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			For my readers.

			Thank you for coming on this journey with me.

		

	
		
			
				1

				James

			
			“Three sets of eyes on her at all times,” James growled at his men. “This woman might well be the most dangerous individual you come across in your lifetimes. Keep her gagged. Keep her chained. And for the love of God, keep your fucking wits about you.”

			“Yes, sir,” his lieutenant responded, but then his eyes slid to the prisoner. “How do you wish us to handle requests for privacy? She is a princess, and propriety demands—”

			“What do you value more, propriety or keeping your throat intact? Because I assure you, if you turn your back on this woman, you will regret it.” James gestured sharply to Hazel, who stepped forward, her expression frosty—as it had been since the moment the young maid had joined his company. “Hazel will ensure proper conduct, but when I say three sets of eyes on her at all times, I mean at all times. Am I clear?”

			“Yes, sir!” The men saluted sharply, and Hazel gave a tight nod, but James’s attention was all for the prisoner on her knees before him.

			Azure eyes tracked him, cold as ice. James knelt before Princess Bronwyn Veliant and met her stare for stare. “To reiterate, Your Highness, you are being released not because I believe you are innocent but as a courtesy to Queen Sarhina, with whom Harendell has no quarrel.”

			We’ll see how long that lasts.

			Bronwyn did not so much as blink, yet James resisted the urge to reach for his sword hilt, every instinct screaming danger. This woman had the same training as her sister Lara, which meant she’d spent most of her lifetime under the tutelage of the Magpie and his minions. Bronwyn was a killer to her core, and her dead-eyed stare promised that the moment she got her hands on a blade, it would have his name on it. Except there were many people who felt the same way about him, so she could get in line.

			“You will be delivered to Northwatch,” James continued. “You will relay a message to Ithicana’s king that he is to immediately turn over his sister for execution for the murder of King Edward and the attempted murder of Queen Alexandra. Should he comply, and should we discover proof Ahnna acted of her own accord, Harendell will reconsider its plans to retaliate against both Ithicana and its crown. Should Aren refuse, the full might of Harendell’s military will descend upon Ithicana’s shores, and you might remind Aren that we know all the ways in. That is the consequence of Ithicana’s choice to betray its oldest ally.” He pulled out Bronwyn’s gag. “Am I understood?”

			Her voice was hoarse as she asked, “And if Ahnna is not in Ithicana?”

			“It is my understanding that Lara maintains Ithicana’s spy network. A spy network unrivaled by any other nation. I suggest she put it to good use and find Ahnna before it’s too late.” James smiled, knowing full well it did not reach his eyes. “I’m sure Ithicana’s queen will give no argument. Ahnna is hardly a friend to Lara and has caused her no end of grief. If Ithicana is innocent of the princess’s crimes, then they no doubt wish to be rid of her. See it done, Your Highness—you’ve your own interests to protect.”

			The coldness in Bronwyn’s gaze transformed into rage. “If you lay a finger on Taryn, I’ll—”

			James shoved the gag back in her mouth, cutting off the inevitable threat. “Taryn will be treated as a lady right up to the point she is recast as a prisoner of war.” He stared Bronwyn down. “Deliver Ahnna to us so that we can punish her for her crimes. It’s in everyone’s best interest.”

			Rising, James exited the ship’s brig, the heavy clang of steel bars filling his ears as he headed toward the stairs to the main deck. The moment he was out of sight of Hazel and the guards, he stopped and rested a hand against the wall, searching for equilibrium. Yet every time James blinked, he saw his father’s corpse laid out on a table. Eyes still and glassy, the blood washed away to reveal knife wounds so great in number that they merged. His indomitable father reduced to so much meat.

			Forty-seven wounds. The surgeon’s shaken voice filled James’s thoughts. A crime of rage, of that there is no doubt.

			Nausea twisted in James’s stomach, and he swallowed hard, unable to escape from the memories that plagued him.

			The bloody scene of the murder had been discovered by a servant, who’d immediately called for help. James had been walking back to his own rooms, head thick with his father’s alcohol and mind consumed with how he was going to make things right with Ahnna, when the alarm had sounded. He’d joined the guards, and they’d followed the small smears of blood left by the killer’s boots through the Sky Palace. Not once had it occurred to him that it might be Ahnna’s trail they were following, so when they rounded the corridor, lured by screams, the sight of her before a bleeding Alexandra had shocked him to the core.

			Help me, Alexandra’s voice sobbed from his memories. Help me, Jamie.

			It had been the first time she’d ever used his childhood nickname without derision, and it echoed over and over in his thoughts. As did the memory of Alexandra reaching for him, eyes filled with agony and terror.

			A severe defensive wound to her hand, the surgeon had told him. The queen may never have full use of it again. The wound in her cheek will leave significant scarring, but the stab wound to the abdomen was nearly the death of her. An inch to the left and we would have lost Her Majesty as well.

			There had never been any love lost between James and Alexandra, for she had resented both his parentage and his father’s favoritism, but she had set aside their conflict since his father’s death. An attack on one Ashford was an attack on all, and just before James had left Verwyrd, the queen had come to him.

			“I fear for our family, James.” Her speech was difficult to understand due to the injury to her face, her eyes heavy with narcotics and pain. “Our enemies will see this as an opportunity. Your brother is bereft and not ready to leave. I…” She swayed on her feet, only James catching hold of her hands keeping her from falling. “I haven’t the strength to aid him. Jamie, I know we have long been at odds, but for all my cruel words, I do know that you have ever been your brother’s bulwark against those who would harm him. You are the soldier among us, the warrior, and I am trusting you to keep us safe from those who would take advantage of your father’s death.”

			James could see that, even now, the admission cost Alexandra. She did not want to rely upon him. For her to do so spoke to the emotional toll of her brush with death, but also to her certainty that he would always do right by his siblings. “I’ll find her, Your Grace. We will have justice.”

			Alexandra gave a tight nod, but then her green eyes welled with unexpected tears. “I went to find Ahnna, because I know better than anyone how your father’s words can cut to the bone.” Her eyelids squeezed shut for a heartbeat, and when they opened, tears spilled down her cheeks. “Could cut.”

			Past tense. Because his father would never utter another word again.

			Alexandra drew in a shuddering breath. “I’d hoped to temper what Edward had done, but Ahnna was so angry that she would not hear me. There was no reason in her. No logic. Only rage and a knife in her bloody hand.”

			A deadly combination.

			Alexandra’s fingers closed on his. “Be careful, Jamie. Ahnna Kertell is more dangerous than we realized, and I believe you are the one she truly desires to hurt.”

			As if he didn’t know that. As if he didn’t wish that it had been him lying dead on that table, because his father had wanted Ahnna to be queen—to be his successor. Had wanted her to marry James so that they would one day rule together. If James had only gone to Ahnna immediately and explained, rather than wallowing in misery over his father’s ill-thought methods, none of this would have happened.

			“James? Jamie, are you all right?”

			The sound of his name tore James from his thoughts. He lifted his head to find Georgie coming down the steps toward him. “Fine. Is the ship ready to sail?”

			His best friend nodded. Gripping James’s shoulders, he said, “You need to get some sleep. We have every huntsman and dog on her trail, and the civilians are forming militias to guard the coastline. Every ship leaving harbor is being searched top-to-bottom by loyal men and bloodhounds that have been given articles of her clothing. It’s only a matter of time until we track the bitch down and make her pay.”

			Hanged, and then drawn and quartered, William’s voice snarled. I’ll send her head to her brother on a spike. Despite himself, James flinched, and he silently cursed himself for shying away from a punishment Ahnna deserved.

			Georgie’s face softened. “I know how you felt about her, Jamie, so I can only imagine the thoughts in your head. But this isn’t your fault. We’ve all heard how savage the Ithicanians can be, but no one expected a lady to turn to such gruesome violence. No one predicted it.”

			“You did,” James muttered. “At first sight, you said Ahnna was a wild thing that we could not treat as a pet—that either she’d lash out or her spirit would be broken.” In the end, it had been both. “Has anyone spotted her?”

			“Only from a distance.” Georgie gestured to the stairs. “She’s proving surprisingly adept at evading capture, but we know she’s heading south.”

			James wasn’t surprised at all. Ahnna had a fast horse and every skill she needed. “I should have gone with the trackers.”

			“No, you were right to think she’d head to the conservatory to seek the aid of her cousin.” Georgie shielded his eyes as they stepped onto the ship’s deck. “And even though that proved incorrect, we now have Taryn as a prisoner. If you hadn’t moved as swiftly as you did, all three women might have evaded us.”

			In hindsight, it was idiocy to have thought Ahnna would go to her cousin. From the beginning, her goal had been to protect Taryn—to give her a new life—and going to her would have been the nail in the coffin of complicity. For while James suspected that Taryn and Bronwyn were both guilty of espionage and efforts on Ithicana’s part to undermine Harendell, Ahnna’s decision to murder his father had been impulsive and poorly planned. An act of rage, not a strategic assassination, but it was only now that he was coming to see that.

			Why can’t I think straight? Why do I keep making mistakes?

			“Sleep, my friend, you need sleep, that’s why,” Georgie said, and James realized he’d spoken aloud.

			“No matter how fast Ahnna’s horse, there is no chance she’ll beat us to the coast. We’re ahead of her and our net is closing,” Georgie continued, guiding James to the gangplank. “Everyone loved your father—all of Harendell wants vengeance.” He gestured to the sky as they descended from the ship. “And now that the weather has cleared and the Victoria can set sail, it won’t be long until Ithicana knows we are coming for their blood.”

			Their boots thumped against the wood of the docks, and together they headed toward the port. Everyone from the dockworkers to the merchants to the prostitutes was dressed in funeral black in mourning of his father, but—Harendell being Harendell—business carried on. Men doffed their hats as James passed, women bobbed curtsies, and from the taverns, songs exploded forth about “Good King Eddie” along with cries that Ithicana deserved to starve for its crimes.

			It was all noise in James’s ears, because with every blink, he saw his father’s corpse. Saw Alexandra’s ruined face. Ginny’s tears. William’s grief. All with Ahnna’s angry words repeating in his head. If any of you come near me again, I’ll kill you all. I swear it.

			His anger and grief rose, fuel for the red-hot need for vengeance that had burned in his heart from the moment he’d seen Ahnna bent over Alexandra, bloody knife in hand. No matter how fast she ran, no matter how far, he would never stop hunting.

			And when he found her, there would be no executioner, as James fully intended to kill Ahnna Kertell himself.

			The sound of pounding hooves caught his attention. James pulled himself from his thoughts as a soldier galloped toward him and Georgie. The man threw himself off his foaming horse before it had even stopped, only James’s reflexes keeping the man from falling face-first into the dirt.

			“Major General,” the soldier gasped out. “I’ve got news!”

			“Have you found her?” James could barely breathe, his hands fisting and unfisting, the harm Ahnna had caused his family parading through his mind’s eye.

			“Yes, sir.” The soldier squared his shoulders. “She was spotted in Sableton and is now on the run. The whole city is hunting her.”

			The world seemed to stand still for a heartbeat, then James said, “Saddle my horse. We ride for Sableton.”

			And if he had his way, the city’s streets would run red with Ithicanian blood tonight.

		

	
		
			
				2

				Ahnna

			
			Ahnna stooped to pick up a small rock, bouncing it on her palm before tossing it at a dense thicket. Pheasants exploded skyward, and she swiftly nocked an arrow, aimed, and then let it fly. Green fletching soared through the air, and then one of the birds dropped.

			“I told you I’d get one.” She glanced sideways. “They aren’t the brightest creatures you’ll ever meet.”

			Dippy snorted and bobbed his head in agreement, then returned his attention to the thick grass. Ahnna watched him for a moment, noting that the white chalk she’d used to mark a large star on his forehead was starting to fade, though the dirt covering his coat still served as a disguise for his quality. During her journey south, she’d swiftly discovered that no matter how well she hid her own appearance, people remembered a polished thoroughbred. It pained her that he was dirty with burrs tangled in his tail and his coat marked with sweat, but it was better than trading him for a less distinguished mount.

			She’d lost enough without losing her goddamned horse.

			Leaving Dippy to graze, Ahnna strode to retrieve her dinner, her large overcoat flapping on the cool breeze. Her height, along with stolen clothing, a hat, and a generous amount of grime had served to disguise her as a young man as she fled Sableton, but even with her efforts to put off the bloodhounds, it was only a matter of time until they discovered she had headed to the mountains.

			With her current proximity to Sableton, she couldn’t afford to linger. The soldiers who’d spotted her in the city had put on hot pursuit with dogs, and it had taken all her skill to evade capture as she headed toward the mountains.

			Ahnna plucked and gutted the bird, then gave a sharp whistle that had Dippy trailing after her toward the clearing where her supplies were hidden. He made soft little whickering noises, and not for the first time, Ahnna felt a sharp pang in her chest knowing that there would be a moment she’d have to leave him. Never mind that it would be impossible to transport him to Ithicana—her homeland was no place for a horse like him. He needed space to run, the freedom of wild open fields and crisp air to breathe. Not the dense jungle and tiny islands of Ithicana. To take him there would be cruelty.

			But God help her, she’d cry bitter tears when it came time to leave Dippy behind. Bitter tears that she’d already wept for leaving Taryn and Bronwyn to the Harendellians, despite knowing that it had been the right course of action. To have gone to them would have rendered them complicit, as would have sending them any form of message. Both women had the skills needed to take care of themselves, yet it had still felt like a betrayal not sending them a warning.

			Taking care to use dry wood to prevent smoke, Ahnna made a fire and cooked her dinner. Despite her hunger, she barely tasted the meat as she ate, her mind twisting with anxiety over how Alexandra’s schemes might already be impacting Ithicana.

			For all she’d been warned about Harendell’s queen, Ahnna had sorely underestimated the woman. Not just in the skill with which Alexandra had framed Ahnna for Eddie’s murder, every piece planned with foresight that would have put even the Magpie to shame, but also in the lengths to which the queen had been willing to go to ensure that no one would ever suspect her.

			The pheasant in her mouth turned dry as Ahnna remembered how Alexandra had shoved the knife through her own palm. Sliced open her own face. Stabbed herself in the abdomen. Courtesy of Nana’s teachings, Ahnna knew that the queen had selected injuries that would be horrifying without being lethal, but no one was going to believe that Alexandra had inflicted them on herself.

			This was a noblewoman who’d never used a weapon. Who’d never suffered physical harm. While poison would have made everyone immediately suspicious, this sort of violence was so far out of Alexandra’s character that Ahnna could not fault James for believing the scene his stepmother had painted for him.

			A plot years in the making, and though Alexandra’s strategy had clearly shifted over time, the goal had not changed: She wanted the bridge.

			Casting the remains of her dinner into the fire to burn to ash, Ahnna glanced at Dippy to ensure the horse was relaxed, for his ears were the first warning she’d get of a threat. He was focused on grazing, so she turned to stare broodily at the flames and lost herself in the scope of the threat facing Ithicana.

			It had been in Sableton that the full scope of Alexandra’s ambitions had become clear. The moment Ahnna had seen the sign for Cartwright Foundries, she’d known that the weapons maker was the mysterious C.F. she’d seen in William’s banking records. Alexandra had been paying the company through William using the proceeds from Maridrinian rubies. Cartwright’s transport of sharpened weapons through the bridge was what had armed Silas’s disguised soldiers during the invasion. A small yet oh-so-critical piece, because it had been those soldiers who had taken Midwatch. Silas had paid Queen Katarina of Amarid for the use of her navy via rubies hidden in bottles of cheap Maridrinian wine. Whether he’d separately transacted with Alexandra or whether Katarina had facilitated the payment mattered little, for it was abundantly clear that all three rulers had conspired together to take control of the bridge. When Silas had fallen to Lara’s blade, Katarina and Alexandra hadn’t given up their ambitions. They’d merely switched tactics, and Ahnna had been the unwitting pawn in their plans.

			And she was not the only one they’d used.

			Aren had played into Katarina’s hand by entertaining Amarid’s overtures, which, in combination with the false information Katarina then fed to Harendell’s spies, caused Edward to believe that Aren conspired against him. Trade agreement with Cardiff aside, Ahnna was quite confident that Edward’s belief that Aren was in league with Amarid had driven Edward to wholly turn on Ahnna and Ithicana.

			All of which was but the tip of the iceberg of the machinations.

			Sighing, Ahnna withdrew her mother’s necklace from the neckline of her coat, tracing over the map of gemstones. In her role as commander of Southwatch, one of her most time-consuming tasks had been to go through the endless spy reports that came in from the southern nations, most especially Maridrina and Valcotta. She’d never understood how people were so easily manipulated in what seemed obvious schemes. She’d thought the individuals in the reports to be stupid, ruled by greed and emotion. Having stood in a nest of scheming spiders, Ahnna now knew otherwise.

			It was hard to see clearly when in the thick of things. It was easy to be fooled when emotions were high, when instincts were wrong. It was hard to be the cleverest when those around you deceived as easily as they breathed.

			“Or maybe you’re as much an idiot as those you once judged,” she muttered, then shoved the necklace back under her shirt. Rising, she kicked dirt over her fire before dusk fell. She’d given Dippy as long a rest as she dared, and it was time to move on. Edward had been a much-loved king, and the hunt for his killer had intensified as word of the gory details of his murder had spread.

			A hunt spearheaded by James.

			As always, the thought of him caused a swell of complex emotions. Anger. Grief. Betrayal.

			But also fear.

			James had loved his father dearly, and he believed that Ahnna had brutally slaughtered Edward as vengeance for his choice to marry William to Lestara. His choice to put Cardiff before Ithicana. His choice to deny Ahnna the queen of Harendell’s crown.

			If any of you come near me again, I’ll kill you all. I swear it.

			She winced at the memory of her words. At how she’d set herself up perfectly for being framed. If James caught her, he’d kill her himself. Ahnna knew that, because if she was in his position, she’d do the same. They were not like Keris in seeking out the most perfectly terrible punishment—a knife across the throat and watching the light vanish from the murderer’s eyes would be sufficient.

			If James caught her, there would be no explanation Ahnna could give that would convince him of her innocence. All the evidence pointed toward guilt. All she could do was continue to evade pursuit until she had escaped into Amarid, where James, at least, would dare not follow.

			For while Katarina and Alexandra might be secret allies, Carlo and James were bitter enemies. It felt strange to seek protection from the Beast of Amarid, but beggars could not be choosers. And Ahnna needed to get back to Ithicana.

			The sky grew darker, and Ahnna began packing up her supplies to continue her journey west. She was stroking Dippy’s nose and whispering words of apology when her horse abruptly lifted his head, nostrils flaring.

			Ahnna went still even as she scanned the shadows for signs of movement.

			Her heart hammered in her chest, fear firing through her blood as she reached for her bow. There were bears in these rolling hills. Mountain cats as well.

			But a muffled curse warned her that this predator was of the human variety.

			Slinging her bow over her shoulder, Ahnna jumped to catch hold of a branch of the nearest oak, and then she silently climbed until she was hidden in the shadows.

			Forcing her breathing to slow, she watched the approaching lantern.

			“I’m telling you, I smelled something cooking,” a young male voice said. “Pheasant, I’d bet my last copper on it.”

			“You ain’t got any copper to bet,” another male voice responded, this one older.

			“Well, if I’m right and it’s her, it will be gold I’m wagering in games of dice,” the younger voice declared. “Gold polished to a shine by Prince James himself and offered to me with a smile for delivering Ithicana’s bitch for execution. Though in truth, I might find it hard to keep from doing the killing myself to avenge Good King Eddie.”

			A third man gave a loud snort. “Right, Johnny. Sure you will. Can’t slaughter a goat but you’ll be first in line to slaughter a woman. Mark my words, you’ll take one look at the Ithicanian princess and piss your trousers.”

			“Will not!”

			The older men chuckled but then fell silent as they caught sight of Dippy.

			“Might be that Johnny’s nose was right after all,” one of them whispered. “Weapons ready. They say she’s as dangerous as a cornered mountain cat.”

			They weren’t wrong, but leaving corpses in her wake was a surefire way to put James on her trail. Even if she could hide their bodies, the trio were victims of Alexandra’s schemes, believing they were rightfully hunting the murderer of their king. Ahnna was not in the practice of slaughtering innocents to save her own skin.

			They drew close enough that she could see their faces in the lantern light. A grizzled man with a thick beard and thicker-set shoulders, a man with a wild tangle of red curls, and a boy, sixteen, if that. Likely all family members.

			“Good-looking horse,” the boy said, approaching Dippy while the other two examined her meager belongings, none of which would give away her identity. “Though she’s said to be riding a bay gelding with no markings, so this ain’t him.” He gestured to the star that Ahnna had colored on her horse’s forehead with chalk. “But I don’t recognize him either.”

			“Still warm,” Red Curls muttered, holding his hand over the charred remains of Ahnna’s fire. “Whoever it is, they’re close.”

			“Traveler, perhaps.” The grizzled man adjusted his grip on the axe he carried, his instincts correctly warning him that a threat was near. “Or another bounty hunter with the same idea as us that she’ll head to Amarid.”

			Don’t look up, Ahnna silently willed him as he turned in a circle. Move along so no one gets hurt.

			The boy moved closer to Dippy, stroking her horse’s neck. “You’re a beauty, boy.”

			Anxiety built in Ahnna’s chest as she willed him to leave her horse alone. Not because she feared Dippy being taken, for horse theft was a hanging offense in Harendell, but because he was the one thing down there that could be tied to her.

			Don’t be friendly, she silently instructed Dippy. Try to bite.

			Instead, her gelding snuffled at the boy’s pockets, looking for treats. The boy smiled and rubbed Dippy’s forehead, and Ahnna’s heart sank as the chalk smeared.

			No.

			The boy frowned. Pulling his sleeve over his hand, he used it to rub at the white star. “Da,” he whispered. “His mark is just chalk. This horse is disguised.”

			All three fell entirely still, and from her perch in the tree, Ahnna could feel their fear. Could smell it. Her soul cringed because it was lies told about her that inspired it. Lies that she, and by association all Ithicanians, were murderous monsters who hunted in the dark.

			Go, she willed them, despite knowing that word of this discovery would reach James. Trust your instincts and run.

			Cold wind howled through the trees, pulling at the strands of hair that had come loose from her cap, but Ahnna didn’t move. Only watched the terrified men below silently debate what they wanted to do.

			“It’s her,” the grizzled one whispered. “I sense it in my bones.”

			“What do we do?” the boy asked. “She could be watching us right now.”

			“It’s three against one,” Red Curls growled. “And she’s only a woman. With the reward we’ll get for bringing her in, we’ll live like lords for the rest of our lives.”

			Go looking for me, then, she silently instructed. Search the woods.

			Because she’d only need a matter of seconds to tighten Dippy’s girth, and then she’d be off like a shot, her escape route already planned. This was far from the first time Ahnna had been hunted.

			“You think Good King Eddie went down easily?” Grizzled said. “This is no ordinary woman. We take the horse so that she’s stuck on foot, and then we send word to the garrison for reinforcements. Prince James will see us rewarded well enough for the information, and we’ll be alive to spend it.”

			The boy untethered Dippy. If they took him, there was no chance that she’d be able to outrun the Harendellian soldiers and their hunting dogs.

			It seemed that whatever luck had taken her this far had run out.

			Drawing an arrow from her quiver, Ahnna dropped from her perch, landing almost silently next to the men. Leveling an arrow on the grizzled man with the axe, she said, “Do what I say, and you will exit this situation alive.”

			Red Curls hefted his knife, but Ahnna only shifted her stance so that her arrow was leveled at his son. “Use your heads, gentlemen. This isn’t a fight you will win.”

			Grizzled lunged.

			Ahnna took a quarter step to her left and let her arrow fly. It struck his upraised axe, knocking it out of his hand, but before he could react, Ahnna had another arrow nocked and aimed at his forehead. “Last chance.”

			Grizzled lifted his hands, as did Red Curls.

			“Good.” Ahnna didn’t lower her weapon. “Remove your bootlaces. Red Curls, you tie up the old man and be sure to tie him tight. Boy, you tie up your father.”

			She watched in silence as they obeyed, her scrutiny ensuring that the knots were tight. When they were restrained, she nodded to the boy. “Toss me your laces and get on your knees.”

			He complied without argument. Once he was kneeling, Ahnna hooked her bow over her shoulder. The restraints would only slow them down, but short of killing them, which she wasn’t willing to consider, it was the best she could do.

			“Hands behind your back.” She picked up his laces. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t kill Edward. Alexandra had him murdered in order to put William on the throne, then framed me.”

			“Liar,” the boy whispered. “Everyone knows you Ithicanians are murderous savages. It was you who stabbed him forty-seven times.”

			God have mercy, forty-seven? Ahnna swallowed to clear her throat. “If that’s the case, then why are you still breathing?”

			Instead of answering, the boy flung himself at her.

			Ahnna easily sidestepped, and he fell past her. Except rather than catching himself, his arm buckled. His head struck a rock with an ominous crack.

			“Johnny!” Red Curls shouted, even as Ahnna cursed the foolishness of young men.

			Ignoring the protests of the men, she crouched next to the boy and carefully rolled him over. He was breathing, but he’d split his scalp and it was bleeding heavily. He needed a physician.

			Logic demanded that Ahnna tie him up, because she needed every bit of head start that she could get. Except not even in her lowest moments of the Maridrinian invasion had Ahnna stooped to sacrificing the lives of children.

			“He needs a physician.” She rounded on the grizzled man. “Do you know where to find one?”

			“Aye,” he said between his teeth.

			“I’ll let you go, but rather than troubling me, you’re going to take him to get help. Do you agree?”

			He nodded, eyes filled with fear as she tightened Dippy’s girth and fixed her saddlebags in place, along with the rope she used to tether him. Approaching the old man, she shoved him to the ground so that he was prone. “Remember that I didn’t kill you. And know that I didn’t kill Edward either. Tell James what I said when you see him. Between the two of us, he’s the backstabber, not me.”

			Ahnna sliced her knife through his bootlaces. In two quick strides, she vaulted onto Dippy’s back, because it would be speed not words that kept her alive. Without a backward glance, she galloped into the night.
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				James

			
			Maven was lathered and breathing hard when he rode into Sableton, the late-afternoon sun bright in his eyes. Only Georgie had managed to keep pace through the journey, as his soldiers’ mounts were a far cry from Maven’s quality.

			“Report!” he demanded of the garrison captain. “Have you found her?”

			The man stared at his boots rather than meeting James’s stare. “No, sir, but we’re hunting. A patrol spotted her trying to make her way to the harbor, but when they put on pursuit, she escaped. We’re searching the city and holding all ships in port, but so far, there is no sign of her.”

			Georgie held out a wax-wrapped package. “An article of her clothing for the dogs.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“Have you found her horse?” James dismounted and handed Maven’s reins to a stable boy. “Bay thoroughbred gelding, tall, no markings.”

			“We received her mount’s description from the messenger but assumed she would have abandoned him upon reaching the city.”

			Though it was a reasonable assumption for most individuals on the run, James made a noise of disgust, because it was off the mark for Ahnna. “She’ll not abandon her horse unless forced. She’s either on a ship or on that gelding’s back. If she is on a ship, she’ll have found her horse a home before departing. Check the neighboring farms and offer a reward for information. If we find that horse, we’ll find answers.”

			“Yes, sir.” The captain saluted, then turned to set his men to the task.

			“You think she managed to board a ship?” Georgie asked. “We’ve stopped traffic to Northwatch for Harendellian vessels, but there are merchant vessels from every nation, north and south, in Sableton’s harbor. Preventing them from traveling to Northwatch would require a proper blockade.”

			Blockades demanded significant resources, and given the rising conflict with Amarid in the Lowlands, it wasn’t a step James was ready to recommend to William. Harendell was the most powerful nation in the north, but a double-sided war was no jest. Especially because he had no certainty over the state of the alliance with Cardiff. That agreement was between his uncle and his father, and for all Will had married Lestara, his brother’s sentiment toward Cardiff was unclear. If Will wanted to, he could cast aside everything James had fought to achieve and there wouldn’t be a damned thing he could do about it. All he could do was pray that Lestara would sway him in the right direction.

			It was not lost on James that he was counting on the support of a traitor and a murderess.

			Georgie was staring at him expectantly, so James said, “A blockade would have to come by order of the king, and William’s focus is by necessity on Amarid.” Before James had left in pursuit of Ahnna, his brother had voiced his intent to march with Ronan and their united army to retake the Lowlands, but he’d had no recent update on William’s plans. “Our mandate is not to escalate with Ithicana past the point of no return but to capture…the perpetrator.”

			Why is saying her name so hard?

			James cleared his throat. “Ithicana isn’t going anywhere,” he continued, “and they are incapable of going on the offensive. Let them suffer the loss of trade with Harendell for a time and see how that changes their tune.”

			“Given their supposed alliance with Amarid, they may not feel the pinch as much as we might like.” Georgie frowned at the gulf, which was still overcast and gusty from the last storm. “Katarina is no doubt taking advantage of openings at Northwatch to increase exports to the south.”

			James shook his head. “We are not certain what Katarina and Aren agreed to, but if Harendell and Amarid go to war over the Lowlands, exports will be the last thing on her mind. Katarina will need every resource she has.”

			James rubbed at his temples, something seeming to scratch at the back of his mind. As if he’d forgotten a detail. Or was missing a critical piece of a puzzle. Nothing he could pin down, only the sense that something wasn’t quite right, and it had his hackles up.

			“You need to get some sleep.” Georgie clasped his shoulder. “The dogs will be out in force soon enough, and I’ll ensure not a ship leaves the harbor without a full search. You head to Fernleigh House. Have a drink and get a night’s sleep. If we find her while you’re abed, you’ll be the first to know.”

			James’s stomach twisted at the idea of anyone but him being the one to find Ahnna. “I’m fine. You ensure the harbor searches are thorough. I’m going to take a fresh horse and join the search of the surrounding farms—I’ll recognize Dippy more easily than others.”

			Instead of answering, Georgie furrowed his brow as he caught sight of something over James’s shoulder. James turned, a band of tension tightening around his chest at the sight of a gilded coach flanked by soldiers, of horses pulling it into the market square frothing and exhausted.

			“That’s Alexandra’s carriage,” Georgie muttered. “Why is she here?”

			Whatever the reason, it won’t be good. James approached the carriage as a footman moved to put a stool beneath the door. It swung open, nearly striking the footman in the forehead.

			And William stepped out.

			James stopped in his tracks at the sight of his brother. “Will…What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on your way to the Lowlands.”

			Will yawned, then stretched. “Yes, about that. It seems the situation in the Lowlands was greatly exaggerated—perhaps by Father himself to manipulate sentiment in support of his desire for personal vengeance against Katarina, although who can say for sure. What I do know is that the Amaridians have not invaded the Lowlands. Quite the opposite, in fact. It seems they have withdrawn entirely.”

			That couldn’t be right. Surely their father had not fabricated an invasion in order to bolster support for his plans to wage war on Katarina? To falsify it for one night would be one thing, but it was not a deception that could be maintained. His father had been a politician through and through, which meant he’d been a liar and a manipulator of the first order, but everything he did was fueled by logic.

			Are you sure about that?

			James’s doubt whispered the question even as his heart reminded him that everything, everything, that his father had done had been motivated by a desire to avenge the murder of James’s mother. Strategies a lifetime in the making all driven by emotion, not logic. “Are you certain they withdrew? It’s possible they’ve just hidden their camp—”

			“They were never there,” Will interrupted. “Some have suggested that Ithicana is behind this as well. That they disguised themselves as Amaridians in order to distract us in the Lowlands while they made their move. It’s not the first time they’ve done so, after all.”

			James’s lips parted to argue that Ithicana hadn’t been behind the attack at Northwatch, but the words didn’t come. He no longer knew for certain what was truth and what was deception. All his life, he’d been wading through the endless twist of schemes that governed Harendell, but this was a knot he could not easily untangle. If he’d learned anything from his father, it was to always say less until one knew more.

			Silence stretched, and Will crossed his arms. “You haven’t found her yet, I take it?”

			“She was spotted in Sableton trying to reach the harbor. We are hunting for her as we speak.”

			Will’s mouth thinned, his eyes cold. “You said you’d catch her. You said we’d have vengeance for what the Ithicanian bitch did to our father and king, yet Ahnna Kertell is still free. It makes me question whether your lingering fondness for the woman has influenced your efforts.”

			“Will, come on now—” Georgie started.

			Will held up a hand. “Reconsider your familiarity, Lord Cavendish.”

			Georgie’s jaw tightened, but James barely noticed his friend’s reaction. Shock at his brother’s accusation made his words sound stilted as he said, “Rest assured, Your Grace, whatever fondness I might have once had for Ithicana’s princess has been burned to ash. I swore that I would bring her to justice, and I will do so. Your presence here is not required—she’s not worth your time.”

			Will met his gaze, and there was an unfamiliar coldness to his brother’s stare. “Quite right. Ahnna is beneath me. I’m here for other reasons.”

			“What reasons?”

			William scowled and faced south. To the gray seas of the gulf and Ithicana beyond. “Ithicana attacked us, James. Attacked us in a way that hasn’t been seen in generations, and they must answer for it.”

			Unease pooled in James’s stomach as his brother’s hand drifted to the hilt of his sword, and he said, “We don’t know that for certain. She may have—”

			“You dare to defend them?” Will’s voice seethed with derision. “It was Ithicana who pushed us to take her. Ithicana who sent her to get close to us. Do you truly think that Aren didn’t give her orders?”

			“I’ve no doubt he did, but this doesn’t feel like a well-thought-out assassination, Will. It was impulsive and poorly planned. An act of anger, not strategy. Don’t—”

			“Don’t think to tell me what I should and should not do!” Will snarled, rounding on him. “Ahnna murdered our father and cut up my mother, and you barely seem angry.”

			An accusation that couldn’t be further from the truth, but he could see that Will’s control over his temper was fraying at the edges. “Bronwyn Veliant is on a ship to Northwatch as we speak. She has a message for Aren Kertell, which is that he must hand his sister over to us for execution or face the consequences. If he refuses to do so, you will have your answer on Ithicana’s culpability in her crimes, and I will gladly put a sword through Aren Kertell’s chest in your name.”

			His brother seemed to calm, tension easing in his shoulders, and he gave a small nod. “Grief causes me to say things I should not, James. You’ve never given me cause to doubt your loyalty before, and I know you’ll not give me cause now.”

			“Will you return to Verwyrd?”

			William shook his head. “No. We will remain here. I feel war brewing, and a king belongs on the front lines.”

			Clouds swirled over the gulf, and James half imagined he could see the Victoria sailing toward Northwatch where one man would determine whether William’s words were hyperbole or prophecy.

			But in his heart, James already knew the answer.

		

	
		
			
				4

				Aren

			
			King Aren Kertell stared at the gray seas before Northwatch Island, half imagining that he could see the continent in the distance. The storm had passed, the threat of wind and rain and wave vanquished for the time being, and yet every instinct in his body screamed that danger was at his doorstep.

			“We’ve had five Harendellian ships miss their port times,” the harbormaster said from where he stood at Aren’s left. “No sign of them on the horizon.”

			“Perhaps they delayed over concerns with the storm.”

			“The Amaridians came in on the heels of it with no trouble,” the man answered. “The missing vessels know these seas as well as we do, Your Grace. They know how to chase a squall, do business, and then get back to safe harbor before the next winds rise. One or two ships missing I might excuse, but five?”

			Aren didn’t disagree, and he fought the urge to reach for a weapon, his hackles up. His gaze flicked to the two Amaridian vessels moored at the piers. Their crews were busy unloading barrels of wine that his soldiers were checking to ensure their contents sloshed. Fool me once, shame on me, but fool me twice…“Any gossip?”

			“None,” Lara said from behind him. Aren turned to watch his wife approach, Jor and Lia at her heels. As was her custom, Lara had Delia in a sling that held their baby as close to her as the weapons sheathed at her waist.

			She stopped next to him, nodding at the harbormaster, who inclined his head and went back to work.

			“The Amaridian crews said little of interest,” Lara murmured once the man was out of earshot. “What could be gleaned from them about Harendell is all old news and of little consequence, but they saw no reason that merchant ships would have delayed making the crossing to Northwatch. They said nothing about Ahnna.”

			She lifted her hand to pat Delia’s bottom through the sling, swaying back and forth to keep their baby asleep. “Their silence is telling. Never have I known a ship to arrive that wasn’t peddling information as much as wares, and for not one of them to have a coded message from our spies is equally concerning.” Lara’s blue eyes met his, her face shadowed with unease. “Something has happened on the mainland, Aren. I feel it in my bones.”

			Lara validating his trepidation only made the crawling sensation across his skin worse. “I should have made Ahnna come back with me. Should have dragged her home by her ankles, because I knew she was somehow twisting Harendell’s sentiment toward Ithicana.”

			His wife shot him a dark scowl. “No one has reported anything to validate that thought. Quite the opposite: All reports speak of Edward’s fondness for her.”

			“They also speak of his bastard’s fondness for her.” Aren scuffed his boot against the pier and scowled. “James acted like Ahnna was his. I know what that sort of possessiveness looks like, and it’s not how a man acts over his brother’s future wife. If there is something untoward between them, it would explain her refusal to return with me.”

			“Untoward?” Lara gave a soft laugh. “How very Harendellian of you. Maybe you’re right and James is taken with her—it would be understandable, because Ahnna is a very beautiful woman. Or maybe his good Harendellian manners demanded he intervene given that you approached your conversation with Ahnna with all the tact of a battering ram. Did you really expect him to do nothing when he came upon you ordering her about in the dark corner of a tavern, your words having reduced her to tears?”

			“I expected him to mind his own business.”

			Lara snorted and rolled her eyes skyward. “You disliked him from the moment you met him.”

			Her comment wasn’t entirely inaccurate, but Aren knew that James’s behavior wasn’t just Harendellian chivalry at work. The tension between Ahnna and the bastard prince had been thick in the air, the familiarity between the two of them undeniable. Whereas when he’d watched her with William, Ahnna had appeared bored and the crown prince had barely looked at her twice, the connection between them as intense as cold oatmeal. Aren didn’t want to think his sister was fool enough to cross the line with the wrong prince, but the timing of the rising animosity toward Ithicana coincided with Ahnna’s arrival, and James had been at her side since the beginning. If Aren sensed impropriety, then the Harendellians would as well, and they would not view it favorably. “He’s arrogant.”

			Lara only made a soft humming noise, patting Delia gently on the back as she swayed. “If Ahnna crossed a line, Edward would send her back and demand reparations for the slight. This is something different, Aren. I…I think this is something worse.” Her hand moved from Delia’s back to her sword, scarred fingers toying with the hilt.

			His wife could handle the worst the world had to offer, but God help him, Aren wished she didn’t have to. Wished he could give Lara a moment of peace and happiness untarnished by endless threats against the lives of all she held dear. In his darker moments, he felt the sickness of regret that he hadn’t run away with her once Ithicana had been liberated, leaving Ahnna to rule while he and Lara carved out a simple life.

			Aren said none of that, though, only murmured, “Our defenses are bolstered. Ithicana is used to defending itself.” He wrapped an arm around Lara’s shoulders and returned his gaze to the sea. “If nothing else, Amarid is still here to trade.”

			Katarina had been a paragon of courtesy of late, offering to renegotiate trade agreements and make reparations for conflict, the traffic back and forth between Northwatch and her capital of Riomar ceaseless in recent weeks. I regret my part in what Silas did to your nation, she’d written. In my old age, I find myself reaching toward peace and alliance, so that I might leave a legacy of prosperity to my son when his day comes to rule.

			Aren didn’t trust Katarina as far as he could throw her, but there was an air of desperation in how aggressively she was seeking Ithicana’s favor that made him question whether her actions were driven not by greed but by fear.

			And there was only one nation that Amarid feared.

			“I wish Ahnna would write,” Lara muttered. “Or Bronwyn and Taryn, though they seem to have thoroughly cut themselves off from politics.”

			As much as it frustrated Aren that the two had left Ahnna to her own devices, it did make him happy that Taryn was finally having a chance at the life she wanted. A life away from violence and war, where she could focus on the music she adored. Bronwyn would keep her safe—but more important, keep her happy.

			A horn sounded from the lookout, indicating a ship on the horizon. Lifting a hand to shade his eyes from the bite of rain and wind, Aren made out a faint shape through the mist.

			“Harendellian?” Lara squinted. “All I can tell is that it’s big.”

			The horn blew again. Aren tensed, because the lookout was warning the rest of the island. The Amaridian sailors all turned to the sea, many of them familiar with Northwatch’s signals. Especially the signal that the ship on approach was no merchantman.

			Behind him, his soldiers moved to ready the island’s defenses. The shipbreakers were loaded, and if that vessel came any closer, warning shots would be launched.

			Jor and Lia came alongside them, and Jor handed Aren a spyglass. “Your eyes are better than mine, boy. Who’s out there?”

			Aren peered through the spyglass, panning the horizon until the ship came into view. A sharp hiss exited his teeth. “Harendellian ship of the line. The Victoria. The decks are full of soldiers.”

			“Just one ship?” Lara demanded, and at Aren’s nod, she added, “Then this isn’t an attack.”

			“Make sure we have eyes all around,” Aren shouted, the wind carrying his orders to the soldiers behind him. “Send word down the bridge to be prepared for conflict.”

			The Victoria drifted closer, turning sidelong just outside the range of the shipbreakers and lowering the rest of their sails.

			“What in the fuck are they doing?” Jor growled. “I don’t like this.”

			Aren didn’t answer, his eyes all for the empty longboat that was being lowered from the side of the ship.

			It was unhooked and left to bob on the swells, Aren’s rising dread bobbing in his stomach along with it.

			Everyone on Northwatch, including the Amaridians, stood in stunned silence as the Victoria lifted its sails and headed north, swiftly disappearing into the mist.

			“Get me a boat.” The words croaked from his throat, barely audible over the wind, so Aren repeated, “Get me a boat!”

			Lara gripped his arm. “Let someone else go.”

			“No.” Because what if it was Ahnna in the abandoned longboat? What if it was his sister? What if his every fear had become a reality, except instead of demanding reparations for Ahnna’s behavior, Edward had sent back her corpse?

			“Aren, please.” Lara’s blue eyes were filled with the same fear that was crushing the breath from his chest, but Aren only pulled her hand from his arm and strode to where his soldiers were lowering a boat into the waves.

			With the Amaridians watching in silence, Aren climbed down a rope ladder into the vessel. His soldiers took up paddles, but Aren remained standing as they approached the bobbing longboat.

			“Looks empty,” someone muttered. “It’s sitting high in the water.”

			It wasn’t empty.

			The Harendellians hadn’t sent one of their largest naval ships to deliver an empty longboat. Hadn’t stayed out of range of the shipbreakers because they expected whatever was in that boat to be well received.

			Please be alive, he silently pleaded. Please don’t be lost to me.

			No one spoke as they drew closer, and the humid air was thick with tension.

			Why didn’t I make her leave? Aren asked himself. He stood tall, trying to see into the longboat as it slid into the valley of a swell. Why did I allow her to go at all?

			A question he knew the answer to, though admitting it made him feel sick. Allowing Ahnna to go to Harendell had been the path of least resistance. His twin had not made his life easy since they’d expelled the Maridrinians from Ithicana. Her unwillingness to forgive Lara—and her ongoing animosity toward his wife—had created a rift between them. Worse still, his people were influenced by Ahnna, and many chose to follow her lead in continuing to blame Lara for their suffering. He’d believed that after a taste of what Harendell had to offer, his twin would beg to return to Ithicana, and that when he facilitated it, Ahnna’s gratitude would temper any lingering ill will she felt toward Lara.

			A decision that he seemed fated to regret for the rest of his life.

			The sound of something impacting wood reached his ears. Something that sounded distinctly like boot heels hitting the side of a boat.

			Whoever was in there was alive.

			Relief flooded Aren. Ignoring the protests of his soldiers, he put a foot onto the edge of the vessel and leapt into the longboat.

			He landed on one of the benches, easily keeping his balance on the rocking boat as his eyes shot to the figure bound and gagged in the pooled water at the bottom.

			Bronwyn’s azure eyes stared up at him.

			“Shit!” Aren dropped to his knees and pulled the gag out of her mouth. “What’s going on? What’s happened?”

			Bronwyn spat into the pooled water next to her, coughing violently, then croaked out, “Is Ahnna here?”

			Aren’s stomach sank as he helped her sit. “No, she isn’t. Bronwyn, tell me what’s going on. Why has Edward done this to you?”

			Bronwyn’s blue eyes welled with tears. “It wasn’t Edward.” As he untied her wrists, she reached out with scraped hands to grasp him tightly. “Edward’s dead. Murdered, and Alexandra barely escaped the same fate. They say…they say it was Ahnna who killed him. Stabbed him to death in his bed because William wed Lestara instead of her.”

			All the breath disappeared from Aren’s chest, because Lara had been right. This was so much worse than an illicit affair. Worse than he possibly could have imagined.

			Bronwyn’s grip on him tightened, her teeth chattering. “James sent me with a message: Deliver Ahnna to Harendell for execution, or it will be war.”
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				James

			
			A king belongs on the front lines.

			Will’s words had lingered in James’s mind since he’d parted ways with his brother in Sableton’s harbor, Will heading to Fernleigh and James taking up the hunt. War hung in the balance, and while he did not hold his brother’s belief that Ahnna had acted under orders, he did believe that Ithicana was where she’d flee.

			The hounds had followed the path she’d taken out of Sableton, and today they’d found evidence a horse had been tethered on the outskirts of a large farm. The hounds had pursued, but her scent led in multiple directions. False trails set by Ahnna, and in the midst of the hunt, it started to rain. The deluge of water made short work of any evidence the dogs might find, and the trails in all directions had gone cold. Now night had fallen and they were no closer to finding her.

			“It shouldn’t be this hard to find one woman.” Georgie scowled, exhaustion and the miserable weather wearing on his friend’s temper. “Ithicana had to have agents waiting to aid her. It’s the only explanation for how she disappeared into thin air.”

			The explanation was that Ahnna was a woman who had spent most of her existence with her life on the line, so she could survive in the worst of circumstances. “Increase the reward for any witnesses who come forward.”

			“There will be many false leads,” the captain standing with them said. “We’ll have to divide our resources.”

			“Better than no leads at all.” James wiped rain from his eyes, knowing an update for his brother was long past due. “I’ll be at Fernleigh House. Keep me apprised of any developments.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			He and Georgie mounted their horses, heading toward the royal residence. James had avoided it until now, catching a few hours of sleep in the same barracks as his soldiers when exhaustion threatened to send him off the side of his horse. But Will had requested a report, and James could no longer avoid telling his brother that Ahnna had slipped his net.

			“I’m going to check for updates on the harbor, and then I’ll head to Fernleigh,” Georgie said. “We’ll catch her, Jamie. It’s only a matter of time.”

			James didn’t answer, only reined his borrowed mount toward Fernleigh. A ship out of one of the southern ports was the obvious route back to Ithicana. But with passage on a vessel not an option, what strategy would she try next to get to the relative safety of her homeland? Civilian militias patrolled every stretch of beach and the navy was on the water stopping any vessels heading south, but this net wasn’t sustainable. Logic suggested that she’d find somewhere to hide until civilian exuberance for the hunt waned, but no part of Ahnna’s plan seemed based on logic.

			Forty-seven times.

			Forty-seven.

			Forty-seven.

			He pushed the vision of his father’s corpse out of his head. Ahnna had acted rashly, her choices fueled by extreme emotion, so everything she’d done since was reactionary rather than the steps of a meticulous plan. Ahnna had to know that there would be consequences not just for her but also for Ithicana, and guilt would drive her to take every risk to reach her homeland’s shores. What she hoped to gain there, James didn’t know. Confession? Absolution? The chance to lift her sword in defense of the people her actions had thrown to the wolves? Perhaps some combination of all three, but regardless, James knew that hiding until the dust settled would be out of the question for her.

			The guards at Fernleigh opened the gates and he trotted his horse up the main drive, the gelding’s hooves splashing in the puddles. The manor looked dreary in the low light, ivy hanging heavy beneath the onslaught of the storm—although perhaps he was only projecting his own exhaustion onto the structure. As he dismounted, a stable hand emerged to take the horse, but James didn’t immediately go inside. Instead, he stood outside the manor, the rain hammering down upon him as he tried to mentally compose a report that wouldn’t set William racing toward war.

			All his mind would give him was, She can’t run forever.

			So James took a deep breath and went inside.

			To find Lestara standing in the main entrance, barefoot and wearing a velvet dressing gown. He hadn’t even known she was in Sableton.

			“I sensed you coming,” his cousin said. “You’ve lost Ahnna’s trail, haven’t you?”

			Lestara was the last person he wanted to talk to. “The heavy rains are causing the hounds some issues.” His throat tried to close up, but he forced himself to add, “Your Grace.”

			The corner of Lestara’s mouth curved. “You don’t like it, do you? The idea of me as queen of Harendell.”

			He hated it. “My opinion is not relevant, Your Grace. But I do have a report to give to the king.”

			“William is asleep.” She blocked his path. “He tires easily these days, for he is not yet used to the weight of so much responsibility. You can give your report to me, and I’ll relay it when he wakes in the morning.”

			James crossed his arms and said nothing. Though he knew that his father had never intended for Lestara to be queen, it was still troubling that he’d supported her marriage to William. Since childhood, Lestara had cared for nothing but her own ambition, and she left pain in her wake from her efforts to achieve her goals.

			Water dripped from his clothes to pool on the floor, the silence stretching between them, and then Lestara said, “William won’t admit it, but your affections for Ahnna hurt him terribly.”

			James scoffed. “Please. I struggle to believe that my brother cared what Ahnna did or did not do given he was between your legs the entire time. Especially given it was Will who encouraged me to spend all that goddamned time with her. If you’re going to play the game, Lestara, you’ll have to do better than that.”

			His cousin tilted her head, silver-blond hair spilling over her shoulder. “Will only pushed you in her direction on Edward’s orders. Encourage your brother to keep her busy so that she’ll not look too deeply in your direction was what your father said. He feared that Ahnna would suspect his intentions to wed William to me and ruin everything, so we hoped to use you, and your rugged charm, to good effect. But I don’t think William ever believed you’d fall victim to Ahnna’s charm.” Lestara sighed. “Though William cared nothing for her, it still broke his heart that you cuckolded him. That the one person he trusted above all others betrayed him.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“Don’t lie, cousin. Hazel managed Ahnna’s wardrobe, and she reported that the princess’s chemise was missing. Perhaps the tornado tore it off her, but I think it was another force of nature. A woman’s desire does leave a certain amount of…evidence.”

			Drip.

			Drip.

			Drip.

			James listened to the water droplets fall from his clothes to pool at his feet, a fresh wave of guilt turning his mouth sour because
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