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			For my dearest friend and confidante, Elisa Kova
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			Aren

			He’d been blindfolded for thirteen days.

			Shackled, too, and occasionally gagged, but despite the persistent burn of the ropes sloughing the skin of his wrists and the foul taste of the fabric shoved in his mouth, it was the endless shadow of the blindfold that was driving Aren, the former king of Ithicana, to the brink of madness.

			For while pain was an old friend, and discomfort almost a way of life, to be confined to what sights his own mind could conjure was the worst sort of torture. Because despite his most fervent wish it were otherwise, all his mind wanted to show him were visions of her.

			Lara.

			His wife.

			The Traitor Queen of Ithicana.

			Aren had more pressing matters to consider, the foremost how the bloody hell he was going to escape the Maridrinians. Yet the practicalities of that need faded as he examined every moment with her, trying and failing to decipher truth from lie, reality from the act—though to what end he could not say. What did knowing if any of it had been real matter when the bridge was lost, his people were dead and dying, his kingdom was on the brink of defeat, and all of it the result of him trusting in—loving—his enemy.

			I love you. Her voice and face filled his thoughts, honey hair tangled, her azure eyes bright with tears that carved their way through the mud smearing her cheeks.

			Truth or lie?

			Aren wasn’t sure which answer would be a balm to the wound and which would tear it wide open again. A wise man would leave it alone, but God knew he had no claim to that particular attribute, so around he circled, her face, her voice, her touch consuming him as the Maridrinians dragged him, kicking and fighting, from his fallen kingdom. Only once he was off the seas and beneath the heat of the Maridrinian skies did he get his wish: the blindfold removed.

			Wishes were the dreams of fools.
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			Lara

			Lara hadn’t known Eranahl had a dungeon.

			But there was no other word for the dark cell built into caverns beneath the island city, the stone walls slick with mildew and the air stagnant. The steel bars were devoid of even a hint of rust, because this was Ithicana, and even the things that were barely used were well maintained.

			Lara lay on her back on the narrow cot, the thin blanket she’d been given doing little to ward off the damp chill, her stomach tight with hunger because she was subjected to the same rations as everyone else on the island.

			This wasn’t how she’d hoped things would go.

			Rather than convincing Ahnna of her plan to rescue Aren from her father’s clutches, all her display of martial skill in the council chamber had done was see her slapped in irons, dragged through the city streets, and tossed in this cell. Those who brought her food and fresh water refused to speak to her, ignoring her pleas to see Ahnna.

			And every day that passed was another day that Aren remained a prisoner in Maridrina, subjected to God knew what sort of treatment.

			If he was even still alive.

			The thought made her want to curl in on herself. Made her want to scream with frustration. Made her want to break free of this place and try to free Aren herself.

			Except she knew that would be folly.

			She needed Ithicana.

			If only she could make them realize that they needed her, too.
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			Aren

			“Good morning, Your Majesty,” a voice said as the blindfold was removed from Aren’s face.

			Aren blinked rapidly, tears streaming down his cheeks as the sun seared into his eyes, blinding him as surely as the sweat-stained fabric ever had. Gradually, the burning white receded to reveal a manicured rose garden. A table. And a man with silvered hair, sun-darkened skin, and eyes the color of the Tempest Seas.

			The king of Maridrina.

			Lara’s father.

			His enemy.

			Aren lunged across the table, not caring that he was unarmed or that his wrists were bound. Knowing only that he needed to hurt this man who had destroyed everything he held dear.

			His fingers inches from their mark, Aren found himself snapped back against his chair, a chain belted to his waist holding him in place like a dog to a post.

			“Now, now. Let’s not be uncivilized.”

			“Fuck. You.”

			The Maridrinian king’s upper lip curled with disdain, as though Aren had barked rather than spoken. “You are as your kingdom was, Your Majesty. Feral.”

			Was.

			The sneer turned into a smile. “Yes, Your Majesty. Was. For I’m afraid Ithicana is no longer, and your title now a courtesy you will have to do without.” He leaned back in his chair. “What shall we call you? Master Kertell? Or perhaps, given we are family of sorts, a certain amount of familiarity is appropriate, Aren.”

			“I don’t give a shit what you call me, Silas. As to your other point, the bridge is not Ithicana. I am not Ithicana. My—”

			“—people are Ithicana,” Silas finished, his gaze gleaming with amusement. “Pretty words, boy. And perhaps there is truth to them. Ithicana stands…for as long as Eranahl does.”

			Aren’s stomach twisted, the name of his city on his enemy’s lips both unfamiliar and unwelcome.

			“Such a secret to keep.” King Silas Veliant shook his head. “Yet a secret no longer.”

			“If you mean to use me to negotiate Eranahl’s surrender, you’re wasting your time.”

			“I don’t waste my time. And I don’t negotiate.” Silas rubbed his chin. “Nearly all your people gathered on one island, cut off from supplies, and with no hope of salvation. How long will they last? How long until Eranahl is not a fortress, but a tomb? No, Aren, I don’t need you to see the destruction of Ithicana through to completion.”

			It wouldn’t come to that. Whoever was in command of Eranahl would begin smuggling civilians out of Ithicana under the cover of the storms. North and south. Scattered to the winds.

			But alive.

			And as long as they were alive…“If I’m so useless, why am I here?”

			Silas steepled his fingers together, silent. Aren’s heart sped, thundering against his chest, each beat more violent than the last.

			“Where is Lara?”

			An unexpected question, given that Aren had expected her to be here. Back in Maridrina. Back at her father’s side. That she wasn’t…That her father didn’t know where she was…

			I love you.

			Aren shook his head sharply, a bead of sweat running down his cheek. She’d stabbed him in the back, lied to him from the beginning. Nothing she’d said mattered now. “I have no idea.”

			“Is she alive?”

			Unease prickled across his skin, Lara’s voice echoing through his thoughts: I thought I’d destroyed all the copies. This is…this is a mistake. The tears in her eyes had glinted like jewels. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

			“Did you let her go? Or did she escape?”

			Please don’t do this. I can fight. I can help you. I can—

			“Allowing a traitor to go free seems an ill-advised choice.” Yet it had been the one he’d made. Why? Why hadn’t he killed her when he’d had the chance?

			The other man’s head cocked. Then he reached into the pocket of his gleaming white coat and extracted a ragged and stained piece of paper, the gilt long worn off its edges. “This was found on your person when you were searched. Such an interesting document.”

			Silas laid it flat on the table. Aren’s writing was barely visible through the watermarks and bloodstains. “On one side, she betrays me. On the other”—he flipped it over—“she betrays you. A puzzle. I must say, we were uncertain what to make of it, especially in conjunction with your visit to my fair city. Tell me, where do you believe Lara’s loyalties lie?”

			Aren’s shirt glued itself to his back, the stink of sweat filling his nose. “Given our present circumstances, I’d say the answer is obvious.”

			“On the surface, perhaps.” The Maridrinian king’s fingers grazed over the damning piece of paper. “If I might ask, who killed Marylyn?”

			“I did.” The lie slipped out before Aren could question why he felt the deception necessary.

			“No,” Silas mused. “No, I don’t think you did.”

			“Believe what you want. It makes no difference.”

			Folding the paper, Lara’s father leaned over to tuck it into the neck of Aren’s shirt. “Let me tell you a story. A story about a girl raised in the desert with her beloved sisters. A girl who, upon hearing that her own father intended to kill her and ten of her sisters, chose not to save herself but to risk herself to save their lives. Chose not to flee into a certain future but to condemn herself to a dark fate. All to save those precious lives.”

			“I’ve heard this story.” Pieces of it. From Lara. And from the sister she’d murdered.

			“Heard it, perhaps. But did you understand it? For within every good story, there is something to be learned.”

			“By all means, enlighten me.” Aren lifted his bound wrists. “I’m a captive audience.”

			Silas chuckled, then asked, “Why, given the girl was so damned and determined to protect her sisters’ lives, would she take one of them herself?”

			“Marylyn threatened the others.”

			“The others were not there. She had time. Yet instead of using it, she snapped her sister’s neck. Which leads me, Aren, to believe that something she valued greatly was in more immediate jeopardy.”

			Images flashed across Aren’s vision. Lara’s face when her eyes had landed upon him on his knees, her sister’s knife at his throat. The way she’d searched the room, not for a means of escape, but for a way through an impossible situation. There had only been one choice: his life or Marylyn’s.

			Silas Veliant leaned across the table, not seeming to care that he was well within reach of Aren’s hands. “I made my daughter a promise, Your Majesty.” His voice was full of mockery. “I promised that if she ever betrayed me, I’d have her killed in the worst of ways. And I always keep my promises.”

			Maridrinian bastard blue. That was the color of this man’s eyes. And Lara’s. But whereas hers had been full of depth and life, staring into her father’s eyes was like meeting the gaze of a snake. Cold. Dispassionate. Cruel. “She didn’t betray you. You have what you wanted.”

			A slow smile revealed teeth that had seen too much tobacco. “Even now, after all she’s cost Ithicana, you lie for her. You love her.”

			That was a lie. Lara had cost Ithicana its bridge. Its people their lives. Aren his throne. He hated her. “I care nothing for her.”

			Silas chuckled, then murmured, “We shall see. For of a surety, she knows I have you here. And with even greater surety, she will come for you. And when she does, I will cut her down.”

			“I’ll hand you the sword.”

			His chuckle turned to a wild, jarring laugh. “We’ll see if you’re singing the same tune when your wife is on her knees begging for your life. Or when she starts to scream for her own.”

			Without another word, the king of Maridrina rose, leaving Aren alone and chained in the garden. And though for days all Aren had wanted was sight to wipe away the vision of her face, now he closed his eyes to see it. Run, Lara. And don’t ever look back.
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			Lara

			The sound of footfalls invaded her dreams, and Lara jerked upright, blinking blurrily in the darkness.

			How many days had she been down here? Without the sun, the only way to tell was the daily arrival of her singular meal. Six? Seven? She shook her head to try to clear the fog, then focused on the light that accompanied the footsteps.

			The princess of Ithicana, commander of Southwatch Island, and Aren’s twin sister appeared before her cell door. Ahnna gave her a once-over. “You look like shit.”

			“I wasn’t expecting company.”

			And Lara wasn’t the only one looking the worse for wear. Ahnna was dressed in the typical tunic, trousers, and boots worn by most everyone in Ithicana, her dark hair pulled into a tail at the back of her head. But shadows darkened the skin beneath her eyes, and her mouth was drawn into a thin line of exhaustion. The wound Ahnna had received fighting the Maridrinian invaders was still a livid red line stretching from forehead to cheekbone, and as Lara watched, she touched it once, as though reminding herself it was still there.

			Though she was terrified to ask, Lara said, “Is there news of Aren?”

			Ahnna shook her head. “There’s been a bad storm sitting above us for close to a week, so we’re cut off.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			Taking hold of the bars to the cell with both hands, Ahnna leaned against them. “The whole city is demanding I execute you. Do you know how we deal with traitors in Ithicana?” She didn’t wait for Lara to answer. “We dangle them about hip-deep in the sea and then chum the waters. If you’re lucky, a big one will come along and finish the job quick, but that’s not often how it goes.”

			Lara stared at the princess. “Do you intend to accede to their request?”

			Ahnna was silent for a long moment, before saying, “I’m going to give you the opportunity to convince me otherwise. I think the best place to start is the truth.”

			The truth.

			Aren was the only person she’d ever trusted with it, and even still, there’d been much she’d held back. Lara wouldn’t hold back now.

			Ahnna listened silently as Lara told her about being taken with her sisters to the compound in the Red Desert. About the ordeal that was their training with Serin the Magpie. How they’d been brainwashed to believe Ithicana the villain, never once suspecting the true evil was their own father. About the dinner where she’d saved her sisters’ lives by sacrificing herself, and then everything that had come after, sparing no detail.

			By the time she finished, Ahnna was sitting on the ground, elbows resting on her knees. “Aren told Jor that you escaped. But I knew as soon as I heard that, he’d let you go. Bloody sentimental idiot.”

			“He told me he’d kill me if I ever came back.”

			“And yet here you are.” Ahnna touched the wound on her face, her eyes distant. Then she focused on Lara. “You said you had a plan? A way to get Aren free?”

			Triumph raced through Lara’s core, but she kept her face in check. “To get Aren free, yes. But also to liberate Ithicana from my father.”

			Ahnna’s eyes narrowed. “How? The Maridrinians hold all of our garrisons, including Northwatch and Southwatch. They’re protected by all the defenses we put into place, and we don’t have the manpower to break through them. Believe me, we’ve tried. That’s how Aren got caught in the first place.”

			“Which is why you need allies.”

			Snorting, Ahnna looked away. “You sound like Aren. And that’s the sort of thinking that got us in this position in the first place.”

			“Hear me out.” Rising to her feet, Lara paced back and forth across the floor of her cell. “After I fled Ithicana, I went to Harendell. They aren’t happy about Maridrina holding the bridge, because my father’s alliance with the Amaridian queen means Amarid gets preferential treatment at Northwatch and on the bridge. Harendell is losing money hand over fist, and you know how they feel about that.”

			Ahnna nodded.

			“The Harendellians don’t want Maridrina holding the bridge, nor do they want it for themselves. If we go to their king, I believe we can convince him to aid Ithicana in this fight.”

			“He’s not going to agree to risk his navy just because we ask him nicely, Lara. Harendell might be losing money in trade, but they stand to lose more if they go to war.”

			“He will if you hold him to his word.” Grasping the bars to her cell, Lara met Ahnna’s gaze. “The alliance of the Fifteen-Year Treaty might be broken with Maridrina, but it still stands with Harendell. Or it will if—”

			“If I marry their crown prince.”

			Squeezing the bars, Lara nodded. “Yes.”

			In one rapid motion, Ahnna turned away, crossing the corridor to rest her forehead against the opposite cell. Finally, she said, “I’ve never left Ithicana, you know. Not once.”

			Most Ithicanians hadn’t, only the select few trained as spies, but given who Ahnna was, the information was surprising.

			“The moment my mother allowed it, Aren was off like a loosed arrow. North and south, he went everywhere. And there were years when it felt like he spent more time pretending to be someone else in another kingdom than he did being my brother home in Ithicana.” Ahnna was quiet for a moment. “I never understood it. Never understood why he would want to be anywhere but here.”

			“Because,” Lara answered softly, “he knew there’d come a time when he wouldn’t be allowed to leave. Just like you knew there would come a time when you wouldn’t be allowed back.”

			Ahnna’s shoulders trembled, and Lara heard the other woman draw in a ragged breath before turning. Digging in her pocket, she extracted a key, which she inserted into the lock on Lara’s cell. “What’s the rest of the plan?”
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			Aren

			It didn’t take him long to determine that they were keeping him in the inner sanctum of the palace in Vencia—a place reserved for the king of Maridrina, his wives, and his numerous progeny. Why he was being kept in this place rather than in a cell in one of Maridrina’s innumerable prisons was less clear.

			Probably because it made it more convenient for Silas to gloat, Aren thought.

			As much time as Aren had spent in Maridrina, the palace was a place he’d never been inside. What might have been gained from the venture was not worth testing the layers of security Silas kept upon it. Especially for someone of Aren’s importance. The only Ithicanian spy to make it inside had been his own grandmother. Nana had arranged to be recruited into the previous king’s harem, where she’d lived for more than a year before faking her own death to escape. And that had been fifty years ago.

			Only now was Aren cursing his lack of knowledge of this place, because it put him at a gross disadvantage when it came to trying to break out of it.

			The interior wall was thirty feet high, with guard posts on each of the four corners and soldiers patrolling the top. There was only one gate for entry, which was kept shut and guarded, both inside and out. Within the inner walls there were two curved buildings, between which stood the tower with its bronze roof that could be seen for miles around. And amidst it all were the gardens, servant women spending their days cultivating the lawns and hedges and flowers, while others swept the stone paths and cleaned the fountains of the debris scattered by the storms, all their efforts to ensure the comfort of Silas and his wives.

			There were fifty wives in the harem, the women taking advantage of the breaks in the weather to come outside, all of them draped in the finest of silks, fingers and ears glittering with gemstones. Some were older, but most were young enough to be Silas’s daughters, which made Aren cringe. He’d been ordered not to speak to them, though in truth, the women kept far enough away from the stone table at which he was chained that there was never any opportunity.

			And then there were the children.

			He’d counted sixteen, all under the age of ten, and while not all of them had inherited their father’s eye color, several of them had. Each time one of them fixed him with azure eyes twin to Lara’s, Aren felt like he’d been punched in the gut.

			Where is she?

			Where has she gone?

			Is she even still alive?

			And worst of all: the question of whether she’d take Silas’s bait and come for him. Of course she won’t, he told himself. She doesn’t give a shit about you. It was all lies.

			But if they were lies, why was Silas hunting her?

			Why, if she’d given him everything his heart desired, did he want her dead?

			The thoughts drove Aren to madness, and chained to a bench in the gardens, he had nothing to distract him, nothing to temper the anxiety that grew in his guts with every day that passed.

			A female scream cut the air, snapping Aren from his reverie. Over and over the woman screamed, and Aren watched as the wives who’d been in the gardens fled inside, the servants herding the children with them.

			The screams came closer, the guards at the gate moving to open it, revealing a hooded old man who slowly strode between the buildings in Aren’s direction.

			The Magpie.

			“So lovely to see you again, Your Grace.” Serin inclined his head. Then he made a face. “Excuse me, I grow forgetful in my old age. You’re no longer king, so we are to be familiar, aren’t we, Aren?”

			Aren didn’t answer, the spymaster’s demeanor wholly at odds with the screaming coming from just outside the open gate. Sweat rolled in fat beads down his spine, his pulse roaring in his ears.

			“It happens that you have a visitor,” Serin said, and with one hand, he motioned to the guards.

			Two soldiers appeared at the gate to the courtyard, dragging a struggling figure between them. Aren tried to stand, but his chains jerked him back down onto the bench.

			The woman wore a Maridrinian-style dress, but her face was concealed by a sack. Her clothing was stained with blood, and each time she tried to jerk out of the soldiers’ grip, droplets splattered against the pale paving stones.

			Is it Lara? He couldn’t tell. She was the right height. The right build.

			“It was only a matter of time, wasn’t it?” Serin purred, extracting a knife from the folds of his robe. “I must say, she was easier to catch than I anticipated. Emotion makes for sloppy execution, even for one with her training.”

			Aren couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think.

			“Lara and her sisters are used to pain, Aren. More used to it than you could possibly imagine.”

			Serin held the knife blade over a brazier one of the soldiers had brought, watching the metal heat. “It was what I used to temper their minds. It’s fascinating how despite it being me who burned them—me who cut them, me who buried them alive—that by whispering the right words in their ears, they blamed you for their tears. Children are such malleable things. Remove one of her shoes, please.”

			The soldiers jerked up one of Lara’s legs, pulling off her shoe, and without hesitation, Serin pressed the hot blade against the bottom of her foot.

			She screamed, and it was the worst sound Aren had ever heard.

			He lunged toward her, the stone bench skidding against the ground, the manacles slicing into his wrists, blood running down his hands. “Let her go!” he screamed. “Lara!”

			Serin smiled. “And here I’d heard that you cared nothing for our errant princess. That if her father chose to cut off her head, you’d hand him the sword.”

			“I’m going to kill you for this!”

			“I’m sure you’d like to.” The Magpie held the knife back above the brazier. “How much do you think she can take? As I recall, Lara was quite resilient. Remarkably so.”

			“Please.” Aren dragged the bench, inch by inch, toward her, but the guards only retreated back a pace.

			“What was that?” Serin pressed the blade to Lara’s other foot, her shrill screams echoing through the courtyard. “Age has done nothing for my hearing, I’m afraid.”

			“Please! Please don’t hurt her.”

			“Ah.” Serin lowered the knife. “Well, in that case, perhaps we might come to an agreement. You tell us how to breach Eranahl’s defenses, and all this will be over.”

			No.

			Serin snapped his fingers, and a guard appeared, carrying a leather roll of tools, which the spymaster carefully unrolled. “I’ve made something of an art of this over the years.”

			“There is no way to break inside Eranahl.” The words croaked from Aren’s throat. “The shipbreakers will destroy any ship that gets close.”

			“What if one had a rather large fleet at their disposal?”

			“Try it. See how it goes.”

			Serin extracted one of the tools. “It’s your city. You surely know its weaknesses.”

			“There are none.”

			“Shame.” Serin turned to Lara, glittering metal in his hand, and a heartbeat later, she shrieked wordlessly.

			“Stop! Let her go! Please!” A garbled mix of words spilled from his throat, his body shuddering from the effort of dragging the bench closer. He had to help her. Had to save her.

			“How do we get into Eranahl?” Serin turned to look at him. “No? Let’s see how she holds up to losing her fingers.”

			“Pull out the damned gate!” Desperate, Aren screamed the words. It was the truth, except it would do them no good. But if it saved Lara…

			“How do we manage that?” Serin picked up another tool, and Aren fell to his knees, saying, “Please.”

			“A strategy, Aren. Give us a strategy, and this will all be over.”

			At that moment, Lara twisted. Jerking free from the grip of the guards holding her, she threw herself toward Aren, tumbling into him. And before the guards could fall upon them, she reached up with her bound wrists and pulled the sack from her head.

			Emra, the young commander of Kestark garrison, stared up at him, her eyes full of agony and desperation. Blood oozed from her mouth, explaining why she hadn’t spoken. Her eyes were blackened and swollen.

			“Idiots,” Serin hissed at the guards. “Get her back.”

			The men moved closer, their eyes wary, and Aren pulled the young woman against him even though he knew he wouldn’t be able to hold them off for long. And once they had her, Serin would torture her until she was dead or Aren gave him what he wanted.

			Emra made a noise, the word barely distinguishable. But the plea was clear.

			Aren took a deep breath.

			“Stop him!” Serin shrieked, but Aren was faster, the crack of Emra’s neck breaking stopping both soldiers in their tracks.

			Slowly, he lowered the young woman to the ground, not bothering to fight as the men dragged her out of his reach.

			“Hang her up,” Serin said, and Aren clenched his teeth, forcing himself to watch as the men dragged her over to the wall. One of the soldiers above dropped a rope, which they fastened around her neck, the trio hauling her up until she hung, out of reach, from one of the cornices, the blood dripping from her foot splattering against the green of the lawn.

			“Is this how it’s to be, Serin?” Aren forced his voice to steady. “You mining Ithicana for young women to masquerade as Lara?”

			The Magpie rubbed his chin. “Mining…You see, Aren, mining isn’t the correct word. That would imply we sought this little bird out, when in reality, she flew to us.”

			Aren’s blood chilled.

			“Your people seem unwilling to let you go,” Serin said. “And while this was only the first attempt to rescue you, I highly doubt it will be the last.” Then he gestured to the waiting soldiers. “Bring out the other two prisoners.”

			But before they could move, a voice cut through the air. “Good God, Serin! Don’t you have holes and dark places where you conduct this sort of business? What’s next? Beheadings at the dinner table?”

			Aren turned his head to see a slender man dressed in Maridrinian finery watching from a dozen paces away, his arms crossed and his lip curled up with disgust. He picked his way toward them, carefully avoiding the splatters of blood on the path. Behind him, two Maridrinian soldiers escorted a Valcottan woman, her wrists bound. She was tall and slender, her curly dark hair cut short, her brown eyes wide and framed with an abundance of lashes. Beautiful, but her brown skin bore faded bruises and her bottom lip was scabbed where it had been split.

			“Your Highness.” Serin gave a cursory bow. “You are supposed to be in Nerastis.”

			“Yes, well, we captured ourselves quite a prize. It seemed prudent that I ensure she arrive in one piece. Broken things make for less valuable leverage.”

			Eyeing the captive, Serin arched an eyebrow. “General Zarrah Anaphora, the empress’s niece. You’ve outdone yourself, Highness. You’ll be in your father’s favor.”

			“I doubt that.”

			Serin made a noncommittal noise. “Now that you’ve delivered her, I assume you’ll be returning to Nerastis immediately.”

			Not a question but a statement. Whichever one of Silas’s sons this was, the Magpie clearly did not care to have him in Vencia.

			The prince pushed a lock of his dark blond hair behind one ear, blue eyes regarding Aren with interest. “Is this the Ithicanian king, then? I must say, he’s less terrifying than I anticipated. I’m rather disappointed to see that he does not, in fact, have horns.”

			“The former king. Ithicana no longer exists.”

			The prince’s gaze flicked to where Emra hung from the wall, then back to Aren. “My mistake. Do carry on.”

			Stepping past Aren, he started in the direction of the tower, the soldiers escorting General Anaphora following.

			But as they passed, she wrenched out of their grip, falling to her knees in front of Aren. “I am sorry, Your Grace.” Her eyes latched on his, and he saw they glistened with tears. “For all that you have lost. And for the part I played in that coming to pass. I pray one day to have the opportunity to atone.”

			Before Aren could answer, one of the soldiers dragged her back up, snarling, “The only thing you should be praying for is that His Majesty chooses not to spike your head on Vencia’s gate, you Valcottan wretch!”

			Zarrah spat in the man’s face, and he lifted his hand to strike her, but then the prince’s voice cut the air, his tone frigid. “Have you forgotten the fate of the last man who struck my prize?”

			The soldier blanched and lowered his hand, muttering, “Move along.”

			The party carried on, but before they disappeared from sight, the prince called back over his shoulder, “Make sure you clean up your mess, Magpie.”

			“Get the other two prisoners,” Serin said between clenched teeth. “Time to see what else His Grace has to offer.”
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			Lara

			“How you made it to Harendell and back again without drowning in a sea of your own vomit is a bloody mystery to me, girl.”

			Lara lifted her face from the sand and wiped a hand across her mouth, pissed off that after three days stuck on rough seas the ground now intended to sway and buck beneath her as some personal form of punishment. “It’s not an experience I care to repeat.” She climbed slowly to her feet before brushing the sand from her skirts.

			Only she and Jor stood on the beach, the other Ithicanians—the few survivors of Aren’s honor guard—all remaining in the boat, their faces as dark as the skies behind them.

			“We don’t have time to waste on this errand,” Jor said, the politest version of the refrain she’d heard continually since they’d left Eranahl.

			“Maybe not.” Bending to retrieve her bag, Lara slung it over her shoulder, eyeing the steep hills she’d need to climb. Best to get that done before the sun was fully up. “But given our circumstances, I don’t see how we have much choice.”

			“We could strike now. Your bastard of a father has had Aren for weeks, Lara. God knows what has been done to him.”

			“My father won’t have harmed him. Not while he thinks there’s still a chance Ahnna will surrender Eranahl in exchange for Aren’s return.”

			Lara had been present when the Ithicanian princess had received the letter from her father. She had read it herself while Ahnna was doubled over with grief, the words dancing across her thoughts now.

			
				To Her Royal Highness,

				Princess Ahnna Kertell of Ithicana,

				It is time this war came to an end. In a gesture of goodwill, your brother, Aren Kertell, will be delivered to you upon the surrender of Eranahl Island to the naval forces surrounding it. Assuming they are peaceable, your people will be brought to Maridrina and, after a suitable length of time, will be gifted lands in the interior where they may settle. We hope you will employ more empathy and foresight toward the future of your people than your brother.

				Our most sincere of regards,

				Silas Veliant,

				King of Maridrina and Master of the Bridge

			

			“He’s lying,” she said to Ahnna. “If you open the gates, he’ll slaughter everyone.”

			“I’m aware,” Ahnna answered, lifting her face. “But if I refuse, he might decide that Aren has outlived his usefulness.”

			“He knows that I’ll come for Aren. He won’t give up the chance of seeing me dead.”

			The princess met her gaze. “He knows you’ll come to rescue Aren. But he knows you’re equally likely to come for revenge.”

			Jor coughed, pulling Lara back into the moment. “Your father knows Ahnna isn’t going to take that deal.”

			“Maybe. But one can’t leverage the dead, and it costs him nothing to keep Aren prisoner. He’ll keep Aren alive at least until the war is won.”

			“You mean until Eranahl falls.”

			Lara grunted an affirmative. That was the clock they were running against. The city was at capacity, and even with rationing in place, the stores were running down at an alarming pace. The fishermen were out in force whenever there was a break in the storms, but they didn’t dare venture far. Not with her father paying the Amaridians to risk violent seas to keep watch over the island fortress. Eranahl had enough to last them until the beginning of next storm season, but not a day longer. If they reached that point, Ithicana was well and truly lost.

			Jor glared at her. “And with that much at stake, you want us to sit and wait while you attempt to organize a family reunion?”

			“That would be ideal.” Lara frowned at the dawn sky. “But I expect you’ll continue to throw away the lives of our best men and women in an attempt to infiltrate my father’s palace. Which will make this rescue even more difficult when the time comes. We need to work together if there is any chance of freeing Aren. And if that’s not enough for you, remember that Ahnna agreed to this plan. And last I checked, she was the one in command.”

			Jor exhaled an aggrieved breath, and Lara eyed him warily. This was hard for the old soldier. He’d been with the group skirmishing with the Maridrinians when Aren had been captured, and she knew he blamed himself, though it was no fault of his. Lara had managed to extract the details from Aren’s bodyguard, Lia, and had learned that Aren’s risk-taking had finally caught up with him. He’d gotten in too deep, and when the Maridrinians realized the prize they had, they’d retreated, allowing Jor and the rest no chance to retake him. “It’s not your fault.”

			“You’re right,” he snapped. “It’s yours. And there is no we. There is us and there is you, so don’t think to lay any sort of claim to the men and women who’ve fought and died trying to undo your…mistakes.”

			Despite nearly every Ithicanian she crossed paths with having spat some variation of those words in her face, Lara flinched. She deserved their ire, their distrust, their hate, because it was her fault that Ithicana had fallen. That it had been a mistake compounded by her own cowardice only made things worse. “I know, Jor. Which is why I’m doing everything in my power to undo the damage that’s been done.”

			“Can’t bring back the dead.”

			“Best you hope otherwise,” she replied, remembering how her sisters had sprawled across the dinner table, chests still and eyes unmoving. “Or we’re well and truly screwed.”

			Jor spat into the sand. “You can have your weapons back.” He reached for the sack at his feet, then swore when the fabric swung limply as he lifted it.

			Smiling, Lara pulled up the hem of her skirt, revealing one of the blades she’d stolen back hours ago.

			“We thought Maridrina had sent us a sheep,” he said, shaking his head. “But the whole time we had a wolf dining at our table, deceiving us all.”

			“Aren knew.” And had loved her, in spite of it.

			“Aye. And look where it got him.”

			Aren’s face, stricken with the anguish of betrayal, filled her vision, but Lara shoved the memory away. She could not change the past, but she damn well intended to shape the future.

			“I’ll be back in a few weeks. If I’m not, it means I’m dead.” Lara turned her eyes back on Maridrina. If what Marylyn had said was true, her sisters were out there, alive and well.

			And it was time Lara called in her due.
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			Aren

			“Tell us how to take Eranahl.”

			Serin whispered the words, the feel of the man’s breath against Aren’s ear cutting through his exhaustion and sending waves of revulsion down his spine. For days, he’d been locked in the tiny, barren room and subjected to the spymaster’s questions, all of which he’d refused to answer.

			“There’s nothing to tell,” Aren growled around the piece of wood they’d fixed between his teeth, lest he get any ideas about biting off his tongue. “It’s impenetrable.”

			“What about up the cliffs?” The tone of Serin’s voice never changed, no matter what Aren said. No matter how hard he tried to bait him. “Could a single soldier make it inside the volcano crater undetected?”

			“Why don’t you try?” Aren attempted to shift his head enough that he could see the spymaster, but the motion sent his whole body rotating on the chains he dangled from, his vision fuzzy from the blood pooling in his head. “Though I expect you already have. Did my sister use the shipbreakers to throw the corpses at your ships? Ahnna has very good aim.” If she was even there. If she was even still alive.

			“Describe the interior of the crater to me.” Serin walked with Aren as he rotated. “What does it look like? What materials are the buildings made of?”

			“Use your imagination,” Aren hissed, but he was having trouble keeping his focus, his consciousness blurring and fading.

			Undeterred, Serin kept asking questions. “The gate…Is it the same design as the portcullis at Southwatch?”

			“Kiss my ass.”

			“How many soldiers are guarding it?”

			Aren gritted his teeth, wishing he’d pass out but knowing they’d only wake him up with a bucket of water to the face. And then it would be more questions. Endless questions. That much Aren knew. After days of this torment, Aren knew.

			“How many vessels do you keep inside that cavern?”

			“How many civilians live on the island?”

			“How many children are there?”

			All Aren wanted to do was sleep. Anything, anything to sleep. But Serin wouldn’t allow him more than a few minutes before tearing him awake in the worst sorts of ways. Ways that made his heart want to explode out of his chest from the panic.

			“What sort of supplies does the city have?”

			“Where do you keep them?”

			“What is their source of water?”

			“Rain, obviously!” The words exploded from Aren’s lips, his whole body trembling and shaking. Hot and then cold. Why the hell was the man asking such stupid questions?

			Abruptly, Aren was lowered to the damp floor of his chamber. Two guards caught him under the arms, then dragged him to his cot, where he was unceremoniously dumped, one of them unfastening the piece of wood from between his teeth and then handing him a cup of water. Aren guzzled it down, and the guard refilled it without comment.

			Slumping onto the cot, Aren curled around his chained wrists.

			There’s no harm in giving him answers to useless questions, he told himself, barely noticing as the guard tossed a blanket over him. But his anxiety followed him into sleep.

			He dreamed of Midwatch.

			Of the hot springs in the courtyard.

			Of Lara.

			Of teaching her to float on her back, her naked body suspended on his hands, her hair swirling on the eddies from the current. She arched her back, full breasts rising above the water, her nipples peaking as cold raindrops struck them. His eyes trailed down the flat planes of her stomach to linger where the froth from the waterfall revealed and then concealed the apex of her thighs, igniting a desire that never truly ebbed when he was in her presence. “Relax,” he murmured, not certain whether he was instructing her or himself. “Let the water carry you.”

			“If you let go of me,” she answered, “I shall not be pleased.”

			“It’s only waist-deep.”

			She opened her eyes to regard him, steam beading on her lashes. “That’s not the point.”

			Smiling, he bent and kissed her lips, tasting her thoroughly before whispering, “I’ll never let you go.”

			But instead of answering, Lara screamed.

			Aren’s eyes snapped open, and he tried to sit, but he was bound to the cot beneath him. The room was cast in total blackness, and Lara was screaming, her voice full of pain and terror.

			“Lara!” he shouted, fighting against his restraints. “Lara!”

			Then the screams cut off, his ears filled instead by the patter of fleeing footsteps. A door opened and shut, then a lamp flared, burning his eyes and revealing Serin’s hooded face. “Good morning, Aren.”

			It hadn’t been Lara screaming. Just another of Serin’s mind games. Marshaling his composure, Aren said, “I’ve had better mornings.”

			The Magpie smiled. “Two more of your people were caught last night in the sewers beneath the palace—apparently they were unaware of our recently installed security. Care to join me while I give them a proper Maridrinian welcome?”
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			Lara

			Lara shielded her eyes from the blinding glare of the mountain lake, carefully picking out the details of the town built among the trees on its western shore. Over the past week, she’d visited a dozen just like it, cautiously asking questions about a beautiful woman with black hair and ocean-blue eyes.

			Sarhina. Her favorite sister. Her closest sister. The sister in whose pocket Lara had deposited her note of explanation moments before she’d poisoned her and the rest.

			How certain she’d been in that moment that they’d understand her deception. That they’d wake from their near-dead stupor, find the note, and realize that she’d bought them a chance at life and freedom. That they might not thank her for it, precisely, but would at least realize that it had been the only way for them all to survive.

			Marylyn’s fury had shaken that belief to the core.

			She’d had the most cause to be angry. Marylyn was the chosen sister—the one intended to be the queen of Ithicana—and Lara had robbed her of that honor. Or rather the rewards that their father had promised would come with it, she reminded herself, remembering the manic brightness in Marylyn’s eyes when she’d revealed her true motivations.

			But perhaps her other sisters had equal cause to hate Lara for what she’d done. Their lives had been spent vying for one position—a position that Marylyn had earned and that Lara had stolen using subterfuge. She’d lied to them all. Poisoned them all. Left them to fight their way out of the Red Desert without camels or supplies. For all she knew, they would take one look at her and slit her throat as punishment.

			Sarhina alone was the sister she was certain would forgive her actions.

			The brightest of Lara’s sisters, Sarhina was a brutal fighter, grim strategist, and natural-born leader. Yet time and again, she’d score in the middle of the pack when by all rights she should’ve been on top. Average by design, Lara had come to believe, but if any of their masters had suspected her sister’s tactics, they’d never been able to prove it. Sarhina hadn’t been foolish enough to admit that she was sabotaging her own chances at becoming queen, but fears were revealing, as Lara had come to realize.

			“They say Ithicana is shrouded in mists so thick one can’t see more than a dozen paces in either direction,” Sarhina had whispered to her in the dark nights in their shared bedroom. “That the jungles are so dense one must carve through them with a blade, and the unwary find themselves caught in branches like a fly in a spiderweb. That once you are on the islands, you never see the sky.”

			“Sounds wonderful,” she mumbled. “I could use some respite from the sun.”

			“Sounds like a tomb,” Sarhina replied.

			Sarhina’s concerns had mattered little at the time, but as Serin had intensified the sisters’ training, making them complicit in one another’s torture, Lara had come to understand Sarhina’s fear. Had watched her sister break down in the pit while the others had rained shovel after shovel of sand on her head, burying her alive. Had watched her plead and offer any information in order to extract herself from the situation.

			Serin had only thrown his hands up in disgust, screaming at Sarhina that the Ithicanians would bury her alive in truth if she confessed, then ordered her tossed back in the pit to repeat the exercise. Time and again until Sarhina learned to master her terror. To hide it. To compensate for it.

			But never to defeat it.

			Which was why Lara stood at the highest point in Maridrina: the Kresteck Mountains. The range ran down the eastern coast, craggy and wild, filled with glittering lakes, rushing streams, and the crisp scent of pine. It was thinly populated, mostly hunters and trappers living in isolation in their rough cabins, the few hamlets tucked in valleys and on lakeshores rarely home to more than a hundred people. The range was dangerous to traverse, prone to rockslides, flooding, and in the winter, avalanches, all of which was made worse by the highwaymen who haunted the few established routes running north and south.

			A dreadful place, in Lara’s opinion, cold and unwelcoming. But the peaks reached up to the sky, the view wide and open for miles and miles around, and in her heart, Lara knew this was where Sarhina had gone.

			Tracking her, however, would be quite another matter. In the days before that fateful dinner in the desert oasis, there’d been no opportunity to consider how she might reunite with her sisters in the future—not without revealing her plan. Which was why she was dependent on Sarhina finding her. The other girls knew their father wanted them dead. Quite possibly they knew that the cover Lara had given them had been compromised by Marylyn. Either way, they’d be prepared for pursuit and would be equally prepared to deal with anyone who came looking for them. Like Lara, all the Veliant sisters were hunters; she needed only spring one of their traps.

			And given she’d been tipped off in the last town that there might be a young woman of Sarhina’s description in this place, Lara was certain that she’d finally done just that.

			Dismounting, Lara tethered her mountain pony far enough away from the path that he wouldn’t be seen, then started toward the hamlet. Smoke rose from the chimneys of the houses, and she spotted two men stretching hides over frames to dry, the fur destined to travel through the bridge and eventually be sold to line the cloaks and gloves of Harendellian or Amaridian nobles. Another man, fine of form and stripped to the waist, chopped wood to add to a formidable pile. An old woman crouched near a fire, basting the meat turning on a spit, and behind her, a gaggle of children raced through buildings, their laughter drifting through the trees to reach Lara’s ears.

			She circled the town, marking each individual and the weapons they wore as well as the best routes for escape if the situation escalated. The mountainfolk were peaceful enough, but necessity made them both wary of strangers and capable fighters. No one had troubled her yet, but that could change in a heartbeat. And the last thing she needed was word of a woman of her description reaching Serin in Vencia, especially if it was paired with the information that she was searching for women fitting the description of Veliant princesses.

			Satisfied she had the lay of the land, Lara took a step toward the town, the story of her search for a lost sister sitting on the tip of her tongue, when the door to one of the homes opened and Sarhina stepped out, a basket under one arm.

			Lara froze midstep as she watched her sister stroll across the common area to the man chopping wood. He paused in his task, wiping sweat from his brow before bending to whisper something in her ear. Sarhina’s laugh spilled through the air, and she leaned back, her cloak parting to reveal two marriage knives belted above a swollen belly.

			Lara could not breathe.

			Casting a flirtatious wink over her shoulder at the smiling
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