowledge. The dread of what lay in wait would keep me.

Perrault had tried to soothe me. But I could not help imagining the tsarytsya’s eyes on me as we neared the edge of her world.

I sensed her watching as I listened out for Godmother Althea at night on my radio; it was enough to still me when Perrault took me aside during the day because he’d remembered a Yotne phrase he wanted to teach me, or a minor point of etiquette I might find helpful.

I wondered what color the tsarytsya’s eyes were. Would they be amber, the color of a wolf’s? Gray, the color of her Imperiya?

They were every color, I knew, of as many shades as she had spies. A fearful spectrum of blue to black, watching from riverbanks and castle corners.

The fear of them kept sleep from me the night before we reached Shvartsval’d. Anya rested beside me, her expression serene in the moonlight, but I couldn’t follow her.

Something about the calm of her mouth and her breathing gnawed at me. Anya’s peace aggravated the itch beneath my skin.

Careful not to wake her, I rolled out of our bed and slunk upstairs to the deck, barefoot and bare-armed in defiance of the night’s chill. It was black as pitch out on deck. Even with the thumbnail of moon overhead, nights like tonight made me understand the word Shvartsval’d—Black Forest.

The trees here stood tall; the tsarytsya’s woodcutters had not ventured this far into the terytoriya. I wondered what they’d been afraid of.

I’d expected to find Homer or Yasumaro on deck. But it was him. I froze, hand on the stair rail, toes digging into the rough wood grain.

Lang was at the helm.

I backed down the forecastle stairs on tiptoe, silent as the night, and went back the way I came.

I should sleep. I would go back to my room and crawl into bed next to Anya and stare at the ceiling for six hours if I had to.

But I stopped at Lang’s door.

I had never been in his room before. And I’d had no intention of accepting his guilty-conscience offer to repay his offense by invading his privacy whenever I liked.

Captain’s quarters, he’d said that first day, shaking his head, as if he couldn’t believe it, either.

I tried the knob, and found it unlocked.

I crossed the threshold.

Slowly, I took in Lang’s bedroom. The bedclothes were drawn up but not tucked in tidily; on impulse, I yanked them down, exposing the fitted sheet over the mattress. Then I crossed to his wardrobe door and flung it open.

Shirts and trousers were hung inside—the plain things he wore on deck and the richer clothes he’d worn at court. My fingers traced a finely woven shirt and a rough-spun pair of pants and the jacket he’d worn to every ball we’d attended in England and at Asgard.

They all smelled of him—salt. Sweat. The ocean.

I took them off the rack, one by one, and flung them on the bed.

Opposite the closet was a beat-up wooden desk with a hutch above. The desktop was clear, so I reached for the clasp on the hutch’s cabinet doors.

I wasn’t looking for anything. I was merely determined to sack the room, to lay it bare, to leave him feeling as stripped and raw as he’d left me.

I ignored the voice that said Lang’s taking the radio wasn’t what had left me feeling so exposed, that retribution wasn’t what had finally drawn me over his threshold.

The release of the catch sent a flood of papers spilling out of the
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