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Dedication

For My Mom.

You didn’t need to be a queen to make the world better.
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PRINCE HAL

The March, late spring

HAL WAS NOT yet a prince when she fell in love with Lady Hotspur, but she would be within the hour.

It was the end of the battle, and Hal had been ordered to collect the knight of Perseria and bring her to the castle where their mothers waited.

Hal was exhausted, but lit up inside with awe and hope and rippling terror. The wind smelled of sour blood and sweaty horses, and her ears rang. Just twenty years old and Hal had nearly died four times this afternoon:

—A spear caught under her buckler, shoving her arm back, and its tip would’ve gutted her if she’d not trained herself into the twist-and-nudge that turned her body and signaled her horse to sidestep.

—A surprising gust of wind tossed a rain of arrows over the shield wall, toward the cavalry troop she led; one arrow sliced open her cheek but avoided her eye.

—Her horse screamed and fell, and Hal’s boot almost trapped itself in the stirrup before she threw herself free.

—On her feet, she fought shoulder to shoulder with Vindus of Mercia, and missed the moment her fellow knight was cut down, and suddenly the space was empty: she spun into it, breathing hard and desperate, knowing if Vin was down she was the knight in charge. She screamed as she shoved her sword into the man before her, slicing under his pauldron and up to skewer his shoulder, nearly cleaving it from his neck.

But Hal had survived.

Not only that, but the rebels had won. Her mother had won.

Hal’s nerves translated into her new mount, and the mare skipped anxiously along the muddy edge of the field. She’d not seen her mother in a decade, and now she was a rebel, bruised and panting, her hair knotted and her helmet lost saints knew where.

Ten years ago, King Rovassos had exiled his niece, Celeda Bolinbroke, to the Third Kingdom on the lying word of his lover. Celeda had been accused of murdering the king’s youngest brother, though she swore she did not—she’d fought and argued and screamed she did not—on the lives of her own mother and father, on the lives of her daughters, on the lives of the great kings before them: Segovax, Isarnos, and Morimaros the Great.

Thank the saints, Celeda had been banished instead of killed, only forced to leave her daughters and homeland behind, instead of her life. Hal had grown up without her mother, a ward of the king alongside the heir to the throne, Banna Mora. She’d always hoped that someday Celeda would return home, forgiven by Rovassos. Then last year Rovassos had stripped the title and lands of Bolinbroke from Hal, giving it to his (new, different) lover. Hal had written to her mother that the last thread of hope was gone.

But in the Third Kingdom a strong mother-line was respected, and for a decade now Celeda had gathered allies and woven her plans, always knowing she’d never be invited home. Knowing if she was to return, she would have to seize back her legacy.

The divesting of Bolinbroke by the king had been the simple spark, offensive and untimely, that lit the pyre of this rebellion. And Celeda was not the only one to have seen it for the sign it was: Caratica Persy of Annyck and the Red Castle, her sister, Vindomata the duke of Mercia, Mata Blunt of Ithios, the dukes of Westmore and Or, and Ardus of Iork, had all joined together against the weakened king, and they summoned Celeda home.

Today it had come to a head here at Strong Water Castle, at the edge of the March on the western coast of Aremoria, where the king returned from a voyage to Ispania. Rovassos was welcomed back to Aremore shores with swift violence. The rebels had crushed the king’s forces beneath banners of ancient Aremore houses: the lion and bluebells of Bolinbroke, the eagles of Westmore, the wolf of Perseria, the oak of Mercia, and the coursing river of Or. As if the very animals of land and sky, the bones and veins of Aremoria agreed it was time.

Dead sprawled across the battlefield, and the injured sat or limped with the help of comrades, but most of their soldiers remained afoot. The surrender had sounded before too many casualties fell.

And Hal had survived her first real battle. It bore repeating. It was a triumph, no matter what else.

Her shoulder throbbed and the gambeson under her mail shirt stuck to her side from the seeping blood. She’d survived. She’d killed. At least three soldiers she was certain of, and others would die of wounds she’d inflicted.

Her stomach churned as she thought of their families. Their Aremore families.

In his diaries, Morimaros the Great had written, Never ignore the consequences of your actions, for such ignorance alone makes your actions unjust.

It had been academic, until now. The consequences of her actions had been more along the lines of dragging squires into punishment with her for sneaking into the throne room, or hangovers, or regrettable mornings-after with girls who would run home to their husbands or fathers. Or a bone bruise from picking a fight with Banna Mora—and worse, the charged disapproval of Lady Ianta Oldcastle’s frown.

The consequences of childhood, Hal thought, are gentle guilts and awkward memories. The consequences of adulthood are ghosts.

But there! Hotspur Persy stood surrounded by soldiers, blood smeared like autumn leaves across her face, the vivid splatter turning her eyes lightning blue. As orders flew past her lips, her teeth shone pink.

Blood sharpened the flavor of Hal’s tongue, too. She wanted to kiss that other bloody mouth.

Hal stared at the flaring aggression, the living command that was Hotspur of Perseria. It was an easy pull to feel, to be drawn toward the lady knight, and Hal wished she weren’t so weary, so nervous; she wished that instead of muddy armor she wore a splendid suit of shining silver mail, her hair combed and fresh—anything to capture Hotspur’s attention in return.

The almost-prince stared too long. Her horse stomped; Hotspur’s gaze swung around and slammed into her.

Hal, startled, pushed a fist into the air and called, “Lady Hotspur! I’ve word from Mercia.”

Wind scoured across the space between them, jerking Hal’s hair free of its braids. The black strands whipped about her cheeks and tangled in the buckles of her armor.

Hotspur lifted a gauntleted hand in response.

Was it Hal’s imagination, or did the wind die at the gesture?

She could not bring herself to dismount, but directed her horse toward the other woman. An aide in Persy green spoke urgently in Hotspur’s ear and Hotspur nodded, eyes on Hal the entire time. The lady knight’s mail hood was pushed back off her head, pooling against her neck, her cap gone, and so her wild hair was tangled and torn, some dark orange strands stuck to Hotspur’s pink cheeks with sweat and blood.

“Hotspur Persy,” Hal said as her horse picked delicately over a broken shield. “I’m Hal Bolinbroke. I’m commanded to bring you with me to the gates of Strong Water Castle, where your aunt, Vindomata of Mercia, and my mother, Celeda, have the king.”

Hotspur nodded at Hal and put a hand on the aide’s shoulder. “Unhook my chest plate, Sennos.”

The young man, plain, his face shadowed with strain, helped her out of the plate armor, swinging it over his own shoulder when she was free of it. Hotspur wore a dark green gambeson beneath. Her sword belt was empty, her boots muddy up the calf.

“Ready,” Hotspur said.

Hal blinked down at her, and did her best to banish uncertainty. She offered her arm and shifted her foot out of the stirrup to allow Hotspur to put her boot in its place. Their hands gripped together, and Hotspur mounted gracefully, swinging up behind as Hal clenched her teeth against the ache of her side injury.

“Hi, Hal,” Hotspur said eagerly, with a broad smile, and shifted her seat closer, their thighs pressing together. She tucked an arm around Hal’s waist.

Twisting her neck, Hal was desperate to see the expression Hotspur wore, but only was able to glimpse Hotspur’s profile as the lady knight stared behind them at the field of battle. Did she notice how easily they fit, the rightness of her arm around Hal’s waist?

Hal ground her teeth and urged her horse to trot, thinking, No, don’t be a fool, this is the Wolf of Aremoria! She never would be distracted from the work of war by carnal thoughts, or even romantic ones.

Lady Hotspur had made a name for herself at only sixteen, leading Persy soldiers against Diotan bandits, routing them completely until she chased them across the border and returned with four hostages. At seventeen, Hotspur had defeated Sir Corio de Or, a legendary knight himself and as large as Lady Ianta, at single combat, then at the same tournament taunted a Burgundian earl by stealing his sword and holding it over her head, though its length was the same as her height, for over a minute. Last year, Hotspur and her mother had traveled to the Rusrike to assist her father’s people in putting down a small rebellion of landholders, and by all accounts had impressed even the cold-hardened soldiers there with her ferocity. Hal had always wished Hotspur would be brought to court, to join the Lady Knights who served Banna Mora, but Hal wondered if Rovassos had feared her.

Look at the time Hal had wasted not knowing how beautiful Hotspur was.

Hal asked, “Is it a day for glory, Lady Hotspur, or a day for grief?”

“Both,” Hotspur answered readily. “Always both, with war.”

Relieved, though she’d not realized she meant the question as an exam, Hal nodded. She held her shoulders straight but relaxed slightly with Hotspur at her back.

“Do you know who we lost?” Hotspur asked, brushing Hal’s loose hair away from her right shoulder, gripping her hip with the other hand.

Strands of Hal’s hair slid against her skin above the narrow steel gorget protecting her neck; Hal shivered and said, “I didn’t get official reports—I doubt they’re ready yet. I know your mother fell, but lives, and we lost your cousin Vindus of Mercia. He rode at my side. I’m sorry.”

Hotspur’s hand on Hal’s hip curled into a fist, and she knocked it into Hal’s thigh. “My mother will live; I was there when she was thrown and she will live. But Vin—wormshit and baby-eaters. I did not know him as well as you, because he was always in Lionis. My aunt Vindomata will be inconsolable.”

“He and Banna Mora …” Hal paused. It didn’t matter what Vindus and Mora might have been. This rebellion put them against each other, as it had put Hal against Mora, too, by the simple fact that Mora had been Rovassos’s heir, and now the Blood and the Sea would belong elsewhere.

As they reached the muddy road, Hal pushed the horse toward the small town that surrounded Strong Water Castle. Dark gray roofs rose against the city wall, and beyond it the ramparts of the castle. Past even that was the vivid gray ocean, rippling under heavy wind.

Soldiers held the city gates, and one in Bolinbroke colors dashed forward to wave Hal on. It was a relief to see purple everywhere—not only because she missed her family crest and her title, but because it meant her mother was finally near. Nervous energy tightened Hal’s thighs against her horse, and it tossed its head in protest.

They followed the Bolinbroke soldier through the town—shutters pulled tightly closed, flags appearing in green, purple, and red, the leading colors of the rebellion: Mercian red, Persy green, Bolinbroke purple. Hal saw only a few scraps of Aremoria’s own vivid orange. They’d need to fix that fast.

The soldier led them through a bewildered crowd hurrying for shelter under the orders of more soldiers in purple and Persy green. “He gave up so easily,” Hal said. “The king had no stomach for fighting.”

Hotspur snorted. “That was part of the problem.”

The castle rose from the north of the city, across a massive arched stone bridge beneath which a tributary of the river raced toward the sea. The castle wall was gray and streaked dark by moss and weathering, its barbican blacker and newer built to fortify the gateway. Bloodied soldiers saluted Hal and Hotspur, while others lit torches: the sun was setting, and Hal hadn’t even realized it was so late. They rode over the bridge and into the mouth of the barbican, through the fifteen-foot tunnel gate. Hal glanced up at murder holes and arrow loops, and suddenly a spear thrust down into her neck from above. She heard the hiss of metal on stone, felt the weight of it and the pop as its tip cut through her gambeson, mail shirt, flesh—

Hal swallowed away the vision. She was whole; there were no assassins hiding, but only the hungry teeth of three portcullises overhead.

They emerged into a dim outer bailey, and Hotspur laughed sharply; beyond it was yet another gatehouse, even better fortified than the barbican. An attacking army could be trapped here, thinking they’d won entrance, then slaughtered with fire and arrows. Hal felt a squeeze of gratitude toward Rovassos for not forcing that end.

The inner gatehouse’s iron portcullis gaped open, too, and the only colors she saw were their own. Celeda’s personal banner hung from the crenellations. It was the lion and bluebells of Bolinbroke, crossed with a white arrow under the trio of flowers.

Hal wondered if she even would recognize Celeda. It had been ten entire years! Worse, would her mother recognize her? Hal was older now, a woman, and bloodied.

“This way,” called the Bolinbroke soldier, and picked up his pace to the inner ward.

There they dismounted—Hotspur winced when her left foot touched down, and Hal reached to clasp her arm in support.

Hotspur bared her teeth but allowed it. “I took a hit from behind, twisted my ankle to avoid being knocked to the ground. But I got him in the gut. I didn’t realize it was so bad while battle-high.” Her eyes glowed like little suns, fiery blue, and she could not seem to stop grinning at Hal, whenever Hal glanced over. Hal’s cheeks heated.

“Your mother,” Hotspur said.

Hal saw her, standing in a small crowd of nobly armored knights and commanders: Celeda Bolinbroke, regal and tall, her black hair knotted in braids, her body covered in tooled steel armor so she shone like a moon. The capelet tied over one shoulder was fresh, untainted by blood or ash, fringed in black and dyed a vibrant purple with the lion-and-bluebell crest of Bolinbroke embroidered in white and black. Celeda spoke with the men, holding sway over them with her bearing and dark charisma. One man stood too near her, in a weathered orange gambeson with a small crown pressed into the steel of his single pauldron. He had shorn hair, an equally short beard, and suntanned skin, and he stared suddenly at Hal with vivid blue eyes. Hal did not recognize him—and she knew everyone with an ounce of royal blood.

But it did not matter then who he was, because Celeda was there.

“Mother,” Hal said, the word sticking in her throat. She tried again. “Mother.”

Celeda stopped midword and turned, her surprise transforming into eager welcome. “Calepia, come here,” she said, holding out a bare hand.

The command rang through Hal, and she released Hotspur to dash for her mother.

The two women slammed together, Celeda’s arms open and Hal flinging hers about her mother’s neck. Her chest plate clanged against Celeda’s, keeping them from truly meeting, but Hal hugged tightly, tears squeezing out of her eyes. “Mom,” she whispered, breathing sweat and blood and dusty black hair.

“My Calepia, little Hal, you are so tall,” Celeda said. She herself was more than forty now, and it showed in the frowning lines about her mouth, but not in the black of her hair.

Hal laughed, “Still not so tall as you, Mother.”

Celeda pushed Hal back, holding her at arm’s length. “I’ve good reports of you.”

“And I of you,” Hal teased, unable to help it. She thought her eyes must be saucers, they felt so round and bulging.

Hotspur came up behind them, giving greetings, and Hal turned with a sweep of her hand. “This is Isarna Perseria, Lady Hotspur.”

“Lady Hotspur,” Celeda said.

Hotspur bowed. “It is an honor to meet you, having battled for your return and justice, Lady Celeda.”

“And I am most pleased to see you with my daughter, for I wish the two of you to be great friends, as I myself have been with your mother and aunt for most of our lives. Here is Commander Abovax and Commander Ios de Or, Lord Cevo of Westmore and his brother Aesmaros.” Celeda pointed at each of the men encircling them, ignoring the man in the orange gambeson. His mouth beneath the beard seemed to bend in amusement he shared only with Hal. He looked so familiar; why could she not recall his name? Hal knew Abovax from his work in the Lionis palace guard, a nemesis of her youthful pranks, and Commander Ios, too. Celeda continued, “Mata Blunt is deeper in the castle with Vindomata, meeting with Rovassos.”

“And my mother?” Hotspur asked.

Celeda made a disgruntled face. “Refusing to go to the hospital. I have her in a chair at least and a healer I brought from the Third Kingdom is at her side. If she does not die of infection she will survive, though perhaps not walk again.”

Hotspur gritted her teeth but nodded.

“And Dev?” Hal asked.

Hal’s mother hesitated; it was Abovax who spoke. “Devrus is dead, but Vindus I’ve no report on.”

“No,” said Hotspur, too softly.

“Vin is dead, too, Mother,” Hal said. Both the sons of Vindomata of Mercia, lost to Celeda’s rebellion. Hal’s guts were knots. They’d been such strong warriors—but even the best destiny could turn on an accident. Her eyes flicked to the strange, silent man in royal Aremore orange, seeking solace. But he was gone.

Just then another soldier ran up. “Lady Celeda, Mercia sends for you: the king will see you, and surrender to you, she says.”

They wasted no time on further questions or mourning, but followed fast at Celeda’s side, into the keep tower and through narrow stone corridors warm from fire and men. Hal was breathless as they entered the castle’s great hall to the sound of barking dogs echoing off the low ceilings. Benches were tipped to their sides and shoved back, and Rovassos slumped atop the high table in chain mail, his sword beside him and two rangy hunting hounds circling his feet, howling, growling, upset at his lack of response. Hal pitied the old man, even knowing it was weakness inside her to do so.

At the end of the table stood a battered Aumerle, and Hal clenched her jaw. Bolinbroke no longer belonged to him! It was hers again—her mother’s, at least. Unable to stop herself, Hal marched to him and shoved him over. Aumerle stumbled, shocked, and barely caught himself at the edge of the table.

“Calepia!” snapped her mother.

“I’m sorry,” Aumerle said to Hal, his eyes heavy, his entire body drooping.

Hal snorted, retreating to her mother’s side, and Hotspur’s. She could not forget the sickening feeling of his hand on hers, when he had offered her marriage last year as an avenue to regain her Bolinbroke lands. This was so much better.

Rovassos King lifted his head to watch. Pink rimmed his pale blue eyes. He leaned back on one hand, even in this state the perfect pose of defeated king.

“Sit,” snapped Vindomata of Mercia to the dogs. They startled, and one sat while the other raised its hackles further.

The king waved his hand wearily. “Take them out, Aumerle.”

Hal tried to calm her rough breathing as she watched Aumerle grab the dogs by their collars and drag them away, handing them off to soldiers in Persy green. He returned to his position behind his king.

“I have come, Rovassos, for what I am owed,” said Celeda.

“A swift death?” he countered.

Vindomata snarled and put her fist to the hilt of her sword. Dried blood streaked her white cheek, smearing back into her hair. She’d removed her heaviest armor and stood like a vicious wolf, ready to feast. Just like her niece Hotspur—they were older and younger versions of each other, red-haired beasts of war. “None of your bluster, old man. Give her the ring.”

The command rang against the high stone rafters of the great hall. Orange banners hung, striping the dark walls with loyalty to Aremoria.

Hal’s legs trembled. Blood rushed in her ears and she missed Rovassos’s following words, though saw his lips move through graying vision. She’d known Celeda returned to take all of Aremoria, not only Bolinbroke. She’d known, and yet—

Celeda said, “You have nothing behind you, Rovassos, no army willing to defend you against us; your choices have marred the glory of Aremoria’s throne. I am as much Segovax’s heir as you, and I have been welcomed. I have been greeted with flowers and cheering. Your lords and commanders understand you are weak.”

“All this because I gave Bolinbroke to a loyal man? I treated your child as my own,” Rovassos said.

“You stole my home!” Hal cried.

Vindomata put up a hand to halt Hal’s outburst, then tilted her chin toward the side entrance: Mata Blunt entered through it, behind her two men in purple propping Caratica Persy between them. Caratica bared her teeth in a wild grimace of pain. There was no color in her face, and streaks of ashy tears painted her cheeks. Hotspur did not go to her mother, but remained at Hal’s side as a chair was dragged forward and Caratica put into it, though she growled her pain through panting breath.

“We all are here now,” Vindomata said firmly. “Have your say, Rovassos.”

Caratica hissed a dismissal to the healers and guards, and when the heavy wooden door slammed closed it was only the king, his lover, and six women: Celeda Bolinbroke, Vindomata of Mercia, Caratica de Persy, Mata Blunt, Hal, and Hotspur.

“This is how kings die,” Rovassos muttered. “Shall I tell you, niece, so you will see it coming? Betrayed, all. Either by our bodies, our hearts, or our friends.”

“So the circle comes around for betrayers,” Celeda said, her voice thick. “I loved you once, Uncle, and you betrayed me first.”

“Tit, tat, who murdered my favorite brother? Who?”

“Not me!” Celeda snapped.

From her seat, Caratica said, pained, “It does not matter, Celeda. You have won. We have won.”

“Look at my daughter,” said Celeda, and Hal stiffened at the sudden attention. “She was a child when you forced me away, and I have missed her growing. Because of you. You may have treated her as yours, but she was mine to care for, mine to teach and train!”

Rovassos’s watery gaze met Hal’s, and Hal’s heart seemed to freeze—not with cold, but with warm dread.

“So she was,” the king said. He lifted his fist, and there on his forefinger clung the Blood and the Sea. The garnet burned deep brown-red, the pearls embracing it like tiny moons. It was the symbol of power, and all her life Hal had been conditioned to respect it, to love it. That ring had graced the hand of Morimaros the Great, and Isarnos, then Segovax, and now this merry king, this disgrace—so her mother would say, so Vindomata and Caratica, and so even Mata Blunt, who was Hal’s mother’s cousin, and for three years had lived in the Third Kingdom, too. Plotting this, Hal supposed, her world spinning.

“Give it over,” Vindomata demanded again. “You have taken more than was a king’s due, and neglected much that was. No one will regret this day.”

Rovassos tugged the ring free and held it up, staring at Celeda through its small circle. “In the end, this empty well will be all that you have, too.”

“Rovassos,” Vindomata said.

He closed his eyes and sighed.

Aumerle threw himself to his king’s side and then to his knees. “I beg you, let him live. If he does this, let him live.”

For a moment, Hal admired the man’s brave desperation, but then was filled with pity when Caratica Persy spoke, every word a struggle through her pain, sweat glistening on her lip and brow, “Will you die for him? In his stead, Aumerle? If you both live past today, always shall you plot against us.”

“No, put him in prison, and—and banish me. Anything.”

The king touched Aumerle’s mouth. “Hush.”

Aumerle fell quiet, sinking down to sit on his heels, shoulders slumped.

“Now,” said Vindomata.

Celeda held out her hand to Rovassos.

The king said, “By my word, I give you Aremoria. By this ring, and my hand. By the stars above and the earth below, by my heart and blood and—and by my tears. Aremoria is yours.”

He dropped the Blood and the Sea. It hit the stone floor with a sharp clang.

All present stared as Celeda knelt reverently and lifted the ring. She stood with it cupped in her palm, breathing through slightly parted lips.

Hal did not know what passed through her mother’s thoughts in that moment, but they caused a tremor in Celeda Bolinbroke’s hand. She clenched her fingers around the Blood and the Sea as Vindomata approached. The duke of Mercia surrounded Celeda’s hand with both her own, offering comfort. Then Vindomata pried the hand open and took the ring. Her eyes lifted to catch Celeda’s, and Celeda raised her chin.

Mercia put the ring onto Celeda’s forefinger, and then dropped to one knee. “Long may the queen of Aremoria reign.”

The lord Aumerle sank further to the floor, hands and knees against the cold stone, head lowered and shoulders shaking. Rovassos remained still, seated at the edge of the high table. But Mata Blunt knelt, and Hotspur, too, dragging Hal down with her.

Hal stared at her mother. Her queen.

Her mother.

If she’d not had both knees on the hard floor she’d have fallen.

And Rovassos said, “What else remains?”

Vindomata Mercia stood, flicked her eyes over Celeda’s, then to her sister, Caratica, and Mata Blunt—but not to her niece or Hal. “This only,” she said, and took two steps to Rovassos in the space of time needed to draw her sword.

A cry pierced the dull weight of the room’s silence just as the heavy blade cut down, stabbing through Rovassos’s neck. Blood spurted, then gushed, and Aumerle scrabbled at Vindomata, throwing himself at her arm.

The duke shrugged him off, leaning in to drive her sword harder into Rovassos, then pulling sideways so it sliced through most of his throat and the old king’s body tilted, the head falling to the side first, dragging the rest with it.

Mata grabbed Aumerle’s hair and jerked him away, throwing him hard to the floor.

Hal could not move, staring, stuck on Rovassos’s head and the unnatural angle from which it dangled, still attached by muscle and skin, as blood painted a mantle down his chest, flowing and smooth, and Hal felt it on her own skin, prickling over her collar and down her breast, over her shoulders and flaring down her back like wings.

This is how kings die, she thought, again and again. Betrayed.

Betrayed.

This is how kings die.

Miraculously, Hotspur took Hal’s hand and gripped it tight.

And Prince Hal thought, Maybe I did not survive this war after all.




BANNA MORA

Lionis, late spring

BANNA MORA OF the March had been the heir to the throne of Aremoria for seven years. There’d been a ceremony the day after Rovassos King, her granduncle, asked her sweetly if she wished to try on the Blood and the Sea. She’d known what he meant, of course, for she’d been a ward of his crown since her parents died, and she paid good attention.

In the throne room, with seven lords and generals as witness, Banna Mora had sworn loyalty to the Blood and the Sea, to the earth of Aremoria and its people, and to Rovassos himself. She had promised to uphold the honor, courage, and wit of the Aremore kings who’d come before her. At fifteen, she naturally held Morimaros the Great at the fore of her thoughts when she made that vow, but so had she remembered the faces of her mother and father: the former a lady of the esteemed Errigal clan on Innis Lear, of direct royal descent, the latter the earl of the March whose family had held the Aremore border against Burgun for three generations before the annexation.

Always Mora had been proud that the blood of both countries rang in her pulse, despite her affiliation to the vibrant hills and plains of Aremoria over the strange, rocky crags of Innis Lear. The March was wet borderlands on the northwestern coast of Aremoria, curving along the northern border with Burgun, rife with streams and lush meadows, with plentiful game and damp peatland. Hers. And if she no longer could hold all of the country, Mora was determined at least not to lose the March.

Her jaw clenched and she leaned out over the rampart of this sleek tower: the second highest of Lionis Palace, on the eastern side where Mora could watch the conquering army approach. It swarmed over the plain outside the city, a distant rainbow of violet, red, green, orange, like a meadow of wildflowers bending in the wind.

And Lionis itself cried welcome.

From the blue-gray peaked roofs of the city to its winding limestone roads, up and down the bluffs that overlooked the Whiteglass River, flags and banners flew. Arched across streets and dangling from bridges were strings of colored paper in purple for Bolinbroke, vivid orange for Aremoria, and pristine white for the crown.

Mora wished she could have gone with Lady Ianta to drink away her dread. The Lady Knight had been Rovassos’s best friend for longer than Mora had been alive—both of them merry and good with people, neither of them any better than the other at ruling. Even Mora could admit Rovassos had been only a mediocre king. He’d lived too much for moments of pleasure and made quick promises instead of considering long-term alliances and consequences. He hadn’t been strong. But neither had he been a plague of a king, or deserved to die.

Mora didn’t deserve to die, either.

So while she wished to be drunk right now, and had also considered awaiting the arrival of Celedrix in the throne room or the People’s Courtyard for a show of pride, Mora remained here, watching. Here she was no threat, but neither did she hide. She would be found, escorted where Celedrix willed it, and she would submit—submit and plead her case.

All with this hard ring of betrayal cutting against the skin of her chest.

When the letter had come for Hal three weeks ago today, Hal had spun in a dance at the thrill of her mother’s handwriting, her mother’s summons. But Mora had understood what it meant. Because Rovassos had been away in Ispania, due back in seven days, the timing gave away Celeda’s true intention. She’d said nothing to Hal, and nothing to Ter Melia or Imena or any of the other Lady Knights about why Hal rushed out of the city. Instead Mora went into King Rovassos’s private rooms and opened the cubby hidden beneath an iron sconce in the bedchamber. From it she removed a small beechwood box carved with the simple lines of the Aremore crown. Inside, cradled in undyed silk, was a thick silver ring set with a moon-cut garnet and pearls.

The Blood and the Sea.

Rovassos always traveled with a copy, one pearl shy of this original, and lacking the etching on the inner wall of the silver: Aremorix.

It was a secret only the king and his heir knew.

She wore it now on a simple chain beneath her gown. A hard, heavy burden of truth. Mora pressed her palm over the lump it made beneath the linen and silk, and glared out over the beautiful Lionis spring.

“I am Banna Mora of the March,” she murmured to herself, practicing. “Never have I taken up arms against you, Celedrix.” The honorific form of the name stoppered Mora’s throat. She swallowed again and again.

It had been stupid of Rovassos to leave his country, stupid of him to neglect his dukes and earls, to take titles so lightly and distribute them for nothing but favors, stupid of him to never remarry, never produce a direct heir and place instead Banna Mora, a half-Learish niece, in line for the Blood and the Sea.

Or perhaps he hadn’t been stupid; perhaps none of it mattered so long as Celeda Bolinbroke lived, free to plot with Vindomata of Mercia and Caratica Persy together to take powerful revenge.

Perhaps Rovassos’s only stupidity had been granting mercy to his niece ten years ago, banishing her instead of taking her head.

Celeda surely would not make the same mistake.

Sudden panic closed Mora’s throat.

The most ruthless answer to her existence was immediate execution. Not only had she been the heir to Rovassos’s throne; she was descended from better Aremore royalty even than Celeda herself, through her Learish maternal line.

Mora ought to go to her rooms and put on armor and traveling boots, take this ring and the money she had at hand, and run to Innis Lear. They would keep her alive. Her mother had been a great-granddaughter of Elia the Dreamer.

But Mora’s mother had also been the great-granddaughter of Morimaros the Second, the best king Aremoria had ever known, and it was to his line, his throne, that Mora professed love and loyalty. Just like Hal—saints and stars, Mora had met Hal face-to-face for the first time all those years ago in the small portrait gallery where a painting hung of Prince Mars, before he became king. She and Hal had fought over the history of it, and whether his eyes could possibly have been so blue, or whether he smiled at all when he was a young man because he never smiled in his portraits.

A flicker of movement drew her attention to a shadow along the far curve of the tower. Standing against the stones, safe from sunlight, was a man.

No, not a man: a ghost.

Morimaros the Great.

He was young, bearded, and blue eyed, in an old-fashioned cut of orange gambeson, boots, trousers, sword, and some bits of armor. Ceremonial war-dress, not quite ready for a battlefield. His hand was on the hilt of his sword, and on the first finger gleamed the Blood and the Sea. As surely as it hung around her own neck.

Mora’s mouth fell open, and he nodded once, solemnly.

Then Mora blinked and he was gone. Only shadows gathered, and wind pushing curls across her eyes.

She’d been thinking of him, then imagined him.

Calm and certainty swept through her.

She would survive this. Her mind conjured ghosts to reassure her of what she knew deep within. She could maneuver through this and survive.

With that Mora pushed away from the pale crenellation and charged down the tower stairs. She strode through the wide palace corridors hard enough her skirts snapped, to her bedroom where she grabbed up her sword belt and the sword sheathed there. Clutching it, she continued on quickly, past the library and throne room, turning the corner to the smaller gilded doorway that opened into the Princes’ Gallery.

Tall windows at the south let in so much light the picture frames gleamed. Painted wildflowers grew up the corners of the room, all the way to the bright blue ceiling. Seven portraits graced the walls: the most recent seven princes of the Aremore royal line. Including Mora herself.

Her painting was only an arm’s length tall, and she posed with a hawk on her arm, in an elaborate burgundy dress with a quilted bodice to suggest armor. Her sun-brown curls were bound tightly back against her head, twisted into a knot beneath a pearl-dotted crown, and black makeup lined her hazel eyes. One could see the Third Kingdom in the shape of her nose and cheeks, and her skin was a shade darker brown in the portrait than the rich tan it was in life; Mora did not mind, though she wondered at the artist’s purpose in pretending he could not mix the proper tone.

Banna Mora liked being a beautiful prince, a stand-out, skilled at knowing whom she could manipulate with her looks, and how. Some found her rather exotic for her foreign coloring; others just strange, as Mora did come from Innis Lear. There were courtiers who trusted her when she made herself more plainly Aremore, and those who felt better confidence when she let her old Learish accent play through, or wore bright lapis to hint at her Third Kingdom heritage. She flirted with some and remained coolly intellectual with others, treating them to their expectations in order to get what she needed. By all the saints and worms of earth, Banna Mora was a good prince.

Anger, an emotion she vastly preferred over fear, wrapped warm fingers around the base of her spine, and Mora chose to stand before the portrait of Prince Mars instead of her own.

Hal would know to seek her here.

Mora buckled the sword belt over her gown and then settled with her hands folded in front of her, waiting patiently. The hours she’d spent teaching herself to be still, to observe, to hold her expression calm, served her now. Though she was alone, Banna Mora would play her role as prince this final time, until it was taken from her.

Over her shoulder in the massive, life-sized portrait, Prince Mars stood in his ruddy orange uniform with his hand on the shoulder of a white charger. Both he and the horse wore plate mail, and Mars’s helmet was tucked under his arm. The blue sky behind him was striped with gray from funeral fires, and the grass beneath his feet churned to mud and blood. But the prince himself was untouched by gore. Because of the old style of painting, his features were difficult to make out, but for being square and handsome and pale. His eyes, though, maintained their fierce blue.

This old, dead prince had been confessor to so many: Mora remembered coming here to explain to his painting how she intended to make her name as great as his one day, and that her parents were dead, and that Rovassos had chosen her; she remembered, too, finding ten-year-old Hal Bolinbroke huddled beside a window, bent over her drawing pad. Hal had been the king’s ward since her mother’s banishment, and certainly was not supposed to be in the Princes’ Gallery. But Mora had only been the king’s ward then, too, not yet a prince.

We aren’t supposed to be here, she’d said, haughty instead of companionable.

The drawing pad had slapped hard to the marble floor when Hal dropped it. She gaped, then clenched her jaw and pretended to be unconcerned. I can get in through the windows, then back out again whenever I like—the tutoring room they stick me in is right above. And Mars likes my stories, and isn’t as stupid as my tutors. The math one drones on and the history one can’t tell me why King Isarnos didn’t use the river in his tactical plan against the Rusrike invasion.

It was winter, Mora answered. The river was too frozen for barges, but not frozen enough to sled across.

Hal’s dark brown eyes had widened in excitement. Oh! Why didn’t he just say that?

Can I see your art?

Biting her lip, Hal had fallen quiet, but picked up the pad of paper. Mora joined the younger girl on the ground, hiking up her dress to sit cross-legged. Together they paged through the drawing pad. Mora made the appropriate coos of appreciation at the portraits, but especially complimented Hal’s sketches of weaponry and mail. She could identify Diotan-style hilts, Burgundian buckles, and the darkening smears Hal had put on the blades to suggest Errigal iron.

Then Mora had turned a page to reveal a rough drawing of a woman’s face, her jaw and lips well marked, but the details of her eyes unformed.

My mother, Hal whispered. I might forget her face if I don’t keep drawing her.

You’ll see her again. Mora did not want to say she already had a hard time clearly recalling her parents’ features. But if you do forget the way her lashes curl, remember this: the first time I met your mother, I was only eight years old, but she knelt to put herself at my level to speak with me. I asked her about the hilt of her dagger because it had a star-shaped pink stone, and she told me a story right then, of acquiring it. Though others wanted her attention, Celeda Bolinbroke knelt there, telling an eight-year-old girl from Innis Lear everything I wanted to know about that dagger. I will never forget that, the way she made me feel, even if I don’t know what she looks like anymore, or what color are her eyes.

Hal had gripped the edges of her drawing pad so tightly she bent the thin wooden binding. Do you know other stories about her? Will you tell them all to me?

Mora allowed herself a smile now, remembering. She’d loved Hal for ten full years, and been loved in turn. She believed that. Hal would not let Celedrix kill her.

Only a year ago, Hal had knelt before Mora and sworn her life and death to Mora’s name. Lady Hal of Aremoria, she’d been dubbed, only because she could not be Bolinbroke then.

Two of Mora’s other Lady Knights, Lady Ter Melia and Lady Imena, had not joined the rebels, remaining here with the palace guard instead. Mora’s guard. Lady Talix had gone at Hal’s side, though, and of course the squire Nova Irris, too, for her infatuation with Hal. Mora did not know where the rest were—or if any would remain now, or be allowed to remain under Celedrix’s rule. Nor did she know of those who had fought, who had fallen. Rovassos was dead, but who else?

The things Mora did not know could fill a hole the size of the sea.

Horns and trumpets blared outside at the arrival of the new queen in the People’s Courtyard; she heard footsteps in the hallway, voices on the other side of the small panel door that led into the throne room itself.

If only Vindus Persy, the next duke of Mercia, had remained with her—and against the rebellion. A knightly retainer in Rovassos’s service, Vin had been assigned to the palace during the king’s absence, because Mora had asked for him. But Vin had left two months ago, called to his mother’s side in Mercia, along with his brother Devrus, still a squire in the palace. He’d known since then, Mora suspected, what was coming. Vindomata of Mercia had wanted her sons fighting beside her. But Mora would have preferred Vin to remain at her side. He should have chosen her. He’d been such a brutal comfort to her, charming and violent in equal strokes, whichever she needed most. And she did not have to manipulate him, thanks to his rough reluctance to dissemble. Even when he tried, the truth was there in his touch. Fingers curled around the hilt of his sword, pressing hard to the small of her back, the tremble of tense muscles at his jaw. And when he was amused, he always laughed. She’d been nearly ready to make him her husband and the future king of Aremoria. Would he return the favor now? Keep their association and make her instead the future lady of Mercia? Perhaps if Hal could not fight for Mora’s life, Vindus would.

But he’d left. And then Hal, too.

Even Lady Ianta Oldcastle had gone—drinking herself stupid in her leaning town house down by the docks. Every day since word had come of Rovassos’s death.

Alone, Mora would not weep; she would not tremble. She was a daughter of Aremoria and of Innis Lear and of the Third Kingdom. Three strong bloodlines united.

“I am Banna Mora of the March,” she murmured to herself again, and left it at that.

When the door opened it was not Hal Bolinbroke who entered: it was a woman in worn leather and steel armor, walking hard in war boots, a pine-green cape pinned over her oyster-shell pauldrons. Red hair braided in a crown was incongruously set with small blue flowers.

Lady Hotspur grinned and strode across the marble floor. “Mora,” she said, voice light for such a compact figure.

Mora could not return the smile, though she liked Hotspur Persy well enough. She’d witnessed the famous baiting of that Burgundian earl last year, at the Persy Tournament, and had shared a hearty meal and heartier laughter with the soldier.

But Hotspur had helped depose Rovassos, and she was here to take Mora’s title.

And behind the Wolf of Aremoria came Hal.

Prince Hal, Mora supposed, feeling the cold drain of uncertainty hardening her expression as she met Hal’s rich brown eyes.

“I knew you’d be here,” Hal said. “Didn’t I, Hotspur.”

Hal was in orange and Bolinbroke purple, both of which suited her creamy complexion and her stark black hair. Unlike Hotspur, Hal had no armor, only a fine jacket with a full skirt that split and flared behind her. And all that hair was loose, falling around her face and shoulders in messy waves. Her gaze fell to the sword at Mora’s hip.

But Hotspur stared at Prince Mars, lips parted. “I’ve never seen this one,” she murmured.

Hal flung an arm around Hotspur’s shoulders. “It’s the best. The only one in Lionis where he’s not got a beard.”

“Nothing wrong with a beard.” Hotspur laughed.

The new prince’s face fell as she studied the portrait behind Mora, as if she, too, were seeing a ghost.

Mora remained still, her gaze flicking between the two of them: Hotspur staid and practical, stance wide and ready for attack, but not shifting away from Hal’s embrace in the slightest; Hal’s fingers pressing slightly too hard into Hotspur’s pauldron so that the tips blanched and her nails turned pink.

Like Mora, Hal was tall, and when the new prince glanced at her, their eyes locked. “Mother will be in the throne room, and Abovax promised to knock on the wall and let me know they are ready for you.”

“What does she want from me?”

Hotspur lifted an incredulous eyebrow. “Surrender! A vow of honest loyalty. Banna Mora, you have to go through the formality. It is war, and rules of war will be observed.”

“War?” Anger sparked against Mora’s teeth when she bared them. But she smoothed her features again before continuing. “War is between kings; this was a coup. This was an illegal seizure of power. You won, but it was not war.”

“Soldiers died killing each other under orders from their commanders; that is war,” Hotspur said firmly. “You’re talking about politics.”

“Maybe.” Mora looked again at Hal, whose cheeks were actually too pale, the edges of her lips white. “I know Celeda has taken the Blood and the Sea, and I know my uncle is dead, but tell me the rest before I appear for her.”

Hal let go of Hotspur. It was a bad sign, but still Mora was surprised when she said, “Vin and Dev both, Mora. I’m sorry. There’s more, but …”

Clenching her hands tighter together, Mora pushed it all down. She could grieve later, tear something apart later, scream later. “How?” she whispered.

“Vin in the heat of battle—”

“On your side,” Mora interrupted.

Hal only hesitated a moment before she nodded.

“There was no other side,” Hotspur said, with surprising gentleness.

Mora turned away from them completely.

“I always wanted to join your knights,” Hotspur added. “I was needed in Perseria, but the stories I heard of Banna Mora’s Lady Knights, of you and Hal, your adventures—I wished to be here. It sounded glorious.”

“It still can be,” Hal said. “Mora, don’t think now, don’t react, only come with us and tell my mother what she needs to hear, and stay. Be a knight. Be—mine. You’ll be a royal knight still.”

As if Prince Mars lived and watched from the portrait, judging her, as if the funeral fires painted into the background burned for Mora’s death, Mora could only breathe thinly. In order to survive, she had to accept. She knew it. She hated it.

Hal continued, though. “Hotspur has agreed to be my second. My commander. I need one, to be a prince, to build my own court. And I need someone to tell me how to do it all. An advisor. You.”

“I want the March.”

“Yes, I think Mother will agree to that.”

Mora turned, and under her glare, Hal said, “I’ll make sure Mother agrees to that. Banna Mora of the March, still and always.”

It was so difficult for Mora to speak. She refused to allow her mind to wander away from this precise moment to Vindus, dead, or the true Blood and the Sea pressed beneath her bodice.

Hal touched Mora’s face. Clasped it in both hands, so Mora could not pull away. She said, “Banna Mora, on my knee in that throne room beyond, I promised to serve you, and I swear still to keep that vow by keeping you thriving, at my side. I need you, and even so, I think you might reject me, and all of this, and leave. But I have loved you since I was ten years old, and we have been friends—sisters, even. Please try with me. Try to change with our changing world. You can do that, because you can do anything.”

Such a pretty story. Hal was so good at making everything into a pretty story. Tears pinched Mora’s eyes. “Did you practice that?” she spat, but could not keep either her despair or her cursed fondness out of her voice.

“She did,” Hotspur said. “I thought it was good.”

“Hotspur is enamored with me,” Hal whispered.

Hotspur gasped. “I am—I am not!”

Now Mora opened her eyes in time to see the heat in Hal’s gaze when she watched Hotspur Persy splutter. Mora saw, and read it clearly: Hal was the one besotted.

Mora said, “Who would not be,” though a mean part of her reveled. While Hal had been merely a knight almost none had given any care to whom she fucked. But now—now it would be a matter of state.

Hal’s hands loosened against Mora’s face, her grip becoming a soft caress. “Will you go with me, my friend?”

With hands that did not shake, Mora unsheathed her sword, stepping back.

Hotspur sucked in a quick breath, but Hal did not move. She kept her eyes on Mora’s face.

It was the Heir’s Score. A sword of dark Errigal steel—forged on Innis Lear, with the power of iron wizards, never to break. The grip was wrapped with black leather, the crosspiece short and set with a single pearl. Through the heavy silence, Mora flipped it and offered the hilt to Hal. “Yes, Hal Bolinbroke, I will go with you. But you are friend no longer; our prince instead.”

“Both,” Hal insisted.

But of the two of them, Mora had the experience with the heavy crown, and she did not think both was possible anymore.




HOTSPUR

Lionis, early summer

THERE WERE MANY ways to make a queen:

On Innis Lear it was a bargain between the crown and the wind and the trees: to rule, a queen must eat of the starweed and drink of the rootwater; the one would kill her, the other save her. If that was her destiny.

For a hundred years it had been so, since Elia the Dreamer was reborn in a pool of starlight. Her daughter Gaela was made queen in perfect peace, surrounded by loved ones as she processed to the ancient navel well at the edge of the Tarinnish, that deep black lake called the Well of Lear; the next queen Astora was made in grief that she was not ready to take up the poison crown, torn apart by loss and hope, wishing to put a sister or cousin in her place.

The current queen of Innis Lear was made when only thirteen. Everyone knew the story, even in Aremoria: her mother died suddenly, and tradition held that young Solas rule in name only, under the auspices of her uncle or father. Many were in favor of such an arrangement, but Solas did not care which men argued and which supported her—not then, at least, though she would remember well and plan accordingly later. She said only, “Let the island have its argument.” It was always a queen’s prerogative to listen to the wind and roots, and so rootwaters were brought from a holy well and a flourish of white-blossoming hemlock. The girl crushed the flowers in her hand and licked clean her palm, then scattered the remaining flowers around her feet in a constellation of tiny white petals. She sat suddenly, numbness spreading from her core, and a priest fetched the bowl of rootwater to her. It trickled across her lips and down her chin, but some, too, carried itself down her gullet.

Her heartbeat slowed, and Solas saw blurry stars dancing; they shot from the sky and fell, three of them in a blaze of red-hot light. One growled, one roared, one breathed fire.

When the vision faded, she blinked and stood. Solas put on the crown and calmly pushed her way to the throne. Though barely yet a woman, she said, “I am as much as I shall ever be, and what I am is the queen of Innis Lear.”

Thirty years now she’d ruled, and well.

On Aremoria they rarely had queens at all. It was kings who were made—in blood, in war, in betrayal or illness or simply the gentle passing of a ring.

Celeda Bolinbroke, new monarch of Aremoria by right of successful rebellion, intended to make herself a queen, in the eyes of her people, with a tournament.

Hotspur of Perseria did not approve of tournaments. They were outrageously expensive and served little purpose but ostentation. Tourney did not mirror true warfare, despite the appearance of violence and the use of war weapons and armor. If war itself was a storm, then the tourney was the bardic description of that storm: affecting, and perhaps one might learn something of survival, but it could never prepare one for the power of blasting wind or sharp cutting rain.

She did understand that this tournament was intended for another purpose: consolidating Celeda Bolinbroke’s rule and reminding the country from which she’d been banished for ten long years exactly who she was and the queen she intended to be.

Rovassos’s magnificent pageantries had been known across Aremoria, as well as its surrounding lands, for their wonderful food and entertainments, and the epic melee at their heart. The king had sponsored one annually in the early spring, boasting the year long that his last had been the grandest of all, that the clowns had been riveting, the warriors strong, the stilt-walkers airy as ghosts; three knights nearly died in the melee, you know, and guests had come from as far away as the Third Kingdom, but naturally the awards for best bravery had gone to knights Aremore born and bred.

Wisely, Celedrix did not intend to compete in splendor with the memory of her deposed uncle’s tournaments. Hers would be a celebration, yes, of summertime, of renewal and rebirth, with mummers and clowns, the traditional presentation of colors, and newly commissioned plays celebrating the queen’s courage and triumphant return from the Third Kingdom. There would still be a melee (Hotspur had been commissioned to lead one team of knights against Corio de Or commanding the other), followed the next day by a single-combat roundtable competition. It was the roundtable the audience looked most forward to, for the opportunity to champion their favorites, place wagers, and bestow favors. The champions’ feast on the final night would bring honor to the winners by seating them with the queen, where they might be granted titles or lands, or choose squires for themselves. The food would be magnificent, the fireworks enough to blind the moon, the lovemaking abound—even maybe a marriage or two with the queen and her nobility present to witness.

The difference with which Celedrix prepared to set her tournament most vividly apart from Rovassos’s was simple: Celeda herself would compete in the roundtable.

It was bold, and that Hotspur approved of.

The melee had gone well. Hotspur defeated Corio by breaking through his first aide’s defense and catching the flag off the back of his horse. She’d managed not to kill anyone, too, and she and Corio had celebrated the fact that their melee included no casualties—the crowd might be bloodthirsty, but Hotspur and her mentor disliked wasting men.

Prince Hal told her it wasn’t a waste if their injuries served to bolster the queen’s strength, but Hotspur flicked wine in her face for such a comment.

Today was the roundtable combat. All morning the squires had participated in their own, under the careful eyes of their knights, parents, and some lords who had dragged themselves out of bed early enough after last night’s revelry. Any money won here was too negligible to draw the heaviest bettors, and what the squires earned went directly into the purses of their mentors.

The queen had watched from the royal box, a pavilion decorated in orange and brilliant white.

Now the box was empty but for white-draped chairs and sun-warmed ewers of water. The queen stood near Hotspur in battle regalia. Of thirty-eight participants from across Aremoria, only seven were women, including Celeda, Hotspur, Hal, and Banna Mora. Vindomata of Mercia was not here; she had remained at home with her husband, refusing to celebrate the success of her own rebellion, given the loss of her sons. This was hard for Hotspur, too, without hilarious, angry Vindus or his dour little brother, Dev, urging her on. Cousins, they’d trained together as children, spent winters rampaging across the snowy Perseria forests together. But everyone had lost someone, or something, and Vindomata’s absence made Hotspur uneasy. Already called the King-Killer, she should have been here to prove her friendship with Celedrix.

There would be five rounds of competition: first a joust to cut the number of participants down to sixteen. The remaining four rounds would be sword and buckler, then only sword. Hotspur hardly worried over the joust, and after winning her first round she found Prince Hal beside the royal box. The prince leaned her elbows against the temporary rail and pointed toward the far end of the field where the next combatants prepared: Banna Mora stood beside an armored horse, checking the girth. The former prince gleamed in a beautiful filigreed cuirass fitted to her shape perfectly. Steel faulds layered over her hips almost like a skirt, exaggerating her rear and thick waist. Her gauntlets flashed as she lifted her arms to pull a hood over her tightly braided brown hair.

“There’s a helmet she ought to be wearing that matches the rest of the armor,” Hal said wistfully. “With a thin circlet of copper about the top to imply her title. Though she always was recognizable.”

“You know why she isn’t wearing it.” Hotspur leaned beside Hal, letting their shoulders touch inasmuch as it was possible, with both of them in mail and gambesons. She glanced at the prince, who smiled back without her lips, only with those impossibly bright brown eyes, asking Hotspur for something she did not yet know how to give. But she wanted to. “You should have better armor,” Hotspur said, judging the worn chest plate that clung to Hal’s mail shirt. “Is that …” Hotspur lifted Hal’s arm to goggle at the rigged extra buckle fitting the plate in place. “Surely you can afford armor that fits you, Prince!”

Hal shrugged and took Hotspur’s hand, tugging their arms down. “I lent my armor to my squire Nova; she’s looking to impress today, and I’m not. This is about my mother.”

The skin of Hotspur’s palm tingled against Hal’s, and she felt it in other places, too, places extremely unsuited for public. She jutted out her chin. “Is this modesty false or true?”

“Which would charm you better?”

Hotspur’s lips parted. “The truth,” she murmured.

“Both, then,” Hal said. “It’s true, in that all my actions today should prop up my mother, and false in that I am still playing a game, for to be seen as modest and humble will add to my reputation.”

Pulling her hand free, Hotspur rolled her eyes and turned to watch Lady Ter Melia unseat Sir Gevrus. The two went a round on their feet with swords, and Gevrus fell again. Then Banna Mora mounted against a knight Hotspur did not know and gloriously defeated him with a single strike.

All the Lady Knights and the queen moved on to round two. Hal winked at Hotspur. “Think we’ll face each other before the end?”

Hotspur hoped so, but she shrugged. “I’ll win against whomever I face.”

But the lottery put Prince Hal against her mother in the second round.

The queen and Hal walked out in near unison, but then Hal broke it by waving wildly to the crowd. Purple and orange flags snapped as the people flailed and cheered—this was exactly the sort of match they wished to see.

Celeda seemed everything a queen should be in her dark orange-and-silver armor, and with her naked sword blade-down against her chest she bowed very slightly to her daughter. Hal grinned, red lips parted over her teeth. She said something that made her mother laugh, then Celeda nodded her chin at Hal’s disheveled state. Black hair spilled in messy loops out of the mail hood the prince wore, despite most being caught back in a linen cap to keep it from tangling in the chain mail. That rigged chest plate barely shone in the sunlight. But then Hal lifted her sword—it was a plain soldier’s blade, not the Heir’s Score—and swung around to declare to the crowd, “My sword the strength of Aremoria!”

Hotspur could not look away.

She hardly noticed the call to begin; Celeda and Hal circled each other, then suddenly Hal charged, engaging with a great clash of metal.

While the crowd cheered, Hotspur felt locked into the intensity of their combat: the give and take, shoving and striking steel. Celeda was clearly technically superior, and without a turn of bad luck would win eventually. But Hal’s methods were so enthusiastic it was difficult not to admire her. She smiled brilliantly the whole time, making faces of shock or determination when they were called for, and sometimes her mouth moved. At least once Celeda obviously choked back a laugh. The teasing or jokes or whatever it was Hal threw at her mother did not distract the queen, though.

The bout lasted only a few minutes, but it was longer than most. Celeda got through Hal’s slowing defense and slammed the edge of her shield into the vulnerable crease between Hal’s too-small chest plate and pauldron—where a rondel might’ve protected her. If Celeda had used the blade, it might’ve been a killing stroke. Hal swayed, turning to use the momentum, but her mother was ready for that, too, and used her heavily armored boot to shove Hal to her knees.

Hal dropped her sword and raised her hands in a flourish of surrender. She called out something to the queen, voice hoarse, and the queen laughed. The lord judge yelled the end of the match and summoned a page to dash onto the dusty field with a water sack. This the page offered the queen first; she sipped, then hauled Hal to her feet to share.

With her loss, Hal graciously offered to host from the royal box. The queen granted Prince Hal the right, and so Hal dropped her armor with an aide and climbed triumphantly onto the pavilion. There she sprawled on the throne—the throne!—and poured herself wine before any of the scrambling footmen could.

Hotspur thought she was magnificent.

Two young men sparred next, and then Hotspur’s name was called; she faced an old knight belonging to the Iork family from western Aremoria, and won. Banna Mora won her next bout, too, but Ter Melia did not. Lady Imena progressed to round three, though there she fell to Commander Abovax.

In the royal pavilion Hal gathered young nobles like ducklings. They drank and Hal occasionally leapt to her feet to toss favors at combatants and cry descriptions of the bouts in legendary terms (she ought to have been a poet). Wagers yelled all around from the benches and bales of hay where the nonroyal audience reclined, changing with the changing winners, with the groans of loss and laughing victories. Hotspur vaguely wished to be in the shade with the prince, and to take a chance grazing her thumb against Hal’s lip by feeding her a piece of apple.

Shock coursed through Hotspur when she caught herself imagining. She couldn’t think of such things with the prince! But no—that was not the source of the shock, and neither would Hotspur lie to herself. There were rumors of Prince Hal’s proclivities: gentle, delicate rumors that danced alongside the open progression of womanly lovers Hal’s mentor, Lady Ianta, had always preferred, staining the circle of Lady Knights in a wash of romance and titillating deviance put mostly to rest by Banna Mora’s own connection to Vindus Persy. And all of it had been a suitable shade of dalliance under Rovassos, the Merry King, who’d not loved women any more than Lady Ianta loved men.

Hotspur knew all of this. She’d never cared.

Neither had she considered ever that any of it might be relevant to herself.

But here she was thinking about stealing a slight touch of her thumb to Prince Hal’s red bottom lip.

Then Banna Mora appeared before her in the ring, dark and strong, and Hotspur came solidly back into herself. This was the third round, composed of only eight knights. The queen had easily powered her way through the knight she met, and now Hotspur faced Mora.

The deposed prince clasped Hotspur’s arm and nodded, determination pressing her lips together. In the sunlight, sweat shone against her rich tan cheeks. Hotspur was half a head shorter, but she was shorter than most of the men, too. She stomped her feet against the dusty, bloody field of combat to feel the solid strength of Aremoria reverberate up her bones.

“A favor!” cried Prince Hal from the royal pavilion.

Both Hotspur and Mora faced the prince. At her side the queen sat in chain mail, straight backed with a goblet of cool watered wine and a girl slowly fanning her. All waited, but for a moment Hal glanced between the two knights as if suddenly stuck on which she should favor. Only Hotspur could hear Mora’s impatient growl.

“Stupid if she gives it to me,” Mora said quietly.

“Or forgiving,” Hotspur murmured back, praying to the earth saints Hal would not come too close to her now. “To say the crown favors and trusts Banna Mora still.”

But Prince Hal vaulted over the box and strode to them. She took Mora’s hand and kissed it, giving Hotspur a temporary relief, but then Hal stepped in close to Hotspur and put her lips to Hotspur’s cheek. Hotspur’s eyes fluttered closed as if she were some maidenly child.

“My favor,” Hal murmured, then spun to face the whole of the audience and said it again much more loudly: “My favor to the Wolf of Aremoria!”

A cheer rose, along with laughter, and Mora said quietly for only the two of them: “Well done, Hal. She’ll win.”

“What!” Hotspur snapped her face toward Mora. But the former prince was watching Hal, who nodded sharply.

“Hotspur,” Hal said, “be a good sport!” Then she shrugged jaggedly, and her mouth tipped into a lopsided grin. She bowed to Hotspur just as a great gust of wind tore across the field. Pennants ruffled angrily and folk grabbed their skirts and caps.

Hal spun toward the royal pavilion.

But Queen Celeda stood tall, flanked by drooping orange banners, her head up and her dark hair perfectly in place. “Even the wind is eager for this combat,” she called.

“Yes!” Hal threw her fist into the air. She dashed off the field, mail flashing. The prince did not climb over the rail into the royal pavilion, just leaned back against it, elbows propped and long legs stretched before her. In her expression was an intensity—nearly longing, but sharper—as she stared at Hotspur.

Hotspur hefted her sword and saluted Celedrix. She caught Banna Mora’s eye, and the lady of the March did the same. Swallowing a dusty mouthful of spit, Hotspur rolled her shoulders to loosen the tension a bit, and bent her knees. The judge called the match and Hotspur attacked.

It was a good fight, but in the end Banna Mora made sure to lose. Both of them were sweating, their grunts low, neither speaking, and Hotspur did not know which of them would have been fairly victorious. Mora was strong and precise; she herself was fast and determined. Shieldless, their swords served as both offense and defense, along with hips and elbows. But when Mora turned her wrist and nearly disarmed Hotspur, Hotspur was so focused on breaking away she didn’t see Mora plant a foot where Hotspur would trip her. Mora went down, crying out as she landed on her own arm and her sword flew several paces off.

Stunned, Hotspur nearly said aloud that Mora had done it on purpose. She panted, her shadow covering Mora’s face. The once-prince shook her head, breathing through clenched teeth. “Hotspur,” she hissed. “Don’t. This is better.”

“How,” Hotspur demanded, holding her hand out to haul Mora up.

“I cannot fight Celeda in the next round. Better to lose to you.”

Hotspur understood but shoved Mora away. She despised prevarication.

The crowd was cheering again, and Prince Hal held their attention before the royal pavilion, proclaiming a story she’d heard about the Wolf of Aremoria.

Hotspur lost her fourth-round battle against Lord Aesmaros, the younger brother of the duke of Westmore, who had sixty pounds of muscle and eight years of practice on her. Hotspur thought if they’d been astride, she might still have beaten him. Aesmaros went on to fight the queen in the final round.

Celedrix won.

Raising her sword to the sky, Celeda said, “I am Aremoria, by birth and might, and I claim you as my people. My life and service is yours.”

Hal stood, flinging out her arms, and cried, “Long live Celedrix!”

The crowd screamed it back, widemouthed and smiling, throwing hats in the air and waving. The sun shone, bathing everything in warm golden light.

From her position at the edge of the royal pavilion, Hotspur had a perfect view of the moment the party of Learish men revealed themselves: in unison, nine men in the dress of common foot soldiers stepped into the ring of the tourney field, flinging hoods off their heads to display wild Learish braids and star-sign paint dotted over their cheeks and foreheads.

Two stood directly across from the pavilion, one young and dark haired, the other older, bearded, and in an orange gambeson. Hotspur could not believe the Learish men had disguised themselves in Aremore colors!

The young one cried, “Welcome, Queen! Recognized by your rights of birth and might! I am Mared Lear, son of Ryrie Lear, the sister of Solas, and I speak for Queen Solas of Innis Lear. She sends me to you with a gift for your annunciation.”

Celeda turned on her heel, head high, and gestured for her knights to lower their arms. Hotspur stepped to the rail, staring at the leader of the islanders. He was barely older than her, pale and narrow faced, but with lively dark eyes and braided brown hair. He smiled a smile that clearly belonged on his merry mouth. Beside him, the bearded man in orange gazed solemnly at Hotspur, and even from this distance she could see the blue of his eyes was as vivid as shards of the summer sky.

“Thank you for the greeting,” Celeda said. “I am amused by the timing, though appreciative of your sense of drama.”

The young man shrugged one shoulder, still grinning. “I serve my queen in every detail. Will you hear our gift?”

“We will.”

Mared nodded, closed his eyes as if recalling the exact wording of his message, and then called out:

“On the rising full moon that blessed the ascension of a new Aremore queen, Rowan Lear, the Poison Prince of Innis Lear, cast a star chart and read this prophecy for the reign of Celedrix. We share it in cheerful celebration:

When the saints are singing and the restless are reclaimed, the dragon will burn, the lion will break, and the wolf will choose the end.”

A hush swept across the tournament in the wake of his strange words, followed by a long, even gust of wind.

When the wind died, Prince Hal had moved to Hotspur’s side. Celedrix spoke to Mared Lear, thanking him and his queenly aunt for such a stirring welcome to the throne. She invited him to be her guests at the evening’s banquet.

But Hotspur heard none of that, because Hal leaned closer, her lips near enough to Hotspur’s ear that the words brushed against her skin like a caress.

“Wolf of Aremoria,” the prince murmured. “The end of what?”




PRINCE HAL

Tenne-Tiras, midsummer

CELEDRIX SENT HER daughter out of Lionis.

The retinue—consisting of Prince Hal, Banna Mora of the March, Lady Hotspur Perseria, and half a dozen retainers and aides—traveled south along the Whiteglass River to the holdings at Tenne-Tiras, in order for Mora to offer the titles personally into Hal’s hand. Tenne-Tiras was traditionally the keep of the heir to the throne, and so while it had been Mora’s for nearly a decade, it now belonged to Hal.

Less than a day’s ride from the city, Tenne-Tiras took its name from the small castle that guarded the bend of the river spilling into this valley. It had been a lookout post for the lords of Lionis in more brutal times and was settled against a rocky slope above the village, with a few outbuildings for horses and retainers. The villagers took pride in their association with princes, especially when such princes had reputations like that of Banna Mora, who had been a serious and considerate prince. Prince Hal the villagers were less sure of, as Lady Hal Bolinbroke had been a troublemaker when she’d visited before, at Mora’s side. She’d led more than one slightly drunken quest into the forest hunting for the fairy tree, or blowing her horn in the middle of the night, waking the village as she and her friends charged down deer trails like she rode at the head of an earth saint’s wild hunt. Once Hal had successfully brought down a poor cow on their night ride, and compensated the farmer with twice its price; once she seduced the daughter of the local reeve, for which there was, naturally, no compensation. It was difficult to imagine Hal with the authority of a prince would be less riotous.

She was trying, though.

For weeks Hal had struggled at her mother’s side, attended meetings and cajoled cityfolk who knew her but not the once-banished Celedrix; Hal did not drink overmuch, nor did she swear unless vivid language was truly called for; she wore what she was told and did not leave the palace to search for Lady Ianta as she desperately wished to.

Hal had sent for Ianta three times, worried about the old knight, especially after Celedrix refused to ratify a new order of Lady Knights. The group had been commissioned under Rovassos and trained to be loyal to Banna Mora, and so apparently were too dangerous when Hal could neither take them in hand herself nor even find their founder. Hotspur insisted Hal didn’t need Lady Knights, if she was allowed to make knights who were also ladies—perhaps it was better to have them integrated into her retainers and palace guard, rather than separated out. But Hal couldn’t help linking her inability to rally Ianta with her difficulties at the rest. If she couldn’t convince an old friend and mentor, how could she convince nobles openly suspicious of her mother?

The queen insisted Hal was not being sent away in punishment. “Think of this as a respite, daughter,” Celeda had said. “You were thrust into this with no preparation whatsoever—a letter from your mother you’d not seen in ten years, and two weeks later you’d been through battle and suddenly found yourself a prince. This is a moment for you to breathe, and to shore up your friendship with Banna Mora, as well as remove her from immediate danger. There are some still loyal to Rovassos who would use her, and so she must either disappear—or be imprisoned—or dead.”

Hal pictured a sword arcing across her vision, slamming hard into Mora’s neck.

Celeda took the pause as hesitation, so added, “I don’t like to entertain superstitions from Innis Lear, but with that strange prophecy still swimming through the capital, better to get the three of you out.”

Though by no means a certainty that the lion and dragon referenced in the Learish prophecy were Hal and Mora respectively, the people who’d been present had collectively agreed upon it, and spread the story wide. Hal’s standard was the Bolinbroke lion-and-bluebells, after all, and when Mora had been prince, her uniquely designed house standard had been a rampant dragon, guarding the golden sheaf of the March. They were linked, former prince and current prince, and between them, the Wolf of Aremoria.

It was a relief, Hal could admit, to ride away from Lionis.

Summer closed in around them as they veered away from the river and into the old oak forest toward Tenne-Tiras. Hal’s bones seemed to relax, and she hoped she might sleep soundly tonight for the first time since her mother’s coronation.

It was nightmares that plagued her: dreams of death, of murder and betrayal. This is how kings die. Hal always had been rather distracted by death, both in her dreams and waking, but since the rebellion, her visions of violence and self-harm had become more intense and more frequent.

Now, Banna Mora and Lady Hotspur rode at her flanks, and a small but competent stream of newly appointed personal retainers following behind. Hotspur had brought her first aide Sennos, the plain young soldier Hal had seen take her armor at the Battle of Strong Water, and Mora had a woman called Grenna, who’d been her attendant for five years. Ter Melia, formerly of the Lady Knights, served in the palace guard as Hal’s captain: she was a tall and slender woman with muddy brown hair, easily pinked skin, and a taut mouth, but brilliant green eyes that caught a person in an instant, so vivid Hal used to tease her about being a child of a sorceress. Ter Melia endured Hal’s teasing laconically, and under this new regime seemed undisturbed so long as she could serve in the same capacity for which she had trained all her life.

Hal broke the silence. “There’s supposedly a witch tree around here somewhere, huge and gnarled, probably where an earth saint died, and the tree grew out of her ribs, and her heart still beats. If we’re quiet, and listen, the gentle buh-dum, buh-dum will lead us to her.”

“All I hear is the thud of horses’ hooves,” Hotspur said, cocking her head as if to listen.

Mora slid them both a glance, not disapproving, but amused, perhaps. It was often difficult to tell with Mora these days. She said, “Weren’t you born among the roots of a witch tree, Hotspur? I’ve heard that said of you.”

Hotspur grimaced. “Not a witch tree, but there is an old yew growing in the center of the conduit court at Annyck, and that is where my mother went into labor.”

“I would like to visit that tree,” Hal said, imagining it: they used to be called throne trees, and were planted by the old lords that had ruled this land to root their names, blood, and futures to the seat of their power. Not many such trees survived, and it did not surprise her the Persys maintained theirs.

It pressed at her teeth to say something about the Wolf of Aremoria, about the legends already surrounding Hotspur—but by some silent agreement, none of them had yet discussed the prophecy amongst themselves.

“This winter,” Hotspur said, “you would be welcome at Annyck—if you can be away from your mother for so long.”

Hal licked her bottom lip before she could stop herself. It baited a warm pulse in her heart for Hotspur to so easily invite her home.

In the village of Tenne-Tiras, the new Prince Hal was not quite greeted with enthusiasm, but purple Bolinbroke ribbons had been laced around lantern posts and local white lilies tied in bunches to hang from doorways. Children waved, laughing, and some few adults, too, though perhaps they had come to see Banna Mora alive.

Hal smiled at everyone, and because of who she was, those smiles came easy and true. She even called out to the leather-smith by name, promising a commission for new boots, and the wife of the innkeeper, asking after her son who’d been at the Battle of Strong Water and recovered still from a broken arm.

It was well done, she hoped. Banna Mora, when she’d been the heir, had held herself at a formal distance from some folk. Hal couldn’t do that if she wanted to—especially not in a place like this where she’d thrown up in the muddy lane after dancing too drunk at the inn.

At Tenne-Tiras itself, there was an awkward moment when an ostler abortively started first for Mora, despite Hal’s brilliant orange tabard embroidered with a stark white crown, and the Heir’s Score belted at her hip. The man hurriedly corrected his mistake as Hal called out, “Ah, it is so good to see these wretched old walls again. Lady Hotspur, did you know Tenne-Tiras held this valley from a pirate incursion up the river, of all things, some eighty years ago? Our hosts here had brave grandparents, and as with all strong Aremore bloodlines, their courage breeds true.”

“I should like to hear that story,” Hotspur said loudly. “Perhaps with supper the bailiff will tell it.”

They dismounted, Hal last, and though it was Hal’s tradition to care for her own horse, Mora had convinced her they should get the formalities handled immediately: the two of them went with the bailiff, the village reeve, and the keep’s cook for witnesses up into the lord’s office while Hotspur remained to oversee their party’s settling in.

The keep’s entitling charter had been written a hundred years previous, etched into a tile of hardwood. To pass it between Mora and Hal required nothing in actuality, no ritual or even word, for the charter clearly stated the keep’s master would be the same as the heir to the Blood and the Sea for as long as that ring was sovereign over Aremoria. But Hal walked to the tile where it leaned over the plain hearth and pressed her hand flat to it. Her forefinger was encircled by a Bolinbroke ring pressed with entwined bluebells, her middle finger by a thin gold ring her father had given her before he died. Only the sword at her hip marked her as heir, and the shared acknowledgment of those in the room.

Mora sighed shortly, addressing the bailiff, “I would like wine, if you please, Imaros.”

“The lady of knights has plenty of wine in the hall, if you would join her.”

“The who?” Hal asked, turning away from the hearth. She met Mora’s startled gaze.

Imaros, the bailiff, stretched his mouth into a long line. The cook answered, “The lady of knights, Prince. She claimed you told her she might have the use of your keep.”

Hal moved too fast for ceremony, with Mora tight at her heels.

They heard the snoring before they charged through the thick arched doorway and into the keep’s long hall. Whitewashed walls lifted the ceiling a mere fifteen feet, where thick rafters striped the hall like ribs. No banner hung beside the hearth or from either wall, and that would have to change. Three tables lined up before a master table, and there, slumped at the head in a massive chair, was Lady Ianta Oldcastle.

Also asleep, curled on a furry rug at the hearth, were three hunting hounds and a young girl called Essa who’d served as Ianta’s aide for at least two years, despite her youth and tiny stature.

Hal stared for a moment, relief and anger and shock all a-war for her first reaction. Mora crossed her arms over her chest, but before she could speak, Hal laughed.

The laugh barked across the hall, and Ianta snorted as she woke, bleary eyed. Essa leapt to her feet and tripped over a dog. She yelped, caught herself, and then fell to her knees when she saw Mora and Hal. To whom she knelt was impossible to say.

“Get up,” Hal said, stepping forward and offering a hand. “Have you been caring for this great beast by yourself all this time?”

“We—we came last month, sir—my prince!” Essa stood, hand in Hal’s, and glanced over her shoulder at Lady Ianta, who currently was hauling herself out of the chair.

Ianta Oldcastle was nearing sixty, as fat as she was tall, and the strongest knight Hal had ever known. Her hair flopped in her flushed pink face, more silver and gray than the sunlight-yellow it had been in her youth. “Hal!” Ianta exclaimed. “My Mora! I knew you would come eventually. I have kept the hall warm for you.”

“Have you,” Mora drawled. Her elbows were a sharp shield as she hugged herself.

“Naturally, what else would I be doing here?”

“Hiding?” Mora suggested.

Hal released Essa and went to Ianta. “Whatever it is, I’m glad you’re here.” She threw her arms around the wide old knight and squeezed.

Ianta slowly put her own arms up and hugged the breath out of Hal. The old woman smelled of sweet wine and bitter smoke and sweat. With a heave, Ianta lifted Hal off the rush-covered floor, crushing her with affection, then set her back down. “Prince Hal, I see,” Ianta said, then nudged Hal away, swatting at her. Ianta then faced Banna Mora.

“I sent for you at your house, and at the Quick Sunrise,” Mora said.

“As did I,” Hal added, surprised Mora had not told her they’d both been looking.

“I needed away from Lionis.”

“So do we now,” said Hal, then called out, “Wine!”

Banna Mora seated herself upon a bench with her back against one of the long tables. She stretched a leg out and studied Ianta. Hal could imagine Mora’s struggle: so recently this had all been hers, and Lady Ianta hers as well—Lady Ianta especially. Rovassos’s beloved friend, the founder of the Lady Knights, Mora’s advisor and ally. Now, gone. Ianta had fled to this place where the Lady Knights had been a sisterhood, but in fleeing, she had abandoned Mora.

It hurt Hal, too. Her place had been as a second, a support structure, not the focus. She’d been allowed to be carefree and charming, with the promise of a future as Bolinbroke at Queen Mora’s back. Now Hal had to be the prince. The one responsible. Hal shuffled her feet, then abruptly plopped down in the massive chair Ianta had been using. She shrugged at the knight as if to say, Sorry, old friend, but it must be relinquished. Then Hal lifted her leg and swung it over the chair’s arm.

With the wine, brought in two jugs by boys from the kitchen, came Lady Hotspur, Sennos, and Ter Melia.

The latter’s mouth dropped open at the sight of Ianta Oldcastle standing like a great moon in only a stained shirt and long vest over a dark blue skirt and soft felt slippers, her hair loosely braided as if it were bedtime. Through Ter Melia’s eyes, Hal recognized the slovenliness to which Ianta had fallen.

But it was Hotspur, of course, who commented. “Who the fuck are you,” she demanded, eyeing Ianta hard, “to appear so, in the prince’s keep?”

Though Hal thought the tone harsh, she loved Hotspur for the unquestioning defense.

A wolf indeed, growling at her prince’s side.

Ianta saw it, too: her eyes gleamed, despite their hungover redness. She tilted up her chin. “The Wolf of Aremoria, is it?”

“I still await your name.”

“Ianta Oldcastle,” she replied.

Hotspur paused, frowning instead of furious. “You are the strongest knight in Aremoria?”

Skepticism tossed the words aside.

“Care to put me to a test?” Ianta asked.

Hal watched, rather eager. But Mora lifted her hand. “Stop, both of you. Hotspur, Ianta is understandably distraught at the events of the late spring. Ianta, Hotspur takes her career as protector of Aremoria as seriously as you ever did. If you two cannot get along and join me for wine, then get out.”

It should’ve been Hal who dispersed the tension, she realized suddenly, and too late. Would she ever learn to casually wield princely power as Mora did?

“Wine,” Hal said, and nodded to the hovering boys. They put down clay cups and Essa poured wine.

Sennos murmured something to Hotspur, then departed. He waved Ter Melia with him, though she was reluctant. She cast a look back at Hal, who nodded once, slowly. They’d be well, and if anything happened regarding the Lady Knights, Ter Melia would be sent for.

Alone, the four women sat together: Hal sprawled upon her thronelike chair, Mora at her left upon the bench, and Hotspur to her right. Ianta stood, as if she could not decide whether to sit at all. When the wine was shared around, Hotspur lifted her cup. “To Prince Hal, resident lord of Tenne-Tiras.”

“Hal,” Mora said, reaching to touch the rim of her cup to Hotspur’s, then turned to Hal and Ianta.

Ianta repeated the salute, and Hal accepted it. She drank the sweet red wine. With it bright on her lips, Hal said, “And may the memory of what we once were to each other knit us into something new.”

“There is nothing new to make,” Ianta said, then threw back the whole cup of wine, drinking every drop.

Hotspur slammed her cup on the table. “What is the point of this, old woman? If that is your attitude, I’ll never trust you. No matter what you once were, nor how strong you used to be. There is no honor in this behavior.”

Hal reached out, not for Hotspur, but Ianta. She curled her fingers around Ianta’s wrist and tugged her to sit. The old knight dragged herself to Mora’s side of the table and sat with a cranky groan.

“I don’t need your trust, girl,” Ianta said. “And honor is for the dead.”

Hotspur snorted into her cup as she drank again, and Hal poured Ianta another.

Hal said, “I have to try, Ianta. I’d rather do it with you.”

“Do what? Try what?”

“To make something new,” Hotspur said, as if it were obvious.

Hal nodded, grateful Hotspur understood. She held the wolf’s fiery gaze a moment too long, counting her heartbeats. Then she turned to Ianta. “As Hotspur says. I have to keep everyone alive now, my mother and Mora and myself. And my sister, for worm’s sake. She’s only sixteen, and I have to keep her out of the line of fire. You don’t have to help me, but I’d like you to.”

“What can I do to help?” Ianta sniffed hard, eyes on her cup of wine. “I’m an old, fat woman, a used-to-be knight with no family living and a reputation for deviance. If you bring me to your side, Hal, it will be recalling the worst things said of Rovassos—the Merry King. And myself, his consort in freakishness and perversion. Hard enough for you to strip away your proclivities without inviting me back to court.”

“I don’t intend to—to strip away my proclivities.” Again, Hal slid a glance at Hotspur, who hid her face in another drink. “And you were just as old and just as fat last year, at the height of your power. So don’t give me those as excuses.”

Ianta pursed her lips. “Then you’ll have to marry, secure the line. That will be the fastest way for you to protect your family and friends. Not through me.”

No one had said this yet to Hal’s face, though surely some had thought it, among the echelons of Lionis Palace. “Morimaros,” she began, seeking any delay, “did not marry.”

Banna Mora laughed once. “Morimaros is more my ancestor than yours, lion.”

“Mora!” cried Hotspur.

Hal, too, was surprised. To say so was nearly a challenge to Celedrix’s rule. To distract, she said, “I think I saw his ghost, at Strong Water Castle.”

“What? What is this?” Ianta asked, suddenly less drooping.

“He was standing with my mother, when Hotspur and I rode into the courtyard. I thought I recognized him, but couldn’t …  place him. And he just vanished. Later …  later I realized who the man looked like: it was Morimaros the Great.” Hal forced a shrug, gulping her wine.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Hotspur snarled.

But Mora said, “I saw him, too.”

Everyone stared at her. It was one thing for Hal to make up a wild story, but Mora was hardly imaginative.

“He stood beside me, on the day you returned to Lionis. I knew him immediately,” Mora said, with cool superiority. “He did not look as he does in the portrait in the Princes’ Gallery, for he was a king already. Thirty, strong, with fire-blue eyes and a traditional foot soldier’s gambeson from the last century.”

“Yes!” Hal said, more excited than competitive. “He wore a steel pauldron pressed with the crown.”

“Worms,” Lady Ianta breathed.

Hotspur’s face was pink, her lips pressed together. She looked furious.

“Hotspur?” Hal nudged her, and Mora reached over to touch the wolf’s shoulder.

Hotspur burst out, “I saw a man like that with Mared Lear! When the Learish prophecy was given!”

“Prophecy!” Ianta cried, flinging wine from her cup.

“You didn’t hear?” Mora said lightly. When Ianta demurred, Mora continued, “At the queen’s tournament. Solas Lear sent her nephew to congratulate Celedrix, and with him a prophecy for her new reign.” She took a breath, then said, rather hushed:

“When the saints are singing and the restless are reclaimed, the dragon will burn, the lion will break, and the wolf will choose the end. What do you think of that?”

Ianta shook her head slowly, a certain awe in her eyes.

Hal said, “This is incredible. To have all three of us seen Morimaros! What does it mean? Is he a ghost, or an earth saint? His body—”

“Worms, Hal,” Hotspur said. “Earth saints!”

Mora shrugged. “When the saints are singing.”

“You can’t believe in all of this, Mora. Earth saints are children’s monsters, and prophecies are—they’re shadows and wind.”

“Well, good for us then that this is not Innis Lear,” Mora said. “We won’t be swayed by shadows and wind in Aremoria.”

Hal wondered skeptically if that were true. She was pure Aremore and greatly swayed toward magical thinking.

Ianta sighed. “I would be. Rovassos would’ve been. You know he used to get me and Prince Mato to do rituals with him in the caves beneath Lionis Palace, to summon earth saints back to us. When we were children.”

“Another reason he was no fit king.” Hotspur shoved a jug of wine at Hal.

“How can you dismiss it, Lady Hotspur? What do you think the prophecy means?” Ianta took the wine from Hal and poured for them both.

By now, Hal’s mind trembled with a tingle of inebriation. They’d not eaten since leaving Lionis; nor had Hal had much an appetite of late.

“A trick from the queen of Innis Lear,” Hotspur said. “They are fond of such things.”

Hal snorted. “Is she in league with the earth saints, too?”

Mora pointed at Hal. “You are the one who told me stories of King Morimaros vanishing when he died—either his body absconded with to be buried with his lover on Innis Lear, or by the very earth saints themselves. No—I’m not saying I trust this specter, the opposite, in fact. Prophecy ruins good men and women; it twists us up, inside and out, and what is the point? What would an earth saint expect to happen from such a proclamation? What would Solas Lear? There was no direction, no action to take!” Mora clenched her jaw for a moment, and Hal was stunned by the shock of fury in her eyes when she continued: “Even if it is real, it is also a trick.”

“You mean they want something else from Aremoria.” Hal rubbed the bridge of her nose.

“They who?” Hotspur demanded.

“The queen of Innis Lear? Or the earth saints themselves!”

Mora flattened her hands upon the table. “That is the way it goes in the stories.” With that last word she cast a glance at Hal, the teller of tales, the story-maker.

It was true. Hal nodded wearily. “Yes, in the stories, a prophecy is usually not exactly what anyone expects, especially if earth saints are involved—but when it happens, it’s obvious what it meant all along.”

Hotspur stood again. “So we live our lives. We honor our friendship. We act ourselves—I would never choose for Aremoria to end.”

“I might break,” Hal muttered.

Mora glanced at Hal, and Hal did not know what to do except hold her gaze.

Lady Ianta said, “Are you ready to burn, Banna Mora? A dragon, indeed.”

The former prince bared her teeth.

“And who, or what, are the restless?” Ianta continued. She swept her gaze across the three of them, drinking deep. “What a puzzle.”

The wine in Hal’s stomach soured. Still, she poured another drink.

LATE THAT NIGHT, Hal followed Ianta into the chamber in which she’d been—well, not sleeping, exactly, but throwing all her stuff.

“For what I found in the cellar,” Hal said, holding up a vial of honey liqueur and a bottle of burnt whiskey. “Tell me more about Rovassos’s rituals.”

Ianta poured herself into a short, soft armchair beside the cold fireplace and held out her hand for the whiskey.

The prince smacked the glass butt into Ianta’s palm and slid onto the floor, sitting cross-legged with her back against the stone hearth. This was a small room, but cozy with tapestries and thick braided rugs. The bed pressed into the corner, covered with a shaggy fur and plump woolen pillows. It smelled of Ianta’s sharp pipe smoke, horses, leather, and sword oil besides. There, tucked against the door, leaned Ianta’s huge broadsword. It had no name, but needed none, either.

The former Lady Knight popped the lid off the whiskey and drank. She opened her mouth after and sighed in satisfaction. Hal put her tongue out and tipped the vial of honey liqueur for a single drop that splattered down, coating her best muscle. Ianta gave her the whiskey and Hal drank that, with the honey sweetening the burn so it lifted up through her face and skull and into her brain. The prince’s lashes fluttered, and she thought, If it were poison, how fast would I realize?

The flavor might fool her into thinking it was safe, and nothing would change, but suddenly Hal would simply stop. Fall dead, never knowing it. Would that make her final heartbeat into a ghost itself? A specter of a prince trapped outside of death because she’d never seen the moment approach?

Or Hal’s skin might flush, she might feel her throat close, she might sense the painful creeping of poison through her veins, locking her muscles with cramps until her heart burst and her bowels let go and her teeth cut into her own cheeks—a slow, brutal death.

Surely that was to be preferred.

“Why do you want to know about magic and rituals?” Ianta asked, leaning over to snatch the whiskey back. They’d not stopped drinking since the afternoon, and both moved with the purposeful care of inebriation.

Hal said, “The kings of Aremoria aren’t supposed to need magic, so what did—what did Rovassos want with it?”

Ianta groaned at Hal’s directness. “Legitimization.”

“What? He was the son of Segovax, who was the son of Isarnos, who was the nephew of Morimaros the Great. That is as legitimate as it gets.”

“But not the oldest child of Segovax—that was Vatta Gaunt, your grandmother.”

“And maybe a bastard, definitely a woman.”

“Pff, it was a coward’s lie that she was a bastard.”

Hal chewed her bottom lip. “Rovassos wanted to prove to others he was meant to be king?”

“To himself, truly.”

“He wanted a prophecy to create his legacy. The stars say I am king, and so you cannot deny me.”

“It does work for the queens of Innis Lear,” Ianta muttered.

“Because they already have power.”

“So Prince Hal cannot use magic for power, because she does not already have it. What a paradox, ha!”

Hal knocked her head back against the stone hearth. “Do you believe in earth saints, Ianta?”

“Yes.”

“No joke nor equivocation?” Hal felt her pitch rise. “Just yes.”

Ianta drank again, then smiled. “How can you not believe, after what you’ve seen and heard?”

“I’m afraid to believe, and afraid not to. And why shouldn’t I be afraid of magic here, guiding the future?” Hal blinked. She thought of her hand on her sword, its blade cutting straight forward into Hotspur’s belly. The Wolf’s mouth gaped open—and then Hal imagined her crying out for an entirely different reason: Hal’s tongue against her throat, her fingers digging into Hotspur’s well, the taste of sweat and the curve of an arched back.

Prince Hal shivered and pulled her knees up, pressed her forehead against them.

“Fearing magic is already losing,” Ianta said acerbically.

Hal laughed. Her shoulders shook. She was entirely screwed.

“We would slip down through a secret stairway cut into the limestone,” Ianta said. “There are a few doorways into those passages in the backs of star chapels, or what used to be star chapels, throughout Lionis. Or you can get in by the gaping black maw of the cave mouth, right at the riverside to the northwest of the bluff beneath the palace. There is an altar there, the sheered-flat base of a stalactite. We would hold hands, me, Vaso, and Matomaros. Me, standing alongside two princes. We called out to the earth saints to greet us, we who were related to the greatest of Aremore kings. At least Rovassos and Mato were. Vaso had found a cypher in the Queen’s Library with old words in an ancient Aremore dialect, little chants and spells for healing and elf-shot, for talking to the trees as they do on Innis Lear. So we read it and made up our own songs. Nothing happened, though we all fell a bit more in love with one another every time.”

A great sigh issued from Ianta, and the chair creaked as she stretched.

If there were a song for falling in love, Hal would—

The prince crushed her eyes into her hands, then looked up abruptly to say, “Come back to Lionis with me. I need you.”

“Hal, no. There’s no place for me there.” Ianta frowned, lines dragging at her lips and eyes, her neck sagging.

“There is, though.” Hal got to her knees, setting the honey liqueur aside, and clutched her hands together to keep from seeming to beg. “I need more allies. You know me! I’m a trickster, a charmer, a lover—not a leader. I can make people break into the throne room with me, or put honey inside Abovax’s gauntlets; maybe I can command a small company, but not an army! Not an entire kingdom. What if they see me, Ianta, really see me? What if my mother does?”

Hal clasped her hands over her mouth. She’d never say such a thing sober. Thank the saints Hotspur had not heard—or worse, Mora.

“Hal.”

“Please, Ianta. You founded the Lady Knights. You know how to make things happen in Lionis Palace.”

“There are no Lady Knights.” The bitterness and certainty in Ianta’s voice stunned Hal.

The prince said, “We are temporarily disbanded, but informally. When I— I only need to prove myself capable as a prince and I can make them again.”

“No, Hal. Don’t you see? The Lady Knights were always a lie. Rovassos …” Ianta stopped, closed her eyes.

After a moment, Hal said, “We were not a lie. We mattered—to one another. How can you discount that? Mora and me, and Ter Melia and Talix and Imena—and our squires, we made names for ourselves, proved women could be effective knights. Not just one-offs and foot soldiers, but with intention and purpose! We don’t break this easily.”

Ianta leaned forward. Her pale blue eyes shone with tears, pink rimmed, and her face was flushed blotchy and uneven. “That is what I thought, Hal. I thought we mattered. I thought I had carved a place for myself! Me! A woman, a lover of women, and all I ever wanted was to be allowed to be what I am. To serve as a knight, to lift these powerful hands in service to my king, with might and blade and vows like any man. To flirt with beautiful women and love them and still be honored. I thought my king understood that, respected me and loved me. I thought he saw me. He was my best friend, Hal, but becoming a prince will make a liar out of you, too.”

Hal shook her head, too shocked to speak. Her lips hung open.

“It’s no use.” Ianta fell back against the chair. She wiped her hands down her face and then let them lie in her lap, hugging her belly. “Give me more of that drink.”

With a shaking hand, Hal did so. She whispered, “What are you talking about, Ianta? What lie did he tell you?”

Ianta drank from the bottle again, hissed through her teeth, and said, “When word came that he was dead, I went to the library to get the signed charter for my Lady Knights. I didn’t know what would happen, and I wanted it on my person, not moldering in a trunk or desk, not where it could be taken from me. From us. But there was no charter. I bullied two clerks into searching, and there was no record at all! We were nothing but a whim, Hal. A favor, granted by a king to his friend. He didn’t believe in us—in me! He gave it to me because he loved me and wanted to make me happy. Without actually doing anything. Without protecting it, or enacting change.”

“I’m so sorry, Ianta.” Hal touched her knee, let her hand make a fist in the skirt.

The lady of knights put her hand atop Hal’s head. “Don’t let them make you a liar, Hal.”

“I—”

“Listen to me, Hal Bolinbroke.” Ianta tugged Hal’s hair until Hal tipped up her face. Then Ianta changed her grip to Hal’s chin and held it hard. “I do know you. You love stories. As do I. Stories are how we change minds, you and I. You tell them whether they’re true or not, and you exaggerate what’s real to make a better story. That can serve you as a leader. Making a better story. But it might not serve you as a person. You can’t be only a story, or you have nothing. And while people might be excited by a story, they can’t love it; they can’t be loyal to it. Don’t just tell a story that you’re a prince: be one, truly, or don’t even try.”

Hal swallowed thickly. “Come back with me to Lionis, Ianta. Come with me and help me be real. There will be a place for you, with a queen, and a prince who loves you, who knows well what space you tried to make in the old palace, with the Merry King. We will make it anew, and everything will be better. Stronger. My mother returned from exile like a brilliant fire, to burn away the rot in Aremoria, and we can help her, we can be part of her new world.”

Ianta narrowed her eyes and released Hal with enough force to push her away. “You’re doing it even now. Stories—lies.”

Hal’s breath came a bit harder than she liked. She didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t prove Ianta’s point. “Can’t a story also be true? If I take a true thing, and dance pretty words around it, the prettiness doesn’t ruin the truth. A good story isn’t a lie.”

“Hmm.”

Pressing her advantage, Hal lifted the vial of honey liqueur. “If I put this on my tongue, then drink whiskey, it doesn’t make the whiskey any less whiskey. But it goes down smoother.”

Ianta laughed out of nowhere. “Saints, I am drunk. And you have always been like this. I do miss you, Prince of Riot.”

“Then come back with me!” Hal grinned. She was drunk, too, so she pushed away the uncertainty, the questions of selfhood, rulership, prophecy, and future, and just smiled. It was a lie.

“Promise me something first.”

“Anything!” Hal meant it entirely, but Ianta glared as though her vision were doubling, until Hal lifted her hands in giggling apology. “Anything, if I can.”

“Better.” Ianta took a deep breath. “If you are going to be a prince, find something that is exceptionally true—exceptionally pure and right—and hold that in your center. So that you do not lose yourself inside the story you build about yourself.”

Hal intended to nod very seriously, to put on the appearance that she would search hard for such a thing. But she did not need to: she knew exactly what single thing in her life was exceptionally true and right, exceptionally bright. Simply exceptional.

Standing, the prince of Aremoria swayed. The floor tilted, and Hal grabbed the arm of Ianta’s chair. “Oops,” she said. “I have to find Hotspur!”

“Tomorrow,” Ianta said, and shoved Hal away.

The prince stumbled, grunting as her stomach knotted, and fell upon the bed. She rolled, fully dressed, until she lay sideways in the center, hugged a pillow to her stomach, and passed out.




HOTSPUR

Tenne-Tiras, midsummer

HOTSPUR WAS FINE.

That was not a lie, nor a story, but simply the truth. Though she’d have preferred a posting with more direct action, Hotspur recognized the importance of helping Hal Bolinbroke, even if that aid came in the form of what amounted to taking a holiday at Tenne-Tiras.

Though to most, the schedule Hotspur set would not have suited leisure.

Hotspur and Banna Mora led the retainers and knights in daily battle drills, they foraged in the woods and hunted, they rarely spent time off their feet—but to Hotspur, that was relaxing. She could not simply drink and read all day, or wander with Lady Ianta in idle philosophical argument the way Hal could. Mora said, when she heard Hotspur’s frustration, “Perhaps that is what makes her suitable to be the prince of Lionis.”

“She’s the lion, regardless of the rest,” Hotspur said in complete seriousness. The two glanced across the courtyard at Hal, who was stretched in the sun with a smile that showed off her teeth.

“Prickly and proud,” Mora said. “But mostly a glutton. Yes, she is certainly the lion.”

Hotspur wondered what made Mora a dragon, and if she was wrong to make such assumptions—or to be thinking of this at all!

Within a few days of settling into the prince’s company, Hotspur had earned her reputation for ferocity. Even beyond the distant legends they’d heard of the Wolf of Aremoria. Isarna Persy was more intense in person; while everyone there had skills for war, Hotspur never seemed to spare thought to her personal safety. She’d dive for an opening even if it risked a bone-bruising hit, used her body for leverage to push past the defenses of men larger than herself, leapt from her horse before it went down, or chose the most precarious position for ambush if it also provided the best concealment. Lady Ianta reminded her again and again from the sidelines that an injury would leave her unable to do her duty, but Hotspur snapped back that injury was better than drunkenness.

She liked best sparring with Hal—not because of the prince’s sly smile, nor the whip of Hal’s thick black hair, nor Hal’s breathless gasps when she was nearly skewered. It was not even for the entertainment factor, as Hal told stories when she sparred, painting the details of an epic as she and her opponent circled.

The sky is bare and black and the sun obscured, as from either side of the field two champions walk! A whisper of their names courses along with the shaky wind; the hopes of one nation versus the despair of the other. If only the champion Persy were not favored so by the wolves of earth, perhaps she might be felled by a mere mortal of county Bolinbroke!

Here Hal might put on a face of stark fear, backing slowly from Hotspur, while the circle of retainers and knights leaned in for the next word: A star streaks suddenly across the sky, from the north to the east where Bolinbroke was born! A sign from the heavens—maybe this time, maybe now, the champion of fire will fall! And we, who love her and fear her, shall—

Hotspur rarely allowed Hal the time to finish her wild tales, jumping impatiently in with a surprise attack. It didn’t matter: Hal beat Hotspur back at least as often as the prince ended up on her ass with the blade of Hotspur’s practice sword at her neck.

And that was why Hotspur preferred to be partnered with Hal: because working together pushed them both to grow. With everyone else, Hotspur was either the superior fighter, or overly concerned with teaching. Unless she fought Mora, in which case Hotspur concentrated too hard on not dying, for Mora held within her a deep, rigid fury that, when it blazed up during combat, promised to devastate the world. (This, Hotspur thought, would be what made her the dragon.)

But with Hal, she was so well matched, so in tune, they could almost be dancing, and each got a little bit faster, a little bit stronger.

The first time Hal kissed her, the two were hiding from rain in the keep armory, treating leather in companionable silence. Hal lowered the leather greave into which she’d been rubbing oil and touched Hotspur’s cheek, and when Hotspur looked over, Hal put their lips together.

It was warm, soft, and dry. Hotspur liked it.

She said as much, then told Hal to do it again. Hal smiled, and the smile turned mischievous. “I will,” the prince promised, and directed her attention back to the greave. She did not kiss Hotspur again at that moment, a fact that twisted Hotspur’s stomach up in knots.

For an entire day she worried she’d done something wrong, been a bad kisser, and then kicked herself for even caring. She was the Wolf of Aremoria, and refused to be drawn into the games of a consummate flirt.

That evening Hotspur made the retainers under her command go out in full armor for a march. They exhausted themselves climbing hills, pitching tents, clearing the road of a tree that had fallen in the light storm. If one could do it in armor, Hotspur promised, how much easier would it be in mere gambeson and uniform?

When the company returned, late into the night, only Ianta remained awake. The old knight leaned against the wide door to the hall, a bottle of wine in one hand. She laughed at Hotspur, a gentle rumble of humor that put Hotspur’s back up. Stomping past, Hotspur was glad her rattling steel plates could wake up the entire keep. But then Ianta offered her the wine, and Hotspur took it. She jerked the cork free and drank. The cool white wine was a surprise, sugary and tart. Hotspur blinked and gave it back.

“Wolf,” Ianta said affectionately.

Hotspur opened her mouth, but did not yet know if she counted Ianta Oldcastle enemy or ally. For Hotspur, there was little in between.

Ianta said, “You should decide if her attention is going to make you angry, or make you happy. Both together will drive her mad, and we cannot afford a mad prince.”

“I have to decide? She is the one who …” Hotspur stopped at the look in Ianta’s eyes. The old knight had been fishing for information, and Hotspur had just provided it. She bared her teeth. “You watch out, Ianta Oldcastle.”

“For Hal, always.”

Hotspur did not sleep soundly. She tossed in her narrow bed, ground her fists into her eyes, and wished she had something to punch. When she did doze, her dreams were rampant with war—but not sex, thank the saints.

At dawn she launched out of her room and had been stretched and working with her horse for an hour before anyone else appeared.

When Hal had arrived, Hotspur glanced hopefully at her, then away, hiding her face until the prince wandered on. Hotspur ought to march over and demand another kiss—no, an explanation. She didn’t need pity kisses.

Burying her face against the strong muscles of her horse’s neck, Hotspur felt a prick of fear.

“Hotspur,” Banna Mora called. “Come show me the underarm twist you used to disarm Belavias two days ago.”

Hotspur gathered herself and said, “It will be harder for you, because you’re taller.”

Mora said nothing else, only tossed Hotspur a practice sword.

“Did you work on this with Vindus?” Mora asked when they paused to dip water from the well. “He used some similar footwork, seeming to retreat before a strong blow as if he were unconcerned with appearance, only winning, and I admired it. Or perhaps all Persys have this way in your blood.”

Hotspur said, “Yes, we learned the basics together, and I suppose it’s a bit of both.”

The lady of the March nodded, glancing up at the sky: it was streaked with white-gray clouds but would not rain. A cool breeze fell against their cheeks.

Though Mora would never admit so aloud, she very clearly missed Vin.

“You were lovers?” Hotspur asked. She’d suspected but not known.

“We were.”

“So you think …  it’s all right to have another knight for a …  lover?”

“Of course. Better a knight than a footman or attendant, or someone with so much less power that neither can find comfort. Are you looking for a lover? You’re nineteen?”

“Just,” she whispered.

“A merchant’s son, perhaps, or one of the queen’s many cousins. Though you ought to take care with fellow nobility—marriage will always be a consideration. And get yourself prophylactics. You can have a lover when you’re a lady knight, but not a baby.”

Hotspur bit her lip, thinking about that kiss. If she got what she was nearly certain she wanted, she wouldn’t need to worry about quite a few things.

“But you said another knight.” Banna Mora moved closer, taking her mentoring role very seriously. “Is there one who’s caught your eye? I haven’t noticed you …  oh.”

Hotspur’s freckled cheeks blushed, and she inadvertently fluttered her eyes as she looked away.

“Did Hal proposition you?” Mora demanded, but gently. “She flirts with fence posts, you know.”

“It is wrong?” Hotspur burst out.

“Does it feel wrong?”

Squirming, Hotspur said, “Maybe we should fight again.”

Mora agreed, but as they took their stances, she said, “Hotspur …  Isarna. It’s only wrong if it feels wrong. Or if Hal pushes you where you would not go.”

Hotspur wrinkled her nose and shook her head in denial; as if anyone could make her do a thing she did not want to do. She attacked suddenly, and after a flurry of back and forth, locked her sword with Mora’s and said, “Don’t call me Isarna out of tenderness.”

With a laugh, Mora freed herself and pressed her advantage.

That night, near midnight, Hal gently shook Hotspur awake, leaning close to whisper in her ear, “Don’t make a sound, and come with me.”

Though exhausted from the calisthenics she had put herself through before bed, hoping to sleep hard—which Hotspur had been, or Hal never would’ve slipped unnoticed into her room—she silently pulled on jacket and trousers and boots and followed Hal through the corridors of the keep.

“Where are we going?” she whispered once they were outside.

Hal smiled, and in the moonlight her eyes were vivid black pools against her white skin. “Shhh!”

The prince led the knight across the midnight courtyard and into the trees. They walked along a deer path cutting narrowly through the underbrush. When they were what Hal deemed sufficiently distant from the keep, she said, “We are going to find the witch tree.”

Hotspur nearly laughed. It was a ridiculous mission, but this was the first time Hal had chosen Hotspur for antics. Thin moonlight flickered as they passed under leaves. Shadows pulled in blurry shapes all around, frogs sang, and crickets, too. She and Hal moved quietly, though their shoulders brushed young trees with little whispers, and spring-green blackberry brambles snapped back.

“Listen for her heartbeat,” Hal said, pausing suddenly. She was taller, and bent her head toward Hotspur’s so her loose black hair fell like shadows around her face. “Remember?”

“I do,” Hotspur whispered, though it was her own heartbeat she could hear.

Hal touched a finger to Hotspur’s collar where the skin was exposed. “Buh-dum, buh-dum, buh-dum.”

Hotspur swatted her hand away. “I said I remember.”

“It’s said,” Hal said merrily, walking on, but with a glance back over her shoulder so Hotspur could see the flash of a smile, “that if two people meet under a witch tree, when the moon is high, their promises will last forever.”

It was a half-moon tonight, only just risen, sending oblong streaks through the trees.

Hotspur reached forward and brushed her fingers against the nape of Hal’s neck. The tips of her fingers tingled, and Hotspur drew a long, quiet breath.

They said no more, but their movements became part of the midnight forest, the rhythm of it all, and Hotspur wished to stop Hal and touch her again.

Some two miles from the keep, they walked out of the trees onto the bank of the Whiteglass River.

“Oops,” Hal said. “I guess I was listening to the gall of the river, not the heart of a witch tree.”

Hotspur laughed. Loudly. This was exactly where Hal had intended to bring her. The river rushed, catching moonlight and pulling it into the water with little reflecting ripples. Against the rocky bank, tiny whitecaps sloshed. They were south of where the royal road bent away from the Whiteglass.

“Hotspur,” said Hal. She took both of Hotspur’s hands, pulling their bodies flush together.

“Look up,” the prince whispered.

The sky glowed with stars: bright silver, white and pink and yellow, pinpricks of illusory color, a rainbow shattered and tossed into billions of points. There the half-moon, a chunk of magic that hung, only the saints knew how, so near one could count its gray freckles and pockmarked shadows. Hotspur took a deep breath, her body filling up with a sensation she hardly knew how to name: awe, peace, longing. Love, maybe.

And then Hal kissed her a second time.




ROWAN

Innis Lear, early autumn

ROWAN LEAR WAS more attuned to the whims and will of his island than any who had ever lived, and thus he alone recognized the ghost for exactly what it was.

He’d been aware of her for years—first as a goblin story told to frighten children into behaving (If you don’t come inside this instant, the Ashling Lady will steal you away and hide you beneath the roots until you are dead!) and later as an unsettling voice in the wind, not quite in rhythm with the rest of the island.

She was a discordant wail, a note of Innis Lear’s melody gone sharp.

Unlike most parental threats, and unlike the slippery, disinterested spirits that flitted and ducked between shadows in the White Forest, the Ashling ghost did sometimes murder children. First she seduced them, lulling them into a fantasy of comfort and friendship, then she grew jealous of their other loves, and finally she drew the child into the darkness of night with longing words and dancing lights. Until the child tripped over a cliff or became caught in the river and drowned.

Over the years parents began weaving garlands of thin ash branches to hook over their babies’ rockers, to show the Ashling Lady their children already loved her. Perhaps it kept some safe, perhaps not. Rowan was inclined to believe that performing love never satisfied anybody, but a ghost was nobody, and magic liked a sympathetic display.

Because the island did not worry overmuch about the Ashling ghost, Rowan did not, either—until he was eighteen and she tried to kill him.

Rowan had been the heir to the hemlock crown from the moment he was born to the queen’s sister—the queen herself choosing to remain childless. He’d spoken the language of trees before he said his first words of Learish, a thing his father, Earl Glennadoer, resented strongly enough to forbid Rowan the whispering tree tongue whenever he lived in the north with the earl’s people. (And Rowan was doubly forbidden from revealing this stricture to his mother or aunt.) The Glennadoers had been cursed for generations never to birth strong magic in their line, and the arrival of Rowan ought to have been viewed as an end to such malediction. Except that Rowan was a boy, and for a hundred years only queens had taken up the hemlock crown, since the last king’s broken mind had nearly broken the island, too.

It put young Rowan in a strange position: the hopes of the entire Learish people rested on his not falling to madness. He fought the pressure by giving himself entirely to Innis Lear, stealing secretly away to eat hemlock under the stars. He survived only by the grace of the rootwaters, and the winds named him their Poison Prince for his devotion. Though the islanders did not know why he’d earned the appellation, they liked their prince’s dangerous nickname. Rowan became the island’s vessel: he bled for the rootwaters, he breathed for the wind, he understood the calculations of star prophecy, and he worked every spare moment to be exactly as the island wished.

This meant that—as well as being Solas’s heir—Rowan ended up serving as translator, priest, judge, farmer, or shepherd if someone required it of him. He also strove to meet his father’s pitiless expectations, becoming, too, a warrior. Though not so bearish and brutal as a Glennadoer should be, Rowan had mastered sword, bow, and some tricks of battle magic by the time he was an adult.

But dedication to being the best king Innis Lear had ever seen left little space for friendships.

If asked, Rowan might have said he was content with the companionship he had, counting on the roses in the queen’s garden at Dondubhan, a small book written by Elia the Dreamer, the island itself—and Connley Errigal.

It was for Connley that the Ashling ghost tried to kill the Poison Prince of Innis Lear.

The two young men were friends firstly because they both were wizards; the sort who balanced each other perfectly. While Rowan acted always with purpose, moving in tandem with roots and stars toward a future approved by Innis Lear, Connley lived in moments. Like the wind, he was one thing against the shimmering leaves of birch and another pressed to the black stones of the Summer Seat. He smelled of whatever nature surrounded him, changed the tune of his sighs often, and was always in motion: a slight sway as he sat upon a bench in the great hall, fingers tapping one after another, pacing slow steps along the coastal road for no reason other than refusing to still or settle. Butterflies drifted in his wake, and he often fell to sleep embraced by the roots of a tree instead of recalling where to find his bed.

While Rowan was a practical wizard—suiting a prince—Connley earned a reputation for stranger witchcraft. Perhaps because he tended to wander and appear where he most was needed.

Or perhaps because he was beloved by the Ashling ghost, and accepted her mark with serenity.

As the younger child of Corius of the March and Cealla Errigal, both of whom died when he was but five years old, Connley was a lonely boy. He was thin and gangly, with bright tan skin of mixed Third Kingdom ancestry and deep brown curls, hazel eyes more green than brown, round and perpetually wide over his broad cheeks. He rarely smiled, though his expression usually fell toward a wondering, curious state rather than anything too serious or frowning. And always beneath those attentive eyes a line of black ashes was drawn, down like tears toward his jaw. The mark of the Ashling Lady.

Rowan knew Conn had heard her yearning song before he even knew what it meant, and that he never had minded giving his love to the Ashling ghost. “She is sad, and I comfort her somewhat,” Conn said to Rowan once, when the prince was sixteen and Connley thirteen. It had not satisfied Rowan, but as long as Innis Lear said no word to him that he should cast out the Ashling or bind her away from Connley, Rowan supposed the condition would hold.

The two young men met often at the Summer Seat, or at the rootwell in the White Forest, and always when the royal family tended upon Queen’s Keep at the southwestern tip of the island, where swords of Errigal steel were forged. Because both young men spoke the language of trees fluently, they were able to hold some conversations in secret. Connley would drift away to the wilderness with a handful of holy bones, and Rowan would follow in order to explain to Conn the political ramifications of their casting. Or Rowan would take Connley by the wrist up to the roof of the Keep and show him the pattern of the stars and how the island winds pushed clouds across this star or that constellation in order to aid Rowan in the wording of a new prophecy. They learned to bend tree branches together for a temporary shelter and how to send messages through a flock of birds, the way of soothing a ragged storm and why some flowers bloomed in Connley’s footsteps and others latched on to Rowan’s hair with their sharp thorns to ask for his blood. Connley could silently coax a tree to shed rotten bark; Rowan chattered with the crows and learned jokes from them.

The Ashling Lady joined them sometimes, soothing to Connley and like a creeping worm up Rowan’s spine. The younger man would relax and smile at a secret she told him; the older would listen to the anxiety with which the trees murmured back and forth, aware of the chill in the air. Innis Lear disapproved of the ghost, that was certain, but never did a thing about her. Perhaps it could not (a thought which did not occur to Rowan for several more years).

And for her part, the Ashling ignored Rowan until the day he kissed Connley.

They’d been repairing a section of stone wall near the village of Hartfare in the White Forest, and they had gotten it into their heads that they might find a perfectly shaped stone of pink granite if they raced to the sparflower meadow. For once, the idea had not come from roots or wind or stars, merely their own desire for exploration. Eighteen then, Rowan was finding it more and more rare to have an afternoon of liberty. Because of this exceptional license, he felt ready for something that day. What he did not know—until they achieved the meadow with its scatter of tiny white sparflowers, where floating dandelion seeds gave the warm summer air a quality of otherworldliness. Neither he nor Connley wore much because of the heat, only trousers, and in Rowan’s case a loose sleeveless vest in dark blue that opened over his chest; in Connley’s case merely a leather thong from which hung two tawny ghost owl primary feathers.

Connley crouched in the meadow with his hands steepled against the earth and his dark curls a soft halo around his face, and Rowan realized what he was ready for.

He had considered it occasionally—sex, that is—and usually with Connley as his partner in exploration. That day the Poison Prince was so taken with the image of slender, dark Connley communing with the island flowers that he strode across the meadow and put his hand into Conn’s thick hair. He gripped it, hard, and slowly pulled a surprised Connley to his feet. Conn’s lips parted as he met Rowan’s passionate gaze.

Rowan used the leverage of his greater strength and height to draw Connley against him, then kissed him openly, eagerly, firmly.

Startled, it took the younger wizard a moment to respond; then he dug his fingers into Rowan’s ribs and smiled into the kiss.

The Ashling ghost screamed.

Because of her liminal existence, Rowan had never heard her voice fully before—the ghost was a whisper he could not quite parse, a breeze twisting counter to the gusting urgency of the island wind. But with his lips against Connley’s and their naked chests pressed together, her voice could be heard clearly:

Mine mine mine!

And then came a shriek more furious than an autumn gale, and it pierced the meadow, tearing away at the summer warmth.

Connley jerked back, but Rowan curled his fingers into a fist, still gripping the younger man’s hair.

The prince replied in the language of trees, He is not yours, Ashling bitch.

“Rowan,” Connley chided, his expression pained.

Rowan let go and Connley turned away, hands out placatingly. Rowan still tasted the flavor of Connley’s tongue.

My Connley. Mine, the Ashling Lady hissed. Cold, ghostly fingers slashed across Rowan’s face. He stomped his foot upon the meadow grass and shoved his hand against the air, palm flat. The gesture pulled at the wind and sliced through her wails, because he was the Poison Prince of Innis Lear.

Connley, the ghost said again.

“I’m sorry, Rowan,” Connley said mournfully. In the language of trees he said, Lady, do not fear him, or that you might lose me. I am yours. He brought one finger to the streak of ashes on his right cheek, as if to remind her he wore her tears.

That afternoon Rowan had conceded, leaving Connley in the meadow with his haunt, but as he stalked back to Hartfare the prince vowed to discover a way to neutralize her before she murdered his friend.

But in the heart of the night, as Rowan Lear slept on a low straw bed inside the duke of Hartfare’s summer cottage, he suddenly could not breathe.

The air in his throat froze, thickening with frost and bile, and Rowan woke, clawing at his neck. He flung himself out of bed, wide eyed, mouth moving open and closed: he could not whisper even in the language of trees. The ghost wrapped her cold spirit around him, pricking his skin and hardening his bones. Rowan charged outside, throwing himself through doorways and into the garden. He fell to his knees, and with sheer will controlled his body’s struggle to breathe. Head aching, he crawled along the furrowed earth, shouldering through rows of leeks and pumpkin vines, until he found the well at the edge of the yard.

Rowan used dirt-covered fingers to dig into his mouth, pulling at the frozen threads of magic. He tore them out, gagging, yet still could not breathe. Hissing laughter burned in his ears, skittering over his cheeks and his bare back like tiny whips.

But the Ashling ghost did not know of the bargain Rowan Lear had made with the rootwaters when he was only a child: at his distress, the well answered. Cold water seeped up through the stones, up through the earth itself, soaking the ground all around him and turning it to mud.

As his vision blackened to blotchy shadows so different from the nighttime darkness, Rowan used the rootwater mud to slap hash-marks in the language of trees across his chest, collar, and throat. Open, he wrote, and breath of wind and then his own name, which was as much a name of magic as hers. Rowan. Ash. Both part of Innis Lear.

And then he could breathe again. Then he was free.

Rowan Lear rolled onto his back in the holy mud and promised himself and the stars twinkling overhead, beyond the tall trees of the White Forest, that he would discover the true name of this monstrous ghost.

As with most things, her vulnerability was hidden within her love: her true name was a mystery Rowan solved by first contemplating the name of the one she loved best. Connley Errigal.

Three weeks later, Rowan summoned the Ashling ghost by her true name, told her he knew what she was, and if she ever went against him, or against the interests of Innis Lear, he would destroy her.

IN THE FIVE years since that night, the Poison Prince and the ghost had maintained their uneasy truce.

Today, it was a different tension that drew Rowan out of the Summer Seat and to the half circle of standing stones known as Lear’s Teeth. Recently, across Innis Lear, every star priest, every person who heard the voice of the wind or read the prophecies of the stars, saw the same stars in every message. Though the prophecies and blessings ranged in topic—what children would be born before the Longest Night, or when it next would rain, and how long it would take the earl of Rosrua’s son to reach the Third Kingdom—ever since that rebel queen had risen in Aremoria and Rowan had cast her a prophecy, tucked within every new prophecy were a trio of constellations that rarely appeared together.

The Dragon of the North.

The Lion of War.

The Wolf Star.

The wind itself had whispered into Rowan’s ear of this strange communion, and the warning had echoed from the mouth of his young cousin Era Star-Seer, a prodigy in the science of augury. Even his mother, Ryrie Lear, had seen visions of these three creatures in the woven threads of her loom. Queen Solas said to Rowan, “When it is time for us to know, we will,” and dismissed the worry. That was Solas Lear’s way: she knew the temper of Innis Lear and refused to act upon dire prophecy without clarity or a goal of her own—to do otherwise unbalanced the world. At her nephew’s telling frown, she only added, “Until we do know, we will watch, and listen.”

Nothing in her words forbade Rowan following his anxiety, and so he came out to Lear’s Teeth on the night of the autumnal equinox to draw a massive star chart.

Set at the pinnacle of a cliff overlooking the glassy gray ocean, Lear’s Teeth were seven granite stones, rough with pale moon lichen, uneven and sharp at the top so they cut up against the sunset. The stones smiled in a crescent, half a circle ready to mark the edges of Rowan’s chart.

He was, as a grown man, tall, lean, and well-muscled from labor and warcraft, with white skin that gilded in the sun but never freckled, and long white-blond hair. His eyes were coppery brown with flecks of gray, the set of his jaw elegant and square. Celestial tattoos and the hash-mark scars of wizardry decorated his chest, belly, and arms, and Rowan always dotted a daily constellation against his stomach or cheek or forehead with white clay.

The twilight sun poured vivid orange arrows against the western sea and opened the curtains for stars, and Rowan dropped the leather bag from his shoulder, removed his boots and long jacket, his shirt and the small braids from his hair. He pulled from a pocket three crushed hemlock petals and quickly ate them, eyes lifting to the sky and lips murmuring a song for the wind. He knelt, body tense, and studied his internal world as it slowed and drained away, as the poison began its work. Just before he reached the point of paralysis, Rowan took up a small pouch of rootwater filled this afternoon from the well in the rose courtyard, and he drank a sip.

With rootwater on his tongue and hemlock in his blood, Rowan whispered in the language of trees, Your will be done.

He lived.

And when he felt his energy blaze again, Rowan fetched the leather bag that leaned against the base of the central standing stone. Using Lear’s Teeth as half his circle, he dug iron spikes into the earth to mark the edges of a full starfield, then looped long undyed threads of wool around the whole of it. He scattered salt and the ashes of summer leaves in four directions and then began the painstaking process of drawing constellations with chalk dust and white clay. His movements were a dance as he avoided smearing the stars: he marked the Dragon of the North, the Lion of War, the Wolf Star—though this time of year the Dragon barely appeared until late, late in the night, and the Wolf Star was a spring star. He marked Saint Terestria, his birth star, the Salmon and Summer Throne, and twenty-one more constellations.

With thin wool lace and strings of butterfly wings that shed orange and blue scales upon his fingers, Rowan carefully put clouds across his earthen sky, set the direction of the wind and the angle of those final golden rays of daylight. With blood cut from just below his left collarbone, he marked the thin crescent moon that chased the setting sun.

This work showed Rowan basic prophecies, questions to probe further, and a scatter of answers.

But Rowan wanted more. From his bag he took out a bone-carved box and dropped nine holy bones into the palm of his hand. Three of black horn, three of gleaming seashell, and three of polished oakheart. The Poison Prince planted his feet at the southern edge of the starfield and closed his eyes. This is a prophecy for Rowan Lear, your vessel, he said in the language of trees.

The island wind replied, Poison Prince! Rowan of Worms!

He threw the holy bones in an arc and listened as the wind trilled loudly enough that he did not hear the smaller bones as they hit the earth. The air smelled of salt and thin smoke, and tendrils of his hair caught in the wind, stroking his shoulders and neck.

Turning, Rowan immediately saw the seashell bones had landed each upon the Dragon, the Lion, and the Wolf.

The remaining six bones spelled out a prophecy he’d waited more than ten years to see:

Begin.




HERE IS HOW an earth saint is made:

The king is old, and dying. He dozes upon a plain chair on the balcony outside his study, too tired even to replay moments of his life or to analyze his choices and mistakes and triumphs as he was wont to do in stronger years. His country is not at war and the harvest proceeds well across the land: that is enough today. Occasionally, though, he thinks he hears his name called out, the nickname nobody uses anymore, because he is too much venerated by those who remain.

As the violet tongue of twilight licks against the roses carved into the balcony rail, something steps from nothing, there at the first edge of shadows.

The something is a man, or looks like a man. Small and rough, he bears his shoulders like a soldier, but wears a green silk jacket cut out of fashion, from an era as old as this king. His hair tangles in little braids and knots around bone-and-horn charms; his mouth relaxes in a natural frown; his eyes are muddy, dappled forest ponds. Flecks of silver haunt his black pupils. Perhaps he is an earth saint, but he is entirely alive: their agent, then, their hand in the world of wind and stars.

For a long while he studies the old king, waiting as shadows lengthen across the balcony to kiss the king’s slippered toes. Age bends deep lines around the king’s closed eyes, has painted his beard white. What remains of his hair is hidden beneath a plain wool cap that is nothing like a crown.

The stranger shifts forward along with the evening shadows and the old king snaps open his eyes. Their fierce blue catches on to the stranger, and he says, “It’s you.”

Not a stranger after all.

“It’s me,” the shadow man whispers, kneeling beside his old king.

“Did she come with you?” The king peers beyond, searching.

“She remains on Innis Lear, always.”

The king’s eyes drift closed again, and he grips the arms of his chair. “Yes. I know. I should have been there when she died.”

The other has no comfort to offer.

“Her sister did it,” the king whispers, an undercurrent of anger charging his helplessness. “Called her name again and again until she couldn’t resist. I knew. I ought to have been there, how could I not have been there?”

But that is an impossibility: her sisters died long before she did. The old king’s memories play against one another, muddled and changeable. The shadow man touches his king’s knee, the most he can give.

At the touch, the king looks up again. “You are so young.”

“Nearly as old as you,” the shadow man answers sourly.

That makes the king smile. He was so fond of this fox in his youth. It’s good of Aremoria to send a familiar spirit to him now.

The shadow man asks, “Are you ready?”

“I’m tired, yes.”

“Then come.”

The king’s jagged pulse slows as he lets go, not eager, but accepting. The sun is gone and the wind smells tenderly of roses from the gardens below.

At exactly the moment the old king dies, the shadow man puts his hand over the king’s chest and pushes. They fall back into shadows and vanish.

THERE IS LIGHT inside shadows: silver-gray and even, without cracks or variation.

THE TWO FALL out again but not into wind or stars; into the rootworld where earth saints dance, velvety and sharp toothed, beautiful and monstrous. They reach out to welcome this chosen king, who is already so much a part of them by intention and blood and spirit. Dead and alive, both and neither, drifting in between.

Only the court of earth saints can make a new earth saint, filling his mouth with shadows and turning his bones to misty moonlight; the old king loses his name, and his memories are their memories now, and the memories of Aremoria. The king is the land, they say, but not all kings—only the ones the earth saints choose.

ONCE ON INNIS Lear an earth saint was almost born: drawn alive into the rootworld, enfolded by ash trees and willpower and desperation, she transformed but could not be reborn—not on Innis Lear, where there are no saints to sing her bones into moonlight or pour shadows down her throat. The rootwaters cannot do it alone. She is half of one world, half of another, and clings to what she lost: love, a name, her almost-children.

She is a haunting, an unsettled specter of Innis Lear’s past. She cries out in the wailing wind, yearning, confused, and she disturbs even the strong magic of Innis Lear.

DEEP IN THE rootworld of Aremoria, the earth saints put a crown upon the old king’s head, made of roots and worms and ancient pearls, and when they stand in their circle, every crown is a jewel in the larger crown: thus is the earth saints’ court a system of intentions, whispers, hope, and hungry shadows. They are weaker than they used to be, always weakening since their magic was cleaved away by a furious wizard a thousand years ago. This is the end of their strength, to make this last new saint.

He will matter in the days to come, for the earth saints have sensed an opportunity creeping nearer and nearer, as new kings and new queens rise and fall. This is a long trick they play, to end their fading doom and regain their stolen magic. To take it back from Innis Lear. For that, they need a wizard, or two. One to break open the star roads again, and one to anchor the roots of sleepy Aremore trees into a singular voice.

But there are no wizards in Aremoria. The earth saints will have to make one.




BANNA MORA

Lionis, late autumn

IN ONLY ONE place did Banna Mora of the March feel safe to slide the Blood and the Sea onto her forefinger. It was a small tower room, high in a turret crowning the riverside parapet of Lionis Palace. Cubbies and shelves lined the stone walls, stuffed with rolled pennants and crisp orange Aremore flags. Tapestries were folded inside stacked pine boxes and carved trunks, and the entire room smelled heavily of lavender and rosemary to keep the mice away. Mora liked to climb the ladder and close the trapdoor behind her. Alone, she’d sit on one of the trunks, knees pulled up, surrounded by flags and symbols of Aremoria. There were a series of poles just outside the turret, visible from the Whiteglass River, and every morning a contingent of palace women raised the proper pennants to signal who was in residence.

Today, just below the glorious new crown-and-sun flag of the rebel queen, flew Hal’s purple flag with the lion and bluebell of Bolinbroke. Beneath that, the Westmore eagle snapped in the wind alongside the Blunt crossed-spears, and the striped flag of the Alsax. Lastly, there was Hotspur’s plain Red Castle. There’d been no green of Perseria, nor Mercian arms for weeks. And though the golden sheaf on its field of iron gray should have flown for the March, it was never ordered up. Saints forbid attention be drawn to Mora’s status.

She turned the thick band of the Blood and the Sea around and around her finger, barely able to see the glint of pearl and garnet in the light of the single candle set upon the floor.

This was her birthday, a month past Halfsies Day. She was twenty-three. It had been nearly half a year since she’d been a prince.

Last year for Mora’s birthday, Hal had surprised her with a small feast tucked inside her quarters, and dragged along a few of the Lady Knights. They’d gotten drunk and talked of nothing but gossip and recent theater and the weather and who might win at Rovassos’s tournament in the spring.

But today she was alone, and would be so unless she made herself otherwise. Who should she go to, though? Seeking out Ianta felt seditious, for though the woman had been convinced to return at Hal’s side from Tenne-Tiras, Ianta buried herself among the common folk, telling sack-fueled stories of her glory years. The other Lady Knights had been reassigned far and wide, Mora’s lover was dead, and Hal and Hotspur were single-minded in their affair. All Mora’s living family were across the sea on Innis Lear.

Sometimes still Mora considered returning to that rocky stump, but though it had borne her, it was not her home. Aremoria was, and had been since she was eight years old. Her hopes had blossomed here along with her muscles and will, along with her desires and fears and all her power. This sweet wind, these luscious forests, fertile hills, and sweeping valleys, the clearwater rivers and cycle of seasons one after another after another in regular fashion.

Mora ought to go north to the March and at least be alone on her own land. She ought to return to her room and have her best dress brought out, her hair oiled and braided, paint applied to her eyes and mouth and cheeks; she ought to give the true Blood and the Sea to Celedrix as ultimate proof of her loyalty. Fall onto her knees and swear her heart to the queen, then calmly ask for permission to go.

It would be enough. Banna Mora knew she could find pride in the work of holding the March: armed and in command, lady of her own lands, city, and castle. Eventually she might marry one of the Alsax or the oldest of the Everus sons, for they’d been on Celedrix’s side of the battle, and then Mora’s children would carry bloodlines always loyal. Mora could survive to be a grandmother, a respected commander of her own making.

She turned the Blood and the Sea around her finger again.

She could not live like this: no dragon existed forever in a cage, even if it was an elegant one, even if she could hide herself away as she did now, crouched over the palace as if it belonged to her. It did not belong to her.

Banna Mora was not a dragon.

The ring lived most days tucked into a small gilded box, beneath a false bottom. The box she kept on the hearth in her bedchamber with several similar in plain sight. It was an ember alive in her heart, dangerous to hold in the palm of her hand. Treason to even have it, worse to hide it. So long as she did, Mora kept alive a hope that one day she could wear it openly. But she could see no avenue to such reward, not with Celedrix powerful and surrounded by equally powerful friends.

Occasionally some daring younger son of a Rovassos loyalist would approach Banna Mora, to convince her to take advantage of Celeda’s vulnerable new government. Only yesterday a cousin of Aumerle had cornered her and whispered a rumor he’d heard that Celedrix had murdered Vindus and Devrus of Mercia in order to undercut the power of Vindomata and so that she could marry her own daughter to a prince of the Third Kingdom. This cousin had said, to Mora and others, that Celedrix already had sent messages to her allies in the desert, and by this time next year Prince Hal would have a husband not of Mercia. And how could Vindomata be angry, for her sons both were dead?

Convenient.

Mora disliked to think of an assassin cutting Vindus down as he fought at Hal’s side. It was hard to imagine what had gotten the best of him fairly, despite Mora knowing anyone could take a mortal blow, no matter their skill or strength, when the moment came. Though she’d not been in love with Vin, she’d assumed he would one day be her king. A fair assumption, never needing further analysis, because Mora had never once imagined losing her place. Losing her future. Her identity.

And this present life killed her slowly. The restrictions on her behavior, her voice, her heart—all of it chafed Mora raw. She could not disagree with anything, not act for her own benefit, nor even for a friend without casting a shadow upon them. She could not be herself, she could not be strong.

Banna Mora thrust to her feet, jerking the Blood and the Sea off her finger. No more sitting feeling sorry for herself. She had to act: that was the only way forward.

If the Blood and the Sea were the thing giving her hope, tying her to the past, she had to get rid of it.

She stuffed the ring back into the inner pocket of her gown, just under the collar of the bodice. Hooking her finger in the trapdoor’s latch, she threw it open and blew out the candle.

Cold wind carried the murmur of Lionis Palace to her ears, the constant, rough noise of humanity, and the scent of the river. Mora strode along the ramparts, past a few palace guards taking a break from duty. She lifted her skirt to hurry down the tower stairs, then continued purposefully through the airy corridors of the palace.

Once, these corridors had belonged to her. The marble and pale limestone, the pillars and polished wood panels, the carved windows and balustrades, the peaked arches and sitting rooms, the paintings and statues and gardens. All of it. Hers.

Mora slowed to touch the smooth curve of the wall and breathe in the pine and clove smell of a fresh wreath hanging there. Winter smells, the air of home.

This would be the end. She was choosing it, not Hotspur. Not the Wolf of Aremoria.

The next palace page she saw, Mora asked after Prince Hal. A moment later another page dashed up to her with the news Hal was in her bedchamber. At midafternoon.

Banna Mora set her jaw and did not pause to speak with the few courtiers she knew and liked, nor did she bother to nod at those she mistrusted. Usually she did both, knowing her life depended on maintaining a careful balance of independence and humility. When Rovassos was king, Mora had enjoyed the game, lived for the intricate dance of loyalty. Now it grated on her, offensive and wounding.

The current heir to the throne of Aremoria kept her rooms in an old study, transformed incompletely into a bedchamber and sitting room. Mora knocked to no response. Flattening her hand, she pounded with the heel and called Hal’s name. When again there came no answer, Mora grasped the handle and shoved open the door.

Light poured into the study from the tall balcony windows, illuminating the large room as it had always been, but for new purple hangings and a rather more complete set of wine and liquor bottles on one of the bookshelves. Books were stacked on the sofa, several half open, and a crumb-covered plate waited on the round table to be cleaned, beside a cup fallen on its side, the dregs of dark wine staining its rim.

Mora frowned and closed the door, then went to the small arch and stepped down into the bedchamber itself.

Hal Bolinbroke, Prince of Aremoria, was sprawled facedown and sideways across the bed. Pillows had slumped on the floor, the quilt was mussed beneath her, and one boot still clung to her foot. The hearth was black. Hal’s back swelled slowly, stopped, and deflated, then did it again, more raggedly. Mora stared.

The prince was a mess. Mora understood the responsibility was hard; the meetings, duties, and conflicting agendas were enough to need a drink or a fuck to sleep at night. But Hal had Hotspur. Hal had friends, and had her mother home. She had her charm and skills. The new prince needed to quash this inner turmoil—whatever it was keeping her from standing, from trying harder.

When they were younger, Hal had sometimes become inconsolable for a time. Deep sorrow, morbid thinking, and a yearning for impossible things had coated her spirit, dampening it and putting her in bed sometimes for days. Mora had believed it a childish malady that would be cured by adulthood and responsibilities—and especially by her mother’s safe return. As a child, Hal could afford her moods. As a prince, the heir to a powerful kingdom, she could not.

Just as Mora opened her mouth to wake Hal, the prince groaned. Her body shuddered and she groaned again. Softly, desperately. The pace of her breath tightened and drew shallow.

A nightmare.

“Hal,” Mora said.

Hal whimpered and dragged her fists toward her chest, pulling the quilt with her.

“Hal.”

The prince’s lips parted for another soft cry, and her eyes popped open. Sitting, Hal spun onto her knees, staring around as if unaware of her surroundings.

Mora remained still, hands turned out in peace. “Hal, you’re safe, you’re in your bed.”

“Worms,” Hal gasped. She closed her eyes and drew in several long, deep breaths. “Mora,” she croaked. “What are you— Oh, sun and stars, Mora. I don’t—I don’t know how to do this.”

The prince of Aremoria bent forward, hands atop her head, twisting her fingers in her hair. Those shoulders trembled again, but with a sob.

Mora frowned. She stepped nearer but was uncertain what to say.

Hal wiped her face, then swayed as if dizzy. A strange stillness cut the air of the bedroom, and then Hal dove toward the side of her bed, gripped the mattress, and vomited onto the floor.

Disgusted, Mora crossed her arms over her chest.

“I’m sorry,” Hal whispered, wiping her mouth. She stumbled up, reached for an old shirt thrown over the back of a chair, and wiped her entire face.

Mora went for the pitcher of water. It sloshed half full, and she flung open the trunk beneath the small square window and dragged out another shirt. She dumped the water on it, and brought it all back to Hal.

“Come here,” Mora said, gripping Hal’s arm and pulling her to the foot of the bed, away from the splatter of thin pinkish vomit. Mora touched the wet shirt to her friend’s forehead and the back of her neck. She gave the shirt to Hal and, with a prim sigh, perched on the mattress, then gathered up the mess of Hal’s black braid. Unlacing the tie at the end, Mora carefully loosened the hair and combed it with her fingers. She held it carefully, watching the flush fade from Hal’s cheeks.

The prince breathed into the wet shirt, mopped it down her neck, and then dropped it to the floor atop the splatter of vomit.

It smothered some of the acrid smell.

“I’ll send for a bath,” Mora said.

“Wait.” Hal reached for her hand. “I don’t— Mora, I’m sorry.”

The tremor in the prince’s voice, and the gentle grief, infuriated Banna Mora.

“For what, Hal?” she demanded. “Being a drunkard? Many kings are so. Nightmares? Everyone has nightmares. But you learn to leave them in bed. Or are you sorry for stealing everything that belonged to me? For never thinking about what your mother was doing to me and to us? What is it you’re sorry for, Hal Bolinbroke?”

The prince tilted her splotchy face up to Mora’s. She shook her head slightly. “For not being able to give it back to you. I don’t—I don’t want it.”

“You don’t …  want it.” Mora wanted to scream. It had been part of Mora’s heart and spirit, her dreams and her destiny, and Hal dismissed it so easily as something one could want.

“Mother told me yesterday—we have to solidify the line of inheritance immediately. She already—already arranged it. There’s a prince from the Third Kingdom, of course, who she knows well, and it’s already done. I’ve been engaged for months and didn’t even know it.”

Mora went cold, thinking of that Aumerle cousin and his accusation that Celedrix had murdered Vindus because she never intended a marriage alliance with Mercia.

Hal didn’t stop, digging her fingers into her mess of hair. “Married this time next year! And—pregnant fast. Saints, I’m—I’m going to throw up again.”

“She’s right,” Mora said softly—a softness of danger, of gathering storm clouds, not tenderness or friendship. “Instability is the greatest threat to Celedrix’s rule right now. It’s your responsibility, Prince.”

“I can’t— I don’t want to be responsible for Aremoria! I don’t want to command or rule. I don’t want to have to choose who lives and dies—I can’t see something like that—like that again. I only ever wanted to be your knight. I want to never live in terror that everyone is thinking how best to cut my head off, or murder my mother. And Hotspur! Saints and worms, I dreamed it was her, dead in my arms. All my dreams are dreams of death, Mora. Bloody or stupid, I don’t …  I don’t want it.”

To Mora’s horror, tears blazed behind her own eyes, threatening to spike out. “It’s yours, though. I thought you were stronger than this. I’d never have knighted you—made you my first!—if I’d suspected how you’d shatter under pressure. How dare you let all of us down. Better to be defeated by a worthy opponent than—than—” Mora flung her hand out.

“This,” Hal finished for her. “Me.”

“Yes.” Mora stood. She backed away. Her hands shook. The Blood and the Sea burned at her breast. How could she entrust it to this creature before her? Hal was too selfish, too afraid to lead. Broken. She would let Aremoria fall to pieces.

Mora could not give over the Blood and the Sea like some kind of benediction.

She turned and left without another word, nearly running into Hotspur as she exited.

“Mora,” the knight said, startled enough to step back.

“Help Hal get her shit together, Hotspur Perseria,” Mora snarled, “or she’ll have to face me one day, and my sword.”

The lady of the March shoved past the knight, heart thudding beneath her ribs, hard, dull: a death knell.

The death of hope, and the death of Aremoria beneath Hal Bolinbroke’s wretched hand.




HOTSPUR

Lionis, winter

THE FIRST WINTER of Celedrix’s reign was mild, but Hotspur remembered the strife.

Lionis Palace was a mess of agendas and politics, factions and families vying for new authority and the queen’s favor; there were enemies to be rooted out, alliances to be made and remade, executions to perform, petty squabbles, gossip, defense concerns and messages from the least secure borders. Hotspur acted as the prince’s chief of security, as well as Hal’s right hand, and consulted with the generals in the war room on strategies for holding the north and east against the perpetual Diotan raids and the press of the Rusrike. Hotspur was constantly on her feet, rushing from meeting to dinner to the garrison to her own shift at Hal’s side, to something appalling like a dress fitting. The formal occasions were the worst, required as she was to converse calmly or even flirt—her best flirtation happened in the form of single combat—or stand for hours at a time at Hal’s shoulder while Hal in turn stood at her mother’s. Rarely did Hotspur find a moment’s quiet, even with the prince, for when they did manage to slam together they rarely chose to relax.

Despite being pulled in so many directions, Hotspur was happy. Maybe she shouldn’t have been, given the state of the country’s politics, and the delicate, torturous war of words that slowly established Celedrix. How could Hotspur be happy in spite of her mother’s crawling recovery and her aunt’s grief and anger, or especially in the face of Hal’s constant, violent dreams? But through it all a golden thread wove itself, luminous and constant and secured between the strong folds of Hotspur’s heart: she was in love.

Thank the saints and worm-eaters she was busy enough, or Hotspur might spend every moment glowing in Hal’s direction. She even sometimes thought gratefully on the fact that their affair came with an expiration date—else the potential of living so blissfully for the rest of her life might’ve overwhelmed her.

But for the time being, Hotspur couldn’t help but constantly contemplate the prince’s lips and talented fingers, biting her own tongue or surreptitiously ducking into an alcove to press her forehead against cold marble wall and try, try, try to calm down so she did not arrive flushed for a meeting with Commander Abovax or skip through a security briefing.

Any progress Hotspur made in managing her emotions and body were undone the instant she turned a corner and there was Hal, smiling like she’d been saved. That smile devastated Hotspur, especially when it blew away the shadows of stress under Hal’s dark eyes, or straightened her spine, like Hotspur was the only god Hal believed in.

Hotspur became skilled at discovering Hal’s hiding places, for the heir to the throne tended to disappear when not nailed down by witnesses or specific duty. The Princes’ Gallery was a favorite, though others could find her there so it tended to be an escape when she had only a few moments to breathe. The secondary kitchens were another favorite, and once Hotspur even discovered Hal kneading bread with a cap holding back her hair, covered in sweat and flour. The prince fled to the kennels occasionally, to pretend she was checking on the dogs and considering a plan for a winter hunt. The worst were the nights—and days—Hal slipped her guards and vanished from the palace itself. At least she only went to the Quick Sunrise to find Ianta and lose herself in cheap sack.

None of it bothered Hotspur much, for a soldier needed her outlets, and there was no mistaking that being thrust into the role of Aremore prince had forced Hal to front herself as if at war. The prince did her duty, charmed those Celedrix specifically instructed her to charm, and played her part with beauty if not grace. It was only that Hal did not seem to come into herself or find any mask of princedom to inhabit fully. None of it satisfied her. Instead, as the winter passed, Hal grew more and more hollow. More and more restless.

Oh, Hotspur doubted anyone noticed but her, and perhaps Ter Melia, who had known Hal the longest of all the palace guard. Ianta, surely, could see the difference, but Hotspur did not ask the sloppy knight; she suspected Ianta was a shell of herself, too.

It had been a blow, losing Mora.

Hotspur did not blame the lady for going home to the March, for needing to get far away from Lionis and the ghosts of all she’d lost. Even if Mora had remained, Hal could not rely upon someone else for strength—not Mora, and not Hotspur, either, not forever. Someday Hal would marry, and Hotspur would leave. Thus, Hal had to find her footing alone. There was no choice, not for a prince.

“Hal, tell me what you want most,” Hotspur said one night—morning, truly—as she escorted the prince home from the market district off the river that once had been prosperous with merchant families but now had given over to sailors’ haunts.

“You!” the prince laughed, breath puffing hot into the cold winter night. She tugged Hotspur to a stop and grasped her face. Hal’s kiss was clean and firm, despite her inebriation, and Hotspur let her have it, melting closer for warmth and pleasure. They kissed in the street, witnessed only by other late wanderers and the two royal soldiers who followed behind.

Dragging her mouth from Hal’s reluctantly, Hotspur smiled and nudged her lover on. “I mean for you, for Aremoria. What do you want to be? Or to—to happen?”

“Seriously?” Hal glanced down at Hotspur from the corner of her eyes.

“Absolutely serious. You can’t want things to remain as they are forever.”

“Some things,” Hal said softly, weaving her fingers with Hotspur’s.

At such moments, Hotspur wanted forever, too.

That early in the morning, Lionis held itself quiet, the wind gentle, if crisp. Hotspur kept her gaze ahead, watching through the dark for danger and to avoid puddles of frozen shit. Beside her, Hal smiled, relaxed in her city at night. At least Prince Hal had that going for her: she adored Lionis, every piss-stained gutter and moonlit cobblestone, every tucked-away gable and blue-painted door, the blacksmiths and cobblers and milliners. All the people. Hotspur admired it, not knowing how to expand her own love for Perseria—the rolling farmland, the creak of winter trees, the hard humor and constant readiness of the folk—to a city so filled with strangers.

At a corner, just before they turned onto a broader avenue that put them in a neighborhood of spreading manors and walled gardens, Hal paused, tugging Hotspur with her to the dim red glow of a small street altar. Tucked in a narrow alley that hardly could be called such a thing, and beneath an arch buttressing the two tall buildings, the altar was little more than a barrel that smelled of old wine. Its lid was covered in soft wax, and three candles had nearly burned out, melting together. Set between them was a wooden slab carved with a crude woman’s face wearing a crown. The queen. These street altars were supposed to be easy blessings, to focus people on Celedrix’s power and status. But someone had smeared black down her cheeks to make her into a version of Saint Halir, who had cried tears made of mud for some trespass Hotspur couldn’t remember. She’d never paid much attention to the varied earth saints and wizards of Aremoria’s ancient past. Until recently, she’d never had reason to care.

Hal touched the image, not quite lifting it out of the wax. “A story.”

“What?”

“That’s what I want. Is it too much to ask? I want to make a good story, one that will serve everyone. Make my mother proud, and my people, too.”

“I think you should work to make your family and people proud, and let historians worry about telling a good story.”

Hal shook her head. “I think we shape our own stories. We must. Especially if we don’t fit into stories as we’re supposed to.” The prince kissed Hotspur lightly, and Hotspur understood with a weight in her stomach what Hal meant: her. Them, together. They didn’t fit as they were supposed to. Women in love with each other.

But Hal continued, “My mother returned home after ten years, and she used that—she was unknown, but she made that an advantage by setting it against Rovassos. She had a blank page with which to reinvent herself. But I don’t. I have to work with what I have, and I’m just a knight. A rather wild one, with a reputation for plenty of flaws. But my best skill is making people listen to me. So I should be able to make people listen when I say I can do this.”

“You don’t believe it yet, so how can you convince anyone else?” Hotspur put her arm around Hal’s waist.

Hal hugged her, then turned her rosy cheek against Hotspur’s. “It’s my fault Mora left. I drove her away with my—with a moment of weakness. I’d had a bad dream, and was hung over, and sometimes I am …  just like that. Morose. Afraid. There’s something wrong with me.”

“Oh, Hal.”

“I told her I couldn’t do it, and I didn’t want to. She told me to get my shit together, and then she left for the March before I could do anything.”

The soft tremble in Hal’s voice brought out an answering tenderness in the Wolf of Aremoria. “You should be able to say such things to your friends,” Hotspur whispered. “You can say it to me, and know I believe in you still. I won’t stop believing in you, Hal, and you can use that.”

Hal shivered and kissed Hotspur again, there by the makeshift altar.

In retrospect, that early morning conversation should have warned her.

On the third Threesday in a row the prince was utterly impossible to find, Celedrix barked at Hotspur that if she could not keep track of her royal ward then perhaps another security captain ought to be appointed. Hotspur gritted her teeth and when she had the chance, she yelled at Hal until the prince grimaced and flirted and distracted Hotspur with those very skillful fingers. But the next week Hotspur followed Hal as she slipped out of the palace and casually made her way to a star chapel hidden between two taverns and a flower shop. There Hal joined in a small congregation of earth saint worshippers.

Hotspur could not believe her eyes. The chapels of Lionis maintained themselves well enough with birth chart commissions and provided services to foreign believers, and of course the Lionis Cathedral had once been the grandest in all the neighboring countries, including Innis Lear. But Aremoria itself had shed its devotion to small gods and stars generations ago. The people looked to the monarch to lead them, in body and spirit; to the Blood and the Sea.

Being herself, Hotspur did not wait for the end of the prophecy casting, but burst in, shoving people aside until she got to Hal, and roughly grabbed the prince’s arm. “You are mad!” she cried, drawing attention. “Come with me, now.”

“Hotspur,” Hal said, not pulling away, though she cast an apologetic look at the gray-robed priest.

Hotspur growled and dragged the prince out into the snowy street.

Furious, Hotspur’s pace was clipped and fast, and Hal dashed around her, flinging herself in Hotspur’s way. “What’s wrong with you?”

“You hide away every week to do this? Your mother needed you, and it reflected badly on me, Prince, to not know where you are! And—and here is where I find you! With star priests? Earth saints!”

“You saw the ghost!” Hal hissed, putting her face right in Hotspur’s. “You heard the prophecy!”

“Why does it matter? It doesn’t need to shape our choices.” Hotspur tried to scoff, but it came out demanding.

“How can it not matter? I love you, Hotspur, but sometimes you baffle me.” Hal stopped, panting.

On the street, folk stared at them, giving a wide berth to the two women. Hotspur didn’t know how to care, and she didn’t know how to respond. Except there was one phrase ringing in her ears.

“I love you, too,” Hotspur said.

They stared at each other in stony silence, Lionis City pulling and shifting around them like a river.

Then Hal grabbed her hand and ran toward the palace; Hotspur dug in her heels, afraid suddenly as she’d never been in her entire life.

But the prince dragged her on, gasping, laughing, putting on a massive clownish frown, in through the barbican and under the outer curtain wall, through the People’s Courtyard and into the palace, up the stairs and down the hall until finally they burst into Hal’s room.

A few months ago, this room had been a royal study, and it held still the wall-to-wall shelving, the tall windows that opened up onto a broad crescent balcony, the grand desk beside the huge stone hearth. But since Hal had claimed it, small indications of her presence had appeared: sword belts hanging from the back of a tall chair; open sketchbooks piled on the floor beside the balcony windows where the best light could be found; a half-empty bottle of wine sitting open on the hearth beside elegant silver candlesticks. It smelled like her, too, all leather and oil and the plain tallow soap she liked best.

Hal took her through the small arched door, down two shallow steps into the bedroom. “Hotspur,” she said, almost like a warning, and then whirled around. She kissed Hotspur hotly, and began tearing at the buttons of Hotspur’s leather coat.

“Hal!”

The prince reluctantly disengaged, though she brushed her lips to Hotspur’s, and walked backward until her calves touched the short foot of her bed. She fell dramatically back, arms spread, and hit flat onto the puffy mattress hard enough the ropes beneath creaked. “There’s a drink in that flask on the chair,” she said.

Hotspur fetched it and uncorked it to the smell of sharp liquor fumes.

“It’s Ianta’s whiskey, so caution,” Hal said in a laughing tone, her eyes on the whitewashed ceiling.

Being plenty reckless when there was need, Hotspur knocked it back: the shit threatened to burn her eyes out of their sockets.

Gasping hot, pricking air, she sat on the bed and thrust the wooden flask at Hal.

The prince sipped.

“This would strip bloodstain out of leather,” Hotspur hissed.

But Hal’s smile as she tossed the flask aside was incandescent. “Come here,” she said, pawing at Hotspur’s belt.

Hotspur unbuckled her sword and carefully placed it beneath the window, then bent to slowly untie her boots, all while eyeing Hal sprawled on the mattress. Once her boots were kicked off, she rushed two steps and flung herself over Hal’s hips with the ease of a young knight vaulting onto her favorite horse. Hal laughed and bucked under Hotspur, and Hotspur leaned forward eagerly: their mouths met, tingling with liquor, and it wasn’t long before Hotspur was stripped from the tight leather of her vest, loosing her breasts beneath the folds of linen shirt. Hal pushed the shirt up, grasping at Hotspur’s ribs and clawing gently at her back.

All muscle, Hotspur moved easily as she liked, forcing her lover’s hips down into the bed with her own thighs, feeling the strength in Hal’s stomach engage. Hal raised her arms to her sides, then over her head, and opened herself up to whatever Hotspur wanted.

Hotspur wanted everything. Even if only for a little while.

It was a relief, in that moment, for Hotspur to give herself entirely to Hal, unthinking, just feeling and reacting, grasping her blanket, Hal’s hips, Hal’s hands. Hotspur flushed, shivering and ticklish, the slightest touch putting a gasp in her mouth. She bit her lip as Hal bit her ribs, trailing kisses to her hipbone, and biting there, too. This was Hotspur’s favorite: urgent sex, both of them sweaty and naked and eager, but nobody in a hurry. Hotspur put Hal where she wanted her, then gave over control when Hal pulled her hair, and they were sideways on the mattress, full of laughter and wet cries. When Hal slid fingers inside her, Hotspur arched and maneuvered to her knees over Hal, pressing down on Hal’s hand. Hal said her name, again and again, the sound running together until it meant nothing, but was everything to Hotspur.

Hotspur always collapsed when she finished, melting into a contented daze, though she rarely slept. Empty humming songs wandered her mind as she drifted, until she returned to some sweaty awareness. Hal’s head rested on her shoulder, her leg across Hotspur’s, her hand flattened against the curve of ribs under Hotspur’s right breast. She breathed deeply, rather dissolved herself, and Hotspur closed her eyes again. Contentment lifted her high, spreading Hotspur out like a subtle warm wind, a glow of sunlight melting this frosty winter.

Hal whispered, “Nothing matters more than this, Hotspur. As long as I have you, I’ll survive. We’ll get older side by side, in matching armor. I can see us at Annyck, kissing under the shadows of that goblin tree. Two ancient old ladies, arguing probably: you want to take horses out for a race, despite the aching in your joints; I want to have sex, despite my dried-up, wrinkled well.”

Hotspur stroked Hal’s black hair; she did not take the words seriously, only the sentiment, for Hal was engaged to a foreign prince, and this would not last. Nothing lasted in war.

The prince nuzzled her mouth against Hotspur’s collarbone. Hotspur murmured, “All right, my lion.”

Hal pinched her hard. “Don’t even say it.”

“Ouch! Hal, you’re ridiculous. You don’t need earth saints or star priests; you don’t need anybody else to tell you what you are!”

“You really don’t care about it, Wolf of Aremoria? The end? Choosing the end?”

“I know all that matters is my heart, and yours.” Hotspur shoved at Hal in order to put her hand against the prince’s chest. The skin was chilled again already, and Hotspur hugged Hal tighter against her. “I believe you can do this. Yourself. You don’t have to be a lion, just Hal Bolinbroke.”

Hal said nothing, and they fell into quiet. How wonderful it would be, Hotspur thought suddenly, to go home to Annyck, like Hal said. To bring this woman, this prince home to her mother and father, to her people, and introduce her like a husband. The Wolf of Aremoria married to the Lion Prince, raising royal babies together. Then they would not need a foreign prince for security. The thought was so large, and so useless, Hotspur said, “I would make you Hal Persy, if I could.”

“Oh, worms.” Hal laughed awkwardly.

Some catch in her voice opened Hotspur’s eyes just in time to see a tear spilling down Hal’s cheek.

Both shocked and affectionate, Hotspur kissed the tears away, nibbling with her lips, and flicked her tongue out to delicately fan Hal’s long eyelashes. Hal kissed her mouth deeply, clinging to Hotspur’s head.

Finally Hotspur pulled back. “It would be so much easier if one of us were a man.”

Hal groaned and flopped onto the bed. “No, that wouldn’t work.”

“Oh?”

“If you were a man, I wouldn’t desire you—where would be your mysterious depths, these the only soft pieces of you?” Here Hal touched a finger to Hotspur’s bottom lip, then to the tip of her nipple, then danced those fingers lower along Hotspur’s belly to the start of her riot of dark orange nether hair. Hotspur wrinkled her nose and gently slapped Hal’s hand away.

“And if you were a man?” Hotspur asked primly.

“Why, I’d waste away for want of being a woman!” Hal put that same dramatic hand to her forehead.

“Can’t you even imagine it? If I were a man my desires would be the same. All for you.” Hotspur glanced her nose against Hal’s nose.

“I can imagine.” Hal grimaced. “It’s just a terrible fantasy to indulge. I am a woman, and anything else displeases me. Why, even if I were a sexless tree, I’d still be a woman.”

Hotspur laughed, entirely free of worry, truly joyful.

Silence gasped between them as Hal stared at her, suddenly still. She whispered, as if afraid to speak aloud.

“Hotspur, you make me feel so alive with rushing blood, with a lightning heat, and awe enough to fill an entire ocean. I want you for my partner. I want it so very badly, and I hate that I don’t know how to tell a powerful enough story to make you my king.”

“Maybe you’ll think of a way,” Hotspur said, not believing it, but neither caring. She slid a hand from Hal’s knee, along her strong thigh, to her hip, and Hotspur knew she could live in this moment for the rest of her life.




BANNA MORA

The March, spring

BANNA MORA OF the March and Aremoria faced the massive bear of a man that was Owyn Glennadoer; sweat and blood slicked the grip of her sword, her throat was raw, and she limped from a bone-deep bruise down her left hip and thigh, received hitting the ground when she was unhorsed.

Glennadoer’s armor was a terrifying patchwork of blackened steel and spiked leather, edged in tattered fur. His helmet had been covered over with black fur, and a necklace of bear teeth smiled across his broad chest. Blood striped his beard, and his sword was so gore splattered Mora wouldn’t have been surprised to hear Glennadoer had driven his blade down the gullet of a bear and torn the beast in two.

She clenched tighter to the simple buckler she’d swiped from the muddy battlefield, and evened her breathing as best she was able. Calm and speed were her only allies against Glennadoer: he was larger and so much stronger than Mora. Behind her, an army of the March—her army—struggled to live, yelling, growling, moaning their final efforts against this brutal force the Earl Glennadoer had led across the channel from Innis Lear. Her people were overwhelmed, losing, and there was nothing Mora could do except fight. There would be no retreat—Glennadoer had them surrounded to the south and east, Burgun held the north, and the ocean itself provided boundary in the west.

Baring her teeth, Banna Mora screamed and again attacked the monster before her.

He cut suddenly left, bending and sliding his shield under her strike; his entire colossal body shifted aside from her. Mora dashed back, then whirled with all her might to attack his flank. Glennadoer laughed once, parried with his sword, and sliced at her. She dodged and swung with her buckler. It clashed hard against his shield; they shoved apart. Glennadoer struck, and Mora blocked, then cut in immediately despite the tear of pain burning down her side. She nearly caught him, but he smashed his shield against the flat of her sword and lifted a heavy foot to shove her back. Mora skidded, tripped, and fell hard.

Gasping, she turned over and pushed up despite the numbness tingling from elbow to fingers. She’d dropped her sword. As she managed a crouch, she punched up with her buckler. It connected with his helm in a clash that rang out above her grunt of pain.

Owyn Glennadoer laughed again.

The sound boomed against her and fury flared hot in her heart. Mora charged, bent over, bracing her buckler with both fists and all her strength behind it, and she collided with his gut.

She knocked him back, slammed up with the buckler, hit his chin. Dropping it at his cry, she locked her arms around his waist and flung herself to the side.

They both went down, and Mora twisted just enough to land on top. But there was no breath in her body, her vision blurred in black-and-silver spots.

Glennadoer rolled and got his gloved fingers around her throat. “Yield, you beast,” he growled. “Before I have to hurt you.”

Choking, she snarled. Blood coated her teeth. Flailing, she punched at him. Glennadoer lifted her head and knocked it into the mud.

Pain blackened her mind as she passed out for a moment, coming to almost immediately. But Glennadoer had gotten to his knees. A dagger glinted in the milky sunlight, and he touched it to her throat where his hand had been before. “You are mine, Banna Mora. Say it, or I’ll bleed you out, here and now.”

Mora turned her head to spit and the ground bucked under her like a stormy sea; nausea crawled up her chest.

“Ah, fuck.” Glennadoer tilted her onto her side and yelled in Learish for a healer, then he called out, “Banna Mora is the prisoner of Owyn Glennadoer. Lear has taken the field.”

The words pounded through her skeleton and hot tears burned the corners of her eyes. She closed them, swallowing back thin vomit.

The call spread and she panted shallowly, trying not to allow her breath to touch her stomach. Aches pulsed throughout her body and she was glad to lie still, despite defeat. A healer arrived and put water to her lips, asked about her injuries. She answered, aware Glennadoer remained at her side, speaking with captains of his own, giving orders to take prisoners, but only important ones and those who could be moved quickly across the channel. They’d sail before dawn, when the tide was in their favor.

Mora understood she’d be on one of those boats.

These Learish bastards! They’d come across the channel to claim the March as part of Innis Lear in the name of Banna Mora’s own dead father, as if she did not hold it in his name! And she couldn’t stop them. But they’d never keep it, Glennadoer knew that—not against the full might of Aremoria. They had no true claim—it was hers—and to sail here, fight, and now relinquish their win was further madness. The Glennadoers were monsters, throwing lives away for—for fun! They must’ve grown ferociously bored over the winter on their cold island.

When the word came to bind her, she gripped the healer’s arm and said, “Put me on my feet.”

The man protested, but she sneered at him and called, “Glennadoer. Take me on my feet if you would have a royal prisoner.”

Glennadoer grunted and stared down at her with light brown eyes. His helm was gone, all his wild brown hair pressed down with sweat and blood in the same shape. He said, beard moving stiffly, “Very well, princess.”

And he hauled her to her feet.

She threw up immediately.

The healer cursed, complaining with very familiar language to the Earl Glennadoer.

Mora’s throat burned, her vision wavered, but she kept her feet under her. Chin up, she allowed the healer to clean her face and strip away her gauntlets so she might be shackled.

It gutted her pride to stand there and allow a soldier in faded Learish blue to bind her. They did not remove her armor, and she’d lost her weapons in the battle.

“Your forces fought well,” Glennadoer said, looming just behind her left shoulder. They stared out over the slope of the field, at the fallen bodies and red mud, the lines of prisoners and the movement of Learish soldiers and healers. It was mostly a blur to Mora, who needed to lie down again but would not give in.

“Not well enough,” she responded after a long pause.

Glennadoer laughed. “You thought we had half the number we do.”

Mora gritted her teeth, sending a fresh ache around her skull.

“My son obscured them from your scouts,” Glennadoer said.

“Not very honorable.”

The earl laughed the same vibrant, booming laugh. It made Mora’s stomach turn over again from the pounding in her brain. “Honor rarely survives battle,” he said.

Mora had heard such sentiment before, and to hear it mirrored by the shape-shifting Glennadoer made her—almost—like him, just the slightest bit.

A horse approached, and she felt the earl turn to it. Mora did, too, but slowly, breathing in her shallow, painful way. But when she saw the rider, nausea and pain faded as if washed off by a great fall of light and clear water.

Perched atop a blood-spattered white horse was the most stunning man she’d ever seen. His carriage was straight and slender, despite the bulk of shimmering chain mail and the star-shaped chest plate glowing at his breast. Pale of skin and shaved clean, his jaw was sharp and square, his eyes a glass-brown and gray like polished tiger iron, and thick braids fell around his shoulders like white-gold ropes. A blue leather coat hugged his shoulders, dotted with steel studs in clusters and patterns like stars in the sky.

“Father,” he said in Learish.

Mora’s lips parted, and the sour battlefield air rushed down her throat as pain slammed into her again. It throbbed with her pulse. She would fall to her knees if she did not sit soon, and curse her spirit to the darkest saint’s grave if she knelt before this particular man.

Glennadoer’s son was Rowan Lear, prince and heir to the island crown.

“I’ve caught Banna Mora for your hostage,” Glennadoer said, voice full of humor.

Rowan dismounted and strode toward them, eyes on Mora. She blinked and struggled to maintain focus. He was a hand taller than her, but stopped far enough back she could hold his tiger-iron gaze.

“Banna Mora,” he said, voice surprisingly soft.

“Rowan,” she replied, more harshly. She’d not seen him since they both were fifteen, nearly a decade ago. The prince of Innis Lear had traveled to Lionis where King Rovassos had named Mora his heir in an elaborate ceremony and week-long celebration. He’d been weedier then, not grown into his dramatic features, and coolly unfocused, as if seeing a world beyond Aremoria. She’d been distracted by the weight of the Heir’s Score at her hip.

It took all of Mora’s willpower, in her concussed, battle-weary state, not to put her hand over her chest plate to feel the ring concealed against her breastbone.

“Take her to the cliff and put her in my tent,” Rowan said to someone behind her. “Clean and care for her, and ready her as best you can to leave.”

Mora curled her mouth into a sneer, but Rowan bowed to her, despite the fact that Mora no longer met him in rank.

She said nothing for the roar of blood in her ears, the pounding pain, and her trembling knees. When the healer touched her shoulder, she melted into the stretcher. Mora attempted to ignore the voices in her head telling her to get up, to argue, to keep fighting. There was information she needed, at the very least: How many of her soldiers were dead, how many dying, who captured alongside her? What did Glennadoer intend to do with the March? Her March, now subdued? Celedrix ruled over a messy Aremoria, nearly a year since her rebellion, but she was not so weak that she could not throw Innis Lear off her lands. In fact, an enemy to defeat might bring some of her bitching nobles together.

Banna Mora drifted in a tumbling river of aches and nausea as the stretcher carried her nearly a mile to the bluffs overlooking the sea. Even the thought of opening her eyes roiled her stomach. The March stretched a hundred miles in the north of Aremoria, along the western coast north to Burgun, pushing east toward Perseria: wet lands of river deltas and fertile fields, with the crumbling ruins of a cliff-side temple carved into rock and built up into natural caves. This was said to be the home of that ancient wizard who furiously broke the land apart and created Innis Lear. It had been her father’s, and his before that, and then Mora’s since her parents drowned crossing back to the island. Now it belonged to Owyn Glennadoer. Soon Vindomata of Mercia would retake it, or maybe Hotspur. Mora groggily hoped it would be Hotspur.

The healer and two soldiers helped her off the stretcher when they passed into the thick shade of a tall canvas tent. She did not open her eyes, even as the shackles were removed and she was stripped bare.

When a soldier touched the chain at her neck, she glared at him. Even the dim light stabbed at her brain. “Leave it,” she said, curling her fingers around the thin leather pouch hiding the Blood and the Sea.

They obeyed. The tent was stark, fit for a campaign and lacking the ostentation of Aremore royal tents. A bath was filled and Mora gave over to their ministrations. She was gently bathed and her tender head washed. She was given simple bread and a broth along with very watered wine. Time lost coherence as Mora sank in and out of sleep. But it was sleep, not unconsciousness. The healer spread a salve on her open wounds, binding all, and murmured that the swelling egg at the back of her skull was not too large nor hard.

The fur bedding, intended for the prince of Innis Lear, was warm and comfortable.

Candles were lit, and then she was abandoned to her own devices, unshackled. Mora was no threat in this state. Her body hurt everywhere and, though her stomach had settled, if she moved too quickly knives of pain slashed her brain and she grew faint.

She held the wool jacket they’d given her tightly closed over the loose tunic and long shift they’d dressed her in. Leggings waited on a stool, but Mora didn’t relish the thought of getting back out of them to relieve herself. As it was, she suspected this clothing belonged to Rowan Lear, too. Plain linen for the shift, but the tunic was embroidered with lines of blue hash-marks she knew to be the language of trees.

Mora drank the last of the watered wine from the large mug they’d given her and lay back. She slept immediately, only to be woken by a soft hand on her bare ankle. “Banna Mora.”

Opening her eyes, she winced at the headache—duller now, but there—and the strange fire aura the candles cast in her vision.

The prince crouched beside her in a sleeveless blue tunic and leggings, his glorious white-gold hair loose and falling damply down his chest. Tattoos marked his white biceps: more hash-marks, constellations, and a cuff depicting the nine phases of the moon.

“Rowan,” she croaked.

He held out a mug. “Drink.”

Getting her arms under her to push up and sit took three tries. He did not offer aid, for which she was both grateful and resented. Her arms shook, but she succeeded.

Behind the prince, the tent entrance had been pinned open, and darkness pushed close. “What time?”

“Several hours before dawn. My ship leaves shortly.”

“I need to piss.”

“In a moment.” Rowan offered the mug again.

Scowling, Mora took it and drank. Her need to relieve her bladder was not urgent. This wine was just as watered as before, weak and near tasteless. She sipped slowly, knowing better than to guzzle in her state.

“You aren’t my hostage, Banna Mora,” Rowan said, startling her.

Mora narrowed her eyes and set the mug onto the floor rather hard. “Fuck you.”

A smile pulled his mouth unevenly. “I remember when we were both heirs to magnificent thrones, cousin, and I would not renew our acquaintance with such a power imbalance as hostage and sovereign.”

She scoffed. “Why did you invade Aremoria if not for hostages?”

“My father was bored and wanted to flex his muscles, and the stars and the wind required that I join him.”

“Oh, wormshit, Rowan.”

He said nothing in response, but regarded her steadily. The candle flame caught at the gold in his eyes and turned it to matching fire. Mora remembered Glennadoer had said, My son obscured them from your scouts.

She glanced down. There was magic on Innis Lear. She knew it, remembered it, remembered her young brother who had gossiped with butterflies and trees even when he’d been barely old enough to walk. “You won’t be able to keep the March,” Mora said to the rippling surface of the watered wine.

“I don’t need to keep it.” I have you, his tone added.

Pressing her mouth shut, Mora refused to snap back what a waste of blood this had been if he’d only attacked for some prophecy. Except—he’d been the one to cast the prophecy for Celedrix, the one announced at the tourney. Had he known Mora was considered part of it? What game did Rowan Lear play?

“I want you to go home with me,” he said.

“You have me under your power, no matter what you say about equal titles.”

“No.” He touched her chin, tipping her head up. “Mora, if you will not go with me of your own accord, I’ll leave you here in this tent, with six of your soldiers we’ve captured. Once we’ve gone, you can return to your queen and live whatever life she allows you, whatever life you’ve had since Rovassos died.”

Mora forced her breath shallow again, and slow, and forced herself, too, not to tug her chin free of his touch. Her body tightened into aches as she sat so still. The bed below her tilted and turned as if she were drunk. Her skull throbbed; her left side was near numb with pain. But she would not shift for comfort. “Why would I go with you, only to be subject to the same denigration I face here in Aremoria?”

“Innis Lear would love you, and welcome your presence. Does Aremoria offer the same?”

“Of course,” Mora lied.

Rowan released her, his hand falling to his knee. “You belong on Innis Lear, if for nothing else than to hear the wind again, to drink the rootwater. To visit your brother and great-grandmother before she dies. To meet your cousins again, none of whom have seen you since you were a child. Your blood is in our island.”

“My blood is in my veins, and I feel its heat whatever land I walk,” she replied viciously.

That brought a smile again to Rowan’s mouth. “We leave shortly. If you will go with me, you need to choose in the next few moments. I’ll go, and send in a retainer to hear your answer. I hope you pull on boots and come. I promise to show you everything Innis Lear holds, of strength and passion and magic.”

With that, Rowan Lear stood. His hair brushed his tunic with a whisper, and he was gone.

Grimacing at the pain, Mora fell back, giving in to a moment of abject suffering. Tears leaked from her eyes and she moaned softly.

It twisted her heart to think of leaving Aremoria: it was hers. Her country, her destiny, hers. Or it had been. She slapped her hand against her breast; the lump of leather hiding the Blood and the Sea filled her palm.

Would Celeda even ransom her if Mora were taken hostage by Glennadoer and his royal son? Or just leave Mora to languish on Innis Lear, pretending the loss was a tragedy but eager for the excuse to be rid of a troublesome potential challenger to the throne?

She knew the answer.

Anger, hurt, and an old yearning she could barely name choked Banna Mora; when the retainer ducked inside for her intentions, the lady of the March demanded her boots and the return of her armor. She would not set foot on Innis Lear a half-dressed invalid.

No—only as a lost heir coming home.




PRINCE HAL

Lionis, spring

HAL BURST INTO her mother’s study. It was a long mirrored room with white and deep gray molding, the narrow vaulted ceiling painted with a tangle of grapevines as if the room were an arboretum. Two tall cages guarded the door, each with seven finches hopping, chirping, fluttering their wings. At the far end, Celeda’s desk sat between unlit braziers and was surrounded by a cluster of men. The queen watched Hal, quill paused in hand, face blank.

Walking the length of the room was a quick ordeal under the eyes of those advisors and her mother’s disapproval.

“Mother,” Hal said. She’d obviously come from the bath, in a hastily donned gown laced unevenly and her thickly braided hair dripping down the back of her neck. There’d not been time to wait when Nova told her the news.

“Leave us,” Celedrix said. She signed whatever she’d been preparing to sign and slid it toward her steward. The rest bowed and departed, but for Abovax, a grizzled soldier in Aremore orange Hal had known since she was a child, who now commanded the palace garrison. He watched with a skeptical look, leaning against the wall behind the queen’s left shoulder.

Hal took a deep breath, tried to be calm, but couldn’t. She complained, “You should have sent for me!”

“Why?”

The cool voice infuriated her, but Hal pressed her mouth shut, seething a moment. Celeda’s lifted eyebrows declared her limited patience, and she folded her hands together atop the shiny lacquer of her fancy desk. The Blood and the Sea was an understated reminder of her power, and Celeda mirrored that restraint in her presentation: she wore a plain dark red robe with a black mantle circling her long neck and spread out over her shoulders, back, and chest. Her hair—as dark as Hal’s, but lately showing some gray in delicate threads—was bound up in a plain but elegant roll. Garnets pinched her earlobes, and a thin line of black had been applied to her lashes.

Hal groaned in frustration. “The March is taken by Innis Lear! Banna Mora is a hostage!”

“Ah, it is good to know what sort of crisis my heir will rouse herself for.”

Such delicate condemnation stole Hal’s breath away.

Celeda gestured to one of the thin chairs tucked against the wall of mirrors. “Have you eaten today?”

“Mother!” Hal stormed close enough to slap her hands on the desk. Abovax frowned at her, but Hal leaned toward her mother. “What are we going to do?”

“Hotspur leaves as soon as her company is ready, to retake the March.”

“I want to go with her.”

“No.”

“I am good at soldiering, Mother, let me do something I’m good at!”

“Your presence in the field is not necessary—I don’t believe Innis Lear intends to retain what they’ve taken, and soldiers under the Wolf of Aremoria will be enough. Vindomata will come from the east with men from Mercia for backup.”

Hal stared, still leaning over the desk. “They don’t intend to keep it, because there’s been no message from Solas Lear? You think they’d have declared war some other way?”

“There has been no war between Lear and Aremoria in generations, and we have been the strongest of allies since Morimaros’s reign. They would not break it now—this is Glennadoer flexing his muscles, or he wanted Mora for some purpose of his own.”

“What purpose?”

Again, Celeda gestured toward a chair. Hal clenched her teeth and went to it, grabbing it by the back. She swung it around to sit backward, recalled she wore a dress, righted the chair, and sat hard. “What purpose?” she asked again.

“Work it out for me.” Celeda’s eyes, a lighter brown than her daughter’s, held evenly upon Hal.

Fine, Hal could break this situation into its parts, if that would prove something to her mother. She said, “It …  depends. If Glennadoer acted on his own he might want Mora for alliance, or he might be doing it against Solas, not against us. But he’s married to her sister—his son is the heir to their crown. It doesn’t make sense he’s causing her problems.”

“A father might wish his son, who is heir to a crown, to marry well.”

Hal’s eyes bulged. “You’ve got to be joking. But then why wouldn’t they offer for her? With a messenger or a letter? Besides, it’s not a good match. She’s already Learish, it would be like marrying anyone from his island. She’s not a prince anymore, and is …  in an awkward position with the Aremore throne. If Rowan Lear and Banna Mora married it would be condemning of …  well, of you.”

“Especially when I have more than one eligible daughter of my own,” Celeda said in a way that should have been amused but certainly was not.

“You don’t think it’s for marriage then?”

Celeda shrugged one shoulder. “If it is, I think it has little to do with alliance or lack thereof with Aremoria. Innis Lear is the sort of place more concerned with their own power and bloodlines than those outside its borders.”

“And Mora’s bloodline is …” Hal crossed her arms around her stomach.

“Better than ours,” her mother said, and this time she was darkly amused. “Thanks to the recklessness of Morimaros the Great.”

The prince, wise for once, chose not to disagree. Hal licked her lips, thinking. “Then maybe this is a game, or a test? A reminder of their strength after the rebellion. Their challenge to a new queen?”

Celeda smiled grimly. “That, my daughter, is exactly the sort of behavior to expect from a queen of Innis Lear. Especially after that performance at my tournament last summer.”

“How will you answer then? If they’ve taken Mora hostage, how will you respond? Pay ransom, or send a force to steal her back?”

“It will be some days before a ransom could be begged.”

“But you already know what you will do.”

“How I act depends on many things, Calepia. How swiftly Hotspur retakes the March. The phrasing of the ransom request. If they even make such a request. It is possible Mora is less a hostage and more a willing Errigal lady returning to her family.”

“You have to sue for her return, Mother—show her you want her back. She’ll come home.”

Celeda remained silent.

“Don’t you want her home?” Hal paused to regain her ground. “Banna Mora chose us, this place, over Lear. She gave everything of herself to Aremoria.”

“And we took it away from her.”

“She’s not your enemy,” Hal said, absolutely certain.

“She is perceived to be so, by many. And constantly rumors rise and fall about her loyalties, about what she would do if given a chance to retake the throne. Perhaps it is better for her to be on Innis Lear.”

“No!” Hal stood. “It makes you look weak to fear her like that.”

“It made me look weak to allow her to attend my court, to keep the March.”

“That was the right thing to do. She is not Rovassos, and you are not Rovassos, swayed by temper! Mora is a good woman, a strong knight, and she was a brilliant heir. You look stronger to have her as an ally.”

Again, Celeda remained quiet, unblinking.

Hal glanced almost desperately toward Abovax. The commander grunted. He said, “When Banna Mora is here, you reflect poorly, Prince.”

“I …” Hal gaped at her mother. She could think of no response.

“The true heart of the matter, daughter, is that I do not know if Banna Mora is my ally.”

“Treating her like no friend at all will certainly make her an enemy. You must show her loyalty if you would have hers.”

Celeda shook her head. “You are naive. Queens do not perform loyalty, it is owed to them. And either a queen has it, or she does not. Do you recall Rovassos performing friendship, loyalty? With his charm and favors? Those things came into conflict frequently and he had no core integrity. He did not know how to trust anyone. That is what lost him his head. I do know how to trust, but I am careful with that trust.”

“I trust her,” Hal said softly. She went around the desk and to her knees beside her surprised mother. The queen turned slightly in her chair, hands falling to her lap. Hal said, “I trust Banna Mora, Mother. Your Majesty. Do you …  trust me?”

Celeda’s lips trembled slightly, her hesitation telling Hal the answer. “I want to,” Celeda replied, just as softly. “I love you.”

Hal lowered from her knees to slump back on her heels, head bowed.

“Why are you giving in to the characterization of the lion of the Innis Lear prophecy?” Celeda asked.

Her head snapped up. “What?”

Celeda did not move; her eyes looked through Hal, toward some future or chance invisible to her daughter. “Breaking, daughter. You have been dubbed the lion, and instead of it making you bright and brave, you act as though you are breaking, just like in the prophecy. Giving credence to the entire thing.”

“You don’t …  it’s a …  you don’t believe in destiny or that we need the approval of spirits and stars.”

“Oh, but we need the approval of Aremoria, Calepia Bolinbroke. Aremoria is its people, and sometimes its people consider spirits and superstition! How do you think we shed old religions? How have the kings of Aremoria made themselves into the ultimate authority?”

“Stories,” Hal whispered.

“Extremely good stories. I’d have said legends, for when you say stories it sounds like a children’s pastime, and this is no game.”

“I know that!” the prince climbed to her feet, awkward in her anger as she looked down at her royal mother.

Do you? the queen’s eyes wondered.

Hal said, licking her lips, “I know it matters, Mother—less the prophecy itself and more what people believe it means.”

“It means what you, or what I, or what the Aremore people say it means!” Celedrix rarely lost her temper, and the snap was quiet, but plucked like a tense thread of anger. “And you have said nothing about this prophecy! You neither embraced it, nor denied it, nor made it a great joke! You should have found a way to make it your tool rather than ignore it, and if you cannot see that, you have learned nothing this year.”

Hal swallowed. “I thought confronting it would give it more power.”

“Perhaps, but it would be power under your control. Not under Banna Mora’s, or any ally she makes on Innis Lear.”

“Mora won’t use it against us. She won’t act against us.”

The queen sighed. “Everyone changes. Over time, and through trauma. You must see how allowing this prophecy to ring throughout Aremoria uncontrolled is a terrible plan. Find a way to use it, Calepia. If you already had, perhaps Mora would still be at our sides. Why can’t you be better at this?”

Her mother’s disappointment was like tiny, icy knives. “I didn’t have a mother to teach me to be better,” Hal said. “I had Banna Mora, and Lady Ianta. I am the one who was here.”

“I know.”

This time, Celeda’s voice was tender. There was sorrow in the queen’s eyes, and she held out her hand. Hal took it. Celeda’s skin was cool and dry, paler than Hal’s, the curve of her neck elegant, and Hal felt ungainly, calloused and strange.

Hal knelt again, and touched her cheek to her mother’s knuckles.

“Learn from me, Hal,” Celeda said. The nickname was a breath of relief, though still strange on her mother’s tongue. “I know you can do this. You are my daughter, and you have survived much. You can rise above your past, and your struggles. This incursion from Innis Lear is a call to any of our enemies who would take advantage of a weakened Aremoria. And we are weakened, Hal, because of my rebellion. Because I took a crown instead of inheriting it. Though I am a better king than Rovassos, my line is not secure—and won’t be until you are married and bear a child or two—”

“Saints, Mother.” Hal made fists against her lap.

“Echarmet cannot be here until next year because he serves in the Mother of All Mothers’ army, as their princes are expected to serve. But he will help you, and I know him well. You will be friends, if you can be open to such. Make it to your marriage, Hal, and all will be well. It will not matter what Banna Mora does; we will have the strength of the Third Kingdom behind Aremoria, and the promise of a stable succession.”

If she was trying to comfort Hal, her mother’s words played to the opposite effect. How could a country be stable if its leader was heartbroken? And surely she would be so if forced to give herself to this prince. Hal already belonged to Hotspur.

She thought of the prophecy, and wondered if she could use it, but not exactly as her mother said.

“If …” Hal did not move from her supplication. “If I can make myself into a better version of the lion prince, and prove the Wolf of Aremoria is mine—that she will choose the end for me—would that be enough?”

Celeda turned her hand to cup Hal’s cheek. “Perhaps.”

Hal shivered, a seed of doubt in herself planting deep, even as she thought this was a chance to carve space for herself and Hotspur, just as Ianta had tried to do, in the halls of power. “Thank you.”

“You may go,” the queen said gently.

THE OUTER YARD of the palace garrison teemed with soldiers, attendants, and horses as Hotspur readied her troops. Hal moved through easily, mostly ignored since she wore none of her armor nor signals of status. She’d straightened her gown, at least, before coming out here, but hadn’t allowed herself time to get her sword or have anything fancy woven into her braid. She had her Bolinbroke ring, and the ring inherited from her father; nothing else.

She spied Hotspur standing with Sennos atop a wagon already half loaded with canvas and pegs and rope for setting camp. Hal made her way nearer, stopping ten paces out to yell, “Lady Hotspur!” in a clear voice that rang out over the clatter and harried conversation.

Hotspur’s head lifted from her consultation with Sennos, and she smiled. “Prince Hal!”

Hal held out her hand as she walked to the wagon. “Come down for a proper farewell.”

The Wolf of Aremoria hopped down on her own, landing smoothly. She straightened and took Hal’s hand, bowing over it as she ought to her prince.

But Hal pulled her close without warning, and kissed her. Hal took Hotspur’s face in her hands and held her firmly as Hotspur stiffened in surprise. The kiss was tender, though, and thorough. There could be no mistaking it.

When she let them part, it was only a breath, and Hal murmured, “I wish I was going with you.”

“Hal,” Hotspur said hotly, “all my soldiers are watching!”

Hurriedly, Hal whispered, “If I were a man, as you said before, wouldn’t they cheer? Wouldn’t they thrill at the prince’s favor? Speculate on our connection, on the alliance apparent between Perseria and Bolinbroke? Your nearness to the crown? So make them cheer, Hotspur! You are beloved of their prince.”

Hotspur’s hands, which had settled tensely against Hal’s hips, clenched tight. The knight leaned away just enough to meet Hal’s gaze: there was fear, speculation, wonder in Hotspur’s wildflower blue eyes. For a moment, she did nothing, and all around them the soldiers waited, just as tense as her hands had been.

Then Hotspur kissed Hal laughingly, wrapped her arms around the prince’s loosely bound waist, and dragged her close. Hotspur hugged her, kissed her, and smiled all the while. When she pushed away, it was with a gasp, and Hal was breathless, too.

The Wolf of Aremoria spread her arms, one hand clasping Hal’s. “I can’t lose with a send-off like that,” she declared. It was not quite a yell, but others heard. And Hotspur bowed again over Hal’s hand, still with their gazes locked. “My prince,” she said.

“Go with all the blessings of Aremoria,” Hal said, sweeping her attention from Hotspur to everyone. “Take back the March in my name, and Banna Mora’s name, under the crown! Then come home to me, triumphant.”

“So it shall be done,” Hotspur promised, still merry. She threw her fist into the air. “For Aremoria!”

And the garrison exploded in answering cheers.




BANNA MORA

Innis Lear, spring

ROWAN LEAR SANG to Mora the entire journey across the sea to Innis Lear.

She curled up on those same furs and blankets from his campaign tent. The Learish barge was cramped, for it had been built to carry trade goods and sailors, not a royal army. Mora’s injuries kept her supine, fighting the roll of waves beneath the ship, unable to fall asleep, but too worn and sick for waking.

And so the prince of Lear sang. At first, sitting with his back to the wall, he chose faster songs from Aremoria, with ridiculous rhymes and subjects far too raunchy for royal lips. As his energy waned, he murmured old folk songs with the sort of looping refrains best suited to harvest work and prayer. Sometimes he tossed in a song in Learish, with whispered wind-words, that Mora understood to be more spell than prayer, and those soothed her, though she’d never admit it. Finally, Rowan drifted into lullabies and gentle love songs, his voice soft and low, filling Mora’s ears with light.

They made port in the late afternoon and Owyn Glennadoer rode out with half the force he’d taken to the March toward the Summer Seat, where the queen resided this time of year, and where her sister—Glennadoer’s wife—lived, too. Rowan led the rest overland to Queen’s Keep and Mora was settled in a large room where she slept nearly an entire night and day upon the soft bed.

Queen’s Keep had been the seat of the Earls Errigal a hundred years ago, until Elia the Dreamer made those earls into dukes, shifting their seat north to the once-Connley lands. Mora’s own family were Errigals, though her line flowed from Sin Errigal’s second husband, making Mora very removed from the ducal chain but closer to the throne of Lear itself—Sin’s second husband had been a grandchild of Elia.

Mora barely remembered the Keep, having visited rarely. Connley Castle had been her home then, or the Summer Seat or Dondubhan if they were following the queen. Still early in her recovery, Mora hardly left the rooms assigned her, resting at first in the massive wooden bed, then graduating to the heavy chairs beside the hearth. Her meals were brought to her, and she bathed every day. Tight braiding was out of the question so long as her skull and scalp remained tender, and thus she allowed her stiff curls free to flare out. But one woman—Trin, a sturdy milk-skinned brunette whose family had long served the Keep—was brilliant with ribbons and managed to softly wind them into the front of Mora’s hair so the dazzle of curls was held out of her face.

As her bruises healed and her hip strengthened, as the knot on her head lessened and her nausea reduced, Mora luxuriated in the attention the women gave her skin and hair in the form of spicy-smelling oil, silk, and the finest linen. Trin brought piles and piles of dresses, skirts, over-gowns, aprons, shifts, and jewelry out from storage. Mora would be back in leather and trousers and heavy boots soon enough, so enjoyed the silk slippers and layered gowns while she could.

Mora began to explore the Keep, from the spindly lookout tower to the thick black stone wall that cupped its base. Built into the craggy rocks of this small, lone mountain on Innis Lear’s southeastern foot, the Keep was a marriage of ancient black rocks and pristine limewashed walls, hung with not only the midnight blue banners of Lear, but iron stars and silver sunburst pennants. The air outside smelled of smoke and the tang of iron thanks to the rows of chimneys lined along the slope of the mountain where iron wizards smelted and hammered and crafted the finest, strongest weapons the world had ever seen.

The first night that Mora joined Rowan Lear and Barra Ironwizard—the royal guardian of Queen’s Keep—in the great hall for dinner, a week after the defeat of the March, she learned just how informally they held themselves at the Keep. The iron wizard clearly did no more to dress for dinner than throw off her leather apron from her day at the forge and push her hair off her face with ashy hands, leaving gray streaks behind on her ruddy forehead. Rowan wore a dark sleeveless tunic that fell to his thighs and plain leggings, good boots, and nothing else but bands of iron and copper circling his arms. His hair was pulled half back, with no decorative ribbons or charms. It was very attractive—for a farmer. If Mora hadn’t known him to be a prince, how might she have been able to tell him from the rest of the crowd? Seated at the long tables were retainers in dark blue, women she recognized as attendants and minor ladies, a star priest from the nearby town of Steps, the army healer, children, wives, husbands, and anyone not currently helping to bring food from the kitchen. It was a wild mess of people and dogs. Laughter lifted up to the dark wood rafters like smoke. Small boys dashed past her, and Rowan fed a hairy dog from his own hand.

Though initially frozen with distaste, Mora gazed out and remembered similar scenes from her youth. This was exactly the sort of casual meal her parents had once shared at Connley Castle with the duke of Errigal and their spiraling, sprawling families. Cousins everywhere, fighting over who would be served first, folk clearing their own trenchers and sending the youngest cousins to the kitchen for more bread. Taking beer with them for the cook.

Rowan saw Mora standing at the threshold and lifted a hand to beckon her.

She moved, slowly, attention focused on Rowan. Let the horde of Learish folk gape at her, at her regal bearing and the scarlet swoop of gown that dragged through the fresh lavender rushes. They were used to Third Kingdom blood on this island, darkening several family lines, but Banna Mora had been heir to the throne of Aremoria.

The iron wizard called for another chair and moved hers over. “You look entirely recovered,” Barra Ironwizard said, offering a cup of wine. “I hope you don’t mind my saying so.”

The prince cut a slice of juicy mutton from the platter before him and gave it to Mora, glancing at her with a half-smile. He said, “Her gaze is tight and there’s a wan cast to her cheeks still; when she is healthy again, she’ll bowl you over with the power of her beauty.”

Barra saluted with her own wine while Mora narrowed her eyes at Rowan. “And you would know that how? You’ve not seen my beauty since I was fifteen.”

“Faith, Banna Mora.” He proceeded to cut the meat into bites for her, which she only allowed for knowing it was considered a compliment and marker of status on Innis Lear.

Once she’d had her first taste, Mora said to Barra, “I would like to see your work, when I am ready to venture into the forges.”

“My honor, princess,” the iron wizard said, a flush in her cheeks likely due to wine more than emotion. Barra was a good twenty years Mora’s elder, unless the depth of her wrinkles was due more to iron dust than age. Humor shone in her bright brown eyes. “If any of the iron speaks to you, perhaps the prince will commission a sword to your name.”

“There already exists a blade of Errigal steel under my name,” she replied with the calm of old anger.

“Oh? I should love to commune with it.”

Rowan said, “The Heir’s Score, Barra. And it is not here.”

“Ah, apologies, Lady March,” Barra said quickly. “Naturally you speak of the sword you’re owed.”

Mora nodded, and chewed another piece of meat despite the slow creeping throb beginning at the base of her skull.

The next morning, Rowan Lear turned up at Mora’s chambers, politely requesting audience through her attendant Trin.

They met beside the stone hearth in her room, its fire roaring. Mora wore a long, heavy gown of dark purple and a shawl draping her shoulders, for though it was late spring on Innis Lear, the sea wind chilled her. But she liked the heavy shutters open so she could look out at the steely sky. Rowan held casual in his sleeveless tunic. He was a Glennadoer, after all; his father’s people had scraped and suffered for centuries high on the worst frozen peaks of the island’s north shore. This chill would be nothing to him.

Mora asked, “Have you histories of the Glennadoers? I would like to read such a thing.”

“You’ll have to ask me what information you would have,” Rowan said. “Glennadoers are deeply invested in history, but not in such civilized pursuits as writing those histories down.”

“Perhaps you ought to begin.”

Rowan sat back in a chair, hands relaxed on the carved arms, knees spread; he was fully in possession of himself and his space. “Perhaps I ought.”

In response, Mora held herself stiffly as she sat across from him. She did not offer him a drink, though Trin hovered by the arched doorway. “Does it bother you that you’re not as huge as your father? He’s intimidating even when he sleeps.”

“Have you seen him sleep? He snores like a bear.”

She smiled slightly. “What do you want?”

“I’ve heard from the Summer Seat: a rider arrived late last night. My aunt welcomes you home, Banna Mora, and offers to place a title around your shoulders, as you are your mother’s heir.”

“I thought such things passed to Connley when I accepted Rovassos’s entitlement.”

“Your brother divested himself of worldly titles three years ago.”

Mora frowned. She’d not heard. But again, she’d not—of late—sought any information, either. “How does he live?”

Rowan glanced out the north window, a distant smile softening his handsome features. It was fondness, Mora guessed, and felt an entirely uncalled-for twinge of jealousy. “Conn is caretaker to the old star cathedral in the heart of the White Forest. He lives on whatever he likes.” The last was said with a hint of amusement Mora did not quite understand.

Irritable, she said, “So like a hermit.”

“Some call him the Witch of the White Forest, which is a title in and of itself, though none any queen or king may bestow.”

The memory of butterflies invaded her thoughts: pale pink and yellow, like tiny floating blossoms; elaborately striped orange wings batting at dark hair; luminescent blue scales smeared down a dusky cheek. “I want no titles from Solas Lear, either. Not now.”

Rowan frowned. He leaned forward, one hand out as if he might touch hers. Wisely he refrained. “The wind expects you to take a title, as do the stars.”

“Do you do everything the stars tell you?” Mora asked, not bothering to hide the edge of sarcasm.

“For twenty-four years it has served me well.” This time he did touch her, but only a gentle brush of finger on knuckle. “Will you walk with me, on the ramparts?”

She agreed.

The wind scoured southerly, leaping over the low mountain to swarm the Keep and slip, slide, rush with the noise of river rapids down toward the marsh and the town of Steps. It grabbed her curls and tugged, slapped the hem of her gown against her ankles. Instinctively, Mora grasped tighter at Rowan’s wrist beneath her hand—a formal gesture he’d offered as they slowly climbed the stone stairs to the wall. Rowan opened his mouth, but whatever sound he made, laugh or gasp, was dragged away.

Mora sighed hard, just to hear her own breath compete with the gale. Her eyes watered under the onslaught and she released Rowan, turning her back to the north to let the wind cascade around her shoulders. It drew her gaze south to the dark green of the marsh, the thatched cottages in town that gleamed golden. Ragged moorland grass bent in the wind, as did the small, spindly trees. The horizon was too hazy to make out the distant ocean.

Rowan touched Mora’s shoulder. The prince stepped to the thick, black crenellations and reached into the empty air. His long hair pulled in all directions. This time when his mouth moved, Mora heard his words hissing and harsh in the language of trees. He suddenly fisted his hand as if he could grasp the wind and jerked his arm down.

The wind stumbled and died.

In the sudden silence, the world itself felt hollow.

Rowan Lear smiled proudly at Mora’s shock. He whispered something else, and a breeze danced around him, flicking the tips of his white-gold hair. It brushed her cheek like a cool kiss.

Mora stepped back. Rowan’s smile softened. “This is better for conversation.”

“You planned it—you knew how strong the wind was today.”

He stepped toward her. She touched the crenellation at her hip, holding on to it. Rowan said, confessing, “I wanted to impress you.”

Mora replied coolly, “Think you to be the first man to try it?”

The prince held her gaze. “Perhaps I would rather be the last.”

Her lips parted as awareness struck her: of her own body, the way the copper belt pressed against her hips and the brush of linen over her unbound breasts, the tickling breeze at the nape of her neck.

“Someone’s coming from Errigal,” Rowan murmured, startling her. She’d expected further flirtation. With his chin, he gestured over her right shoulder. Mora turned. Along the north road, around the edge of the mountain to the east, came a small party of riders in armor and a wagon painted blue as the sky.

“Grandmother,” Mora whispered.

She wished the wind were wild again to steal away her dread.




THREE CREATURES WATCHED from a hill crowned by mossy ruins as Isarna Persy led her army into the March. They stood, tall and thin as moonlight, between visible and not, waiting, wondering what their near-made wizard would do.

One, the youngest, blinked cornflower eyes and spoke in a voice like the flutter of sparrow’s wings, Why struggle for this? Why not fade as perhaps we are meant to? Everything dies.

The eldest answered, hissing in the way of wind through lightning-charred branches, You remember death, or so you believe, but that was a death of transformation. For us now, it would be complete nothingness. Loss of entire existence and memory. Who would not fight against such an inevitability? They can save us. She can save us.

You want us to trade her life for power.

Oh no, we want them to do it.




HOTSPUR

The March, spring

THE BREEZE, SCENTED with lavender and apple blossoms, ruffled the long grasses of the valley, touching every soldier with a kiss or tease; the Red Castle pennant snapped once, twice, and wisps of Hotspur’s hair danced, untamed by braids.

Hotspur thought she heard—but no, she shook wild thoughts away and glanced up at the crumbling shadow of whatever keep or tower had guarded Liresfane field hundreds of years ago.

A bird swept off the ruin, cried out, and glided across the tops of spring-green canopy lining the southern fall of the hill. Hotspur saw nothing else, but she shivered. Something had been there, she was certain.

“Hotspur?” Sennos said.

She shook her head. “I think it will be clear tomorrow; those clouds will not give us rain.”

THE NEXT DAY, under a bright sun indeed, Lady Hotspur routed the remnants of Glennadoer’s army from the March. Her force did not even require aid from Vindomata’s Mercian troops, and clearly the Learish men had not been ordered to hold anything. Most were gone, having left only a symbolic company so it appeared they had taken control of the territory. They didn’t even enter Marchtown or attempt to breach the castle seat.

All in all, Hotspur was cranky, but the six-day ride to achieve this had been beautiful, and here was an easy triumph to take back to Lionis and the queen, and certainly it indicated that Banna Mora would not be harmed or held hostage. They’d return her for some equally symbolic ransom, or with gentle politicking.

Vindomata brought Hotspur through the town and up into the castle, where they ate healthily with their first aides and captains, and caught up with what they’d missed of each other’s lives. Hotspur learned her mother Caratica was faring better, well healed after the winter, though still in pain and walking with difficulty. She disliked canes or an arm for support, but would accept them, Vindomata said.

Then she smoothly asked her niece if Celedrix had ordered the assassination of her sons.

Shocked, Hotspur set down her cup of honey wine. It had been well watered, more of a sweetened, tipsy water than real mead. “Aunt, you cannot believe such rumors.”

“Can’t I?”

“Celeda has always been your friend.” Hotspur pressed nearer, to keep her voice hushed. “She had no reason to turn against you or undercut you so. You were allies and she’d only been back days! Who could she have gotten to do it?”

Vindomata, statuesque and as redheaded as her niece, nodded once. But her skin tightened around her eyes and she did not soften the angry pull of her mouth.

Hotspur touched her wrist. “It is an ugly rumor because—because their deaths were so surprising to all. And unlikely. A sudden, unlikely tragedy, Aunt.” Thinking of Hal, she suggested, “People want a story to explain it.”

“Vindus was strong,” Vindomata insisted, slamming her fist on the table.

“Yes.”

“Your uncle is drinking himself to death.”

Hotspur frowned. She knew her uncle less well than she’d have liked, for he was no warrior. “I am sorry for it.”

“I cannot give him more sons to see die. I am too old, and I cannot …” The Duke of Mercia closed her eyes. “Tell me it was worth it, Hotspur. Tell me it was worth my sacrifice to overthrow Rovassos. Is Celedrix a glorious queen? Does she live up to what she promised us? Does my old friend deserve all the blood of my sons?”

Mouth dry, Hotspur could only take her aunt’s hand in both her own. “I …” She swallowed, shook her head. “Celeda is pulling Aremoria together, but deserve? That is not how we can measure war and death, Vindomata. We cannot think like that, and be soldiers still. It is not a fair question.”

“Fair?” Vindomata scoffed lightly, a glint of murder in her eyes.

Hotspur steadied herself and met the gaze. She held her ground and wished Hal were here, to tell Vindomata a magnificent story about her sons.

THAT NIGHT THE Wolf of Aremoria dreamed of the ruins at Liresfane, of walking among the vine-covered and mossy remains. She reached the center, where a pile of black stones rose to waist height. It had been a well once, and in the dream Hotspur could see blood filling it to the brim. The blood soaked through the cracks and crumbling mortar, and instead of fear or revulsion, Hotspur felt the same merry awe she felt when Prince Hal kissed her.

They have stepped upon the same land, now, said a wicked, whispering voice. The one from Aremoria, and the one from Innis Lear.




BANNA MORA

Innis Lear, spring

SIN ERRIGAL WAS the tiniest old woman Banna Mora had ever seen. She was so slight Mora was certain that even in her own weakened state she could lift her grandmother in her arms like a baby.

Not that Sin needed it: the old duke moved stiffly but quick and well, and even if she’d faltered a moment, everyone nearby would’ve leapt to her aid. Nearly all the Keep—retainers, servants, wizards—pressed into the yard to greet her as she and her elderly attendants were helped out of her wagon. Mora was swept along in the crowd, glad to be lost among them, for the chance it afforded her to observe.

It had been fifteen years since Banna Mora had seen her grandmother, and even then Sin had been old. The wrinkles that had already lined her light brown face gouged now, and her dark freckles seemed to have blurred with age. Her lips were so thin as to nearly vanish, and her earlobes drooped and dragged under the weight of several rough iron rings. But those dark eyes still snapped with fire and wit, despite being sunken farther into her skull. Wisps of white hair curled tightly at her temples, free of the wide green-and-gray scarf wound about her head and otherwise hiding her hair. The robe she wore drooped off her bony shoulders like the musty wings of an ancient swan.

Rowan escorted Sin to a chair by the massive hearth in the great hall. A footrest was brought, and more chairs for her Errigal attendants, stools for Rowan and Barra Ironwizard, benches pulled up, and then in a flurry there was wine in a heavy pitcher set in the feet of the fire to warm for Sin herself.

Sin seemed content to be coddled by her prince, who eagerly dragged his stool to her knee and already had engaged her in spirited conversation. But the duke laughed, revealing she lacked many of her teeth, and patted Rowan’s cheek like he was a child. “Where is she?” Sin’s voice rose above the fracas, bright and young sounding.

Mora strode forward.

“Ah,” Sin said, boldly eyeing Mora up and down. “You’re looking like a queen.”

Rowan Lear seemed to release a breath of relief at the words; Mora tensed further.

“I should have been one,” Mora said.

“May still be,” replied her grandmother.

Rowan caught Mora’s gaze. “The stars will tell us,” he said.

Sin added, “The worms, more like, with this one.”

“Ah, Grandmother,” Rowan said, though they were barely related by blood, “together then, though surely the heights to which our Banna Mora reaches are best known by the moon and her stars.”

“Your Banna Mora?” Mora said, lifting one eyebrow.

“Banna Mora of Innis Lear,” he said so simply it would’ve been rude to deny it.

Taken aback, Mora held out her hands, and her grandmother took them. Sin squeezed, displaying strength still in those knobby fingers. “Come to me in the morning,” the duke said. “I’ll have a day with my long-lost granddaughter apart from this madness.”

“Yes, Grandmother,” Mora said.

Sin released her, though it was not quite a dismissal. The old woman nodded at an empty stool. Rowan offered her wine.

It was time for a strategic withdrawal: retreat to consider her position and balance advantages versus disadvantages. Yes. And to calm her racing heart. With a careful smile, Mora admitted her head was aching and perhaps she should lie down.

The narrow look Sin Errigal gave her suggested that her grandmother saw through the lie but chose to allow it.

MORA SPENT THE afternoon fretting, a state of mind she despised. But her usual methods of dealing with such feelings involved swords and war games, which she was still not fit for. So Mora requested parchment and charcoal sticks, and pushed together the three tables in her chambers: the largest meant for taking meals, the elaborately carved side table from the hearth room, and the table that held the ewer of lavender water beside her bed. Though not all the same height, she managed to raise the side table with a folded tunic and one of the romance books.

With that suitable surface, Mora spread out the pale leather, held down the rolling edges with a clay cup and the fire poker. Thus she was able to spend hours sketching out alternate battle plans by which she might have held the March against Glennadoer and his wizard son. It seemed impossible; a refreshing, frustrating challenge.

By the time the sun set, her cheeks were smeared with char and one of the sticks was worn to a nub. The leather was covered in directional arrows and rubbed-out cavalry charges. She couldn’t have won, with circumstances as they’d been. Exhausted and aching, especially in her back and shoulders from hunching over the awkward tables, Mora ate cold meat and apples, then collapsed into bed.

She woke more ready to sit with her grandmother, though once again faced uncertainty. What should she ask first? After the family and her brother, after Sin’s own health—surely she no longer performed the ducal duties, and had passed the chain to one of the sons of her first marriage. A Rory, no doubt, as that had ever been the tradition in the family.

In truth, Mora longed to ask Sin Errigal about one man: Morimaros the Great.

Just thinking of it raised her temperature. Sin had known him, had been married and a mother when he died fifty years ago. They must have met at Dondubhan for the Longest Night, or at the spring naming festival. Sin Errigal would have insight into the prophecy from the tournament, and an opinion about Morimaros’s ghost, surely. As Trin wound her hair into a loose—very loose—infinity knot at her nape, Mora felt a sick satisfaction that Hal was not here to speak with Sin about their shared idol.

Mora asked for lip and eye paint, and Trin hid her surprise and pleasure most neatly. The dress was the same red wool she’d worn yesterday, but the one Mora felt the most confident and handsome in. Gold went in her ears and at her wrists. She briefly considered the Blood and the Sea, but no, that must remain her secret. Mora flattened her hand over it, to feel the hard ring press against her breastbone.

Then she swept out of her chambers, led by a small servant girl to the grand room Sin had claimed.

Shown in as expected, Mora moved through the doorway between the antechamber and the bedchamber with her face a mask of calm and her best royal bearing.

The huge bed had been shoved against the window to clear the floor, and rugs rolled away to bare the smooth black stones. Sin Errigal crouched alongside Rowan Lear, both of them leaning over a spread of sky charts and spiraling star cards like two old crows arguing over a shining ribbon. It seemed neither had changed or slept since yesterday, though surely that wasn’t the case: Sin’s head was bare, and the hints of white curls Mora had noticed yesterday were all the hair she had. Freckles and age spots decorated her brown scalp, and Mora realized lines had been drawn between several of them at her crown as if to mark out a constellation.

Rowan didn’t even notice Mora’s entrance, bent as he was and pointing at a gilded card with a silver worm curling between the branches of a black-and-red tree. “This, though, Grandmother,” he said urgently. His white-gold hair was loose like a cape around his back and shoulders.

“Good morning, Granddaughter,” Sin said, leaning back. Her legs were folded tightly beneath her.

The prince stood in a single, smooth motion. “Banna Mora.”

Mora let herself be shocked by his undressed state, and showed it in her expression: he was barefoot, in trousers and a vest hanging open over his hard, pale chest. Like the constellations marked on Sin’s scalp, Rowan had dots of white paint scattered below his collarbone and down his abdomen. The Salmon constellation dove toward his left hipbone, its nose obscured by the edge of his vest. At his temple, knots had been tied into his hair as if by agitated fingers.

For a moment, neither said a word. Mora breathed through parted lips, staring at him with growing excitement. The moment she noticed, she snapped her mouth shut and shuttered her gaze, replacing any interest or eager surprise with haughty expectation. “You are informal, Rowan Lear,” she said.

“You are repressed, Banna Mora Errigal,” he replied in the same cool tone.

A bolt of outrage held her silent.

Sin grunted and said, “Fool boy, leave us alone.”

Disappointment tinged the smile Rowan gave Mora before he bent to kiss the crown of Sin’s head. “I’ll send you some food, shk maomi.”

“Something hot and soft for my old teeth, and think about what I said.” Sin wagged her first two fingers at him. “The Tree of Ancestors and the Bird of Sacrifice.”

“And you don’t discount the earth saints,” Rowan said over his shoulder to the old duke. He bowed elegantly to Mora and slipped past.

Then she was alone with her grandmother, still crouched on the floor like a tiny bird born of tree roots, surrounded by prophecy and stars.

Mora clenched her teeth and stared. Sin patiently returned the look, blinking sometimes, and tilted her head in contemplation. Finally, Mora sighed, toed off her slippers, and sank to the floor beside her grandmother. The red skirt pooled around her, nudging aside several boldly painted holy cards. Mora folded her hands in her lap and looked expectantly at Sin. “I am glad to have a day with you.” She hesitated, thinking of the endearment Rowan had used. It sounded like the Mother-tongue of the Third Kingdom.

“We were talking about you,” Sin said mischievously.

Mora refused to inquire. She glanced at the spread of cards and messy sky charts, but neither did she wish to ask after holy bones. “What is shk maomi?”

Sin scowled. “It is ‘small mother,’ very informal. You were right about Rowan.”

“Do you speak their language?”

“Some. My father was a son of a second-line family.”

Second-line family was a rough translation of the Third Kingdom way to denote relationship to the empress, Mora knew, and Sin’s second husband—Mora’s grandfather—was the Learish-born son of a Taria Queen daughter-line, a woman who’d married Elia the Dreamer’s first son, Bannos—Mora’s namesake.

It was an ideal opening to inquire about that same Bannos’s father: Morimaros the Great.

Yet Mora found she could not—not with the holy cards staring up at her, bright and colorful in their magical lies. She’d fostered in Aremoria young enough to have lost any faith in the cards or star prophecies. In Aremoria the king was all the religion the people needed. Or ought to need.

Hard to imagine Celeda Bolinbroke anyone’s god.

That’s the problem with a coup, isn’t it? Mora thought viciously. If one murders the consecrated king, one’s own rule can never quite be so hallowed.

“Such anger,” Sin murmured. “Give me your hand.”

Unthinking, Mora obeyed. Her grandmother spread Mora’s left hand open, palm up, and traced a tickling circle, then small hash-marks along her thumb. Mora felt a tremble through her bones and fought to keep from curling her fingers into a fist. It was anger, Sin was precisely correct.

Mora deepened her breath. The Blood and the Sea was a weight around her neck.

“Fire,” Sin said. “You must go north for the Longest Night, Banna Mora.”

“Northern Innis Lear? Glennadoer land.”

Her grandmother nodded, lips pursed, bony old hands cupping Mora’s.

“Why?” The Longest Night was more than six months away.

The old duke said, eyes bright, “There is a dragon in the north. And it is waiting for you.”




PRINCE HAL

Lionis, summer

IN HER ELEMENT, and motivated by passion, Hal Bolinbroke was a glory to behold.

At the center of a crowd, playing her audience like the strings of a harp, the prince made herself into a rare beast indeed: everybody’s friend.

Don’t you hope the prince wins her wager with Lord Aesmaros, a courtier might say, and his companion agree, though neither recalled exactly what the wager was about. It did not matter, for they wanted Hal to win it. And they wanted to be heard to say so.

Did you hear how the Wolf of Aremoria raged on behalf of Banna Mora in the corridor outside Celedrix’s study, and how the prince appeared to tame her with little but a smile and a touch?

I did—except I heard it was no touch, it was a kiss to envy.

When Lady Hotspur appeared at a welcome dinner for the new ambassador from the Third Kingdom wearing a thin silver bracelet with an amethyst exactly the color of the Bolinbroke arms, everyone knew from whom the gift had come.

Rumors drifted up from the city that Prince Hal dropped by a different tavern most nights, drawing a crowd and spreading liberal benevolence in the shape of copper and beer. Some older, more traditional members of the esteemed Aremore nobility disapproved, naturally, but not Hal’s peers, not those sons and daughters of Lionis who benefited from her generosity—both by following her to some such tavern evenings, and by joining her at invitation-only affairs in the palace. Themes for such parties abounded—legends of Aremore past, earth saints, Third Kingdom splendor, Learish goblins—and the cost of admission was naught but a bottle of liquor, a rare book, or an even rarer metaphysical theory. Philosophies were shared, history argued, and Hal herself often read from the diaries of Morimaros the Great, unless a professional poet attended, in which case they had recitations and songs and new compositions in honor of, usually, Lady Hotspur of Perseria, who blushed and fumed and glared affection at the prince.

Some accused Hal of adopting the habits of the Merry King himself, but she would answer such critiques, Ah, you see, I make no promises and bestow no favors. This is not the work of politics, this is the work of cultivating the minds and imaginations of Aremoria. For the future benefit of our people. My friends shall take our arguments and learning to politics, perhaps, or to the country or the royal libraries, better and stronger for having laughed, recited, debated vehemently.

So long as the queen herself did not disapprove, what could anyone do?

Those who attended the private parties and tavern hauntings swore to mothers and fathers, to anyone who asked, that it was only drinking and education, with perhaps the occasional celebratory kiss—nothing untoward. Nothing like the Merry King’s rumored debauchery. Ianta Oldcastle did not attend the palace soirees, though occasionally she was spotted in the prince’s company when Hal ventured into a tavern near the river.

And indeed, at the height of summer, when the queen opened the People’s Courtyard for a festival, the prince’s flock took themselves to the streets and amidst the palace celebration, cheerfully arguing, sharing their songs and high spirits—their liquor, too. They proved to many that the nature of their revelry was righteous, if rambunctious.

It was a magnificent summer—except for the absence of Banna Mora, who remained hostage to Innis Lear.

They had no direct word from her, only a statement from Queen Solas that Banna Mora was her guest, and of course negotiations could be engaged with if the new queen of Aremoria disliked the situation. It was very delicately worded—Hal saw the letter herself—and even she was forced to admit Solas did not want war. Though what she wanted, other than to cause trouble, remained unclear.

“Mora must return home!” Hotspur had yelled at Hal, in the broad back room of the Two-Headed Cat, surrounded by multiple third sons of earls and the daughters of rich merchants. And Lady Ter Melia and Nova Irris watched closely, the latter of whom lately had been raised from former squire in a former band of Lady Knights to sergeant in the palace garrison under Hotspur’s command.

Hal shrugged. “If Mora wanted to return, don’t you think she could see it done?”

“Not if she’s a prisoner!”

“She is a guest—we have to take Solas Lear’s word on that at least.” Hal put her hands on Hotspur’s waist, sliding close enough to murmur in her ear. “And we have to do this carefully.”

“Do what carefully?” Hotspur hissed back in Hal’s.

“Support Mora, without giving in to any demands from Innis Lear.”

“It’s disloyal. If it were you I’d be on that island already, crushing anyone in my path to get to you.”

Hal kissed Hotspur’s open mouth. She wanted to rage for Mora, too, but first she needed to do as her mother had commanded and create a foundation of trust and loyalty here in Aremoria. To the Lion Prince. Hal’s lips slowed; she pressed her forehead to Hotspur’s. “I know you would, I want to do the same, I only …” She could not lie to Hotspur. “I have to be strong here before I can be strong there. Strong enough to reinstate the Lady Knights and petition Mora to come home that way. An honor for both sides. Help me.”

Hotspur nodded, knocking their skulls gently—for Hotspur, gently. It still bruised a tiny bit.

“Talk about her,” Hal said, “but don’t yell about her. Don’t seem angry. Remind people why we trust and love Mora, and why she belongs with us.”

“I’m not good at such things as you are, Hal.”

“You lead your soldiers. It’s the same.”

“I command my soldiers. It’s not the same.” Hotspur pursed her lips and shoved Hal playfully away.

Princess Vatta asked, a few nights later, what it was like to be in love.

Hal’s younger sister was seventeen and beautiful, with smooth black hair and an oval face that was a perfectly cool tan, with pink bow lips and dark eyes tilting up at the outer edges; her dark Ispanian looks came via the old First Kingdom on their grandfather’s side.

The sisters were in the Princes’ Gallery after a small formal banquet recognizing the christening of two new ships in the Aremore navy, the first commissioned by Celedrix since coming into power. Hal had taken the Princes’ Gallery over, very rightly, as her own sort of audience chamber, attached as it was to, but also behind, the queen’s throne room. She’d defeated the palace steward in an epic war over the fate of Banna Mora’s portrait, arguing that every prince whose portrait was displayed had eventually no longer been a prince, just as Mora no longer was a prince; what did it matter that most transformed because they became the king, whereas Mora’s transformation had been a bit more brutal? It was a two-week war: Hal only won by presenting herself for her own portrait with no jokes nor distraction, and allowing that Mora’s be moved to one of the less brightly lit walls.

Hal did not know her little sister Vatta well, for while Hal had been made a ward of the king and lived in Lionis during their mother’s exile, Vatta had lived with their father in Bolinbroke for the first four years, and after his death been sent to Ispania to live with distant girl-cousins in the isolated, if gorgeous, Sivaro Mountains. The cousins were rather devoted to an old monotheistic religion that branched off First Kingdom teachings, and their mentorship suffused Vatta’s character with gravitas, despite her youth and relative lack of faith. Her attitude was properly Aremore: Vatta liked, she said, the philosophy of the religion, for it respected women’s inherent power, but she was disinterested in the superstitions about behavior and dress and life after death.

When Vatta asked about being in love, Prince Hal smiled her best stalling smile, aware she was surrounded by other eager listeners, and Hotspur, too, tucked in the far corner, stuck in passionate conversation with one of the sons of Iork.

“What is it like being in love?” Hal leaned toward her sister, a hand propped on her knee—she still wore predominately a noble knight’s clothes of trousers, shirt, and long fitted vest in expensive, boldly dyed material with embroidery to show off the effort. Most royal gowns were too heavy and layered in the skirts for combat, though Hal was working on designing something in between—when she leaned over, so did four of the seven young people gathered around, including Vatta. “It is like always knowing who you are,” Hal said. “If you become uncertain of a thing, you can remember that in your heart, you are known by the woman you love, who loves you in return. There is always warmth to turn to, if you are sad or afraid. Always a hand that will reach back to you. It is like having your own, personal queen.” Hal made her smile less charming, more dreamy, which was not even a lie. “A queen who will be at your side, looking out for you, and your family, and your people.”

Vatta narrowed her eyes, amused. But she smiled back and said, “How wonderful.”

“It is.”

“I would like to be in love.”

A young man practically batted his eyes at Vatta as he said, “So would I!”

Hal laughed. “It will happen when it does—of all the stories I know, love’s narrative is the most unpredictable, for I would not have expected to find it in a gruff, stubborn warrior like Lady Hotspur.”

As if she heard her name, though it was impossible across the loud, echoing gallery, Hotspur glanced at Hal. Her freckled cheeks were flushed and the swell of her breasts quick with excited breath—Hotspur had on a dress with a tight bodice, for she liked such restrictions, Hal had discovered. They weighed on her like armor and were therefore of more comfort, she insisted, than any lightweight tunic or man’s jacket such as Hal wore. To show her appreciation for Hotspur’s skirts, Hal had pulled Hotspur into a narrow stairway that served for staff access between grand halls and galleries and libraries. Hal knelt and ducked under Hotspur’s gown, kissing and clawing up past her stockings to the hard expanse of bare thigh. She’d hooked the thigh over her shoulder and made love to Hotspur’s hot, delicious well.

Just the thought of that stolen moment made Hal lick her lips and recall the feel of Hotspur’s trembling, bucking ass, taut in her hands.

Laughter brought the prince back to herself: Vatta’s laughter, and that of the rest of the young people.

They laughed at Hal, who must have missed something while staring at Hotspur.

Vatta said, “I do believe you’re madly in love, at least, sister.”

Hal embraced the teasing, allowing it to bolster her story.

“It will make it harder,” Vatta continued, “when you marry Charm of Kurake Queen.”

“Perhaps, little sister,” Hal said, “when he meets you, he will fall madly in love with you, and you with him, and then you both will know what it is like. Aremoria will gain the alliance, and I will keep a queen for my own heart.”

Too perfect a story, perhaps, but Hal liked the balance of it.

AN ASSASSIN TRIED to murder the queen the morning of the first zenith after midsummer, and nearly succeeded, except Abovax saw the glint of steel at the last moment and cried out, giving Celeda enough warning to dodge and take the man out herself with a grappling move she’d learned from a general in the Third Kingdom. (The general with whom, it turned out, she had a third daughter, a brown nine-year-old bastard named Tigirsenna who’d been sent for and would arrive in Aremoria soon.)

The only silver lining to the attempt on Celedrix’s life, aside from her survival, was that it could not be blamed on Banna Mora. Hal answered the danger by making a speech before the court in the full regalia of a knight: she shone in mail and her Aremore-orange tabard, and over her head a personal banner hung, which was the usual lion-and-bluebell arms of Bolinbroke, but on a field of that same blunt orange, outlined in purple.

“If you would murder our queen,” she declared, “best do the same to me, for as I live I will take up my mother’s ring and use every mode and method of our beloved country’s strength to hunt you down and remove your head.”

Hotspur stood at her left shoulder, just as proud, but grim and ferocious.

That week a blessing appeared, scrawled with orange paint across the external wall of the Lionis Cathedral:

May the Lion Prince protect us.

“Fuck me,” Hal muttered as she stared at it. Hotspur clapped her hand onto Hal’s shoulder, laughing.

It was working. That was a good thing.

“I’m the prince of Lionis, not the Lion Prince,” Hal insisted that night, exceedingly drunk in the Quick Sunrise, Ianta Oldcastle’s favorite haunt. It was the least fine of the taverns in which the prince drank, for the Sunrise existed too near the river to be approved of by nobility.

“Subtle distinction,” Ianta drawled.

“It’s not subtle.” Hal stumbled on the word three times before managing to hit the right sounds without slurring.

Ianta snorted and waved for Nova to pour more sack. “Where is Hotspur?”

“She doesn’t—she doesn’t like it when I’m in this mood.”

“What mood?”

Hal shook her head, then flattened her hands on the table to steady herself. “Drunk, Ianta. Obviously!”

“Is that a mood, or a state?”

“Or an act?” Nova murmured. Her blond hair curled shaggy around her face, and she presented herself most often as a boy, except when flirting with Hal.

Hal stomped her boot on the balcony floor, doing her best to rattle the table. “It is all those things, drunkenness. An act to create a state, because of a mood.”

“Fascinating.” Ianta knocked her knuckles against Hal’s forehead like one might greet a door.

“Just like death,” Hal said, shoving at Ianta’s hand. “An act, a state, a mood! Death never stands still, it can be made, it can be caused, it can be enacted, and therefore is an act. One can be alive or dead, and if dead one is in the state of being so. And as for a mood—oh, alas.” Hal put her face in her own hands.

Nova folded her arms. “I don’t see how it can be a mood. How can you feel dead, for if you know what death feels like, you must have been in the state of death, from which one does not recover.”

“It is a mood,” Hal said, muffled by flesh. “My mood has been death for fully a year.”

The prince knew she was ridiculous but could not push through weary, cottony drunkenness to care. Alcohol could poison a person. Likely not a pleasant way to go, despite how pleasant drinking could be. This floor might give out and all of them crash down through shards of floorboard, crushing those below, every one of them dead of puncturing beams, head wounds, slow bleeds.

The sky could fall.

Hal laughed at herself.

Hotspur was unsympathetic to Hal’s raging hangover the next day.

Tigirsenna of Celeda Queen arrived alongside the first harvest, when Aremoria remained hot as hearth fires in the afternoon, but the nights cooled with rapid promise, and soon the tips of maple and oak leaves dipped themselves in gold and scarlet. The girl was nearly ten, nearly as tall as Hal, and filled with nearly more energy than any five young men. Her eyes were a shade lighter than the warm brown of her skin, her thick black hair roped tightly and set with lapis beads, and she bounced on her toes constantly while demanding answers of her older sisters in accented but fluent Aremore. Hal liked her, and liked how she distracted the palace from Hal for a bit. Royal bastards were good for that. The queen engaged in her own gossip campaign to remind Lionis that in the Third Kingdom, the get of a queen was legitimate the moment the queen declared it so, and what Aremore would wish to be less civilized than the Mother of All Mothers? Hal approved of that, too, and added her own agreeable opinions whenever possible.

In fact, she had thought—again and again—that the worst impediment to making Hotspur her consort was the necessity of children. But if Aremoria could follow the traditions of that centuries-strong Third Kingdom, and the queen’s womb being the only proof of legitimacy needed, Hal could keep Hotspur and just get some good-looking man to put a baby in her as fast as possible.

Fortunately for all, Tigir exuded artless charm and was only as well behaved as an eager pup, but for occasional bouts of frustrated cussing in one of the lower forms of her native tongue. Hal insisted upon being taught such delightful words, and they made a game of it together, bonding irreversibly, as sisters should. Even Hotspur adored Tigir, and spied right off that Tigir’s carriage and skinny, lithe arms suggested she’d been studying swordwork for a couple of years already. Tigir proudly showed off her skills with the Sun and Moon blades of the Third Kingdom, and that was how she and Hotspur became friends.

Hal emerged from the small library within the palace walls one morning, having shared spiced milk with both her sisters as they interviewed a potential history and philosophy tutor for Tigir, who might second as instructor for Hal in her Third Kingdom vocabulary. The prince felt good, a thin book of Ispanian poetry in her hand and a smile upon her face.

She had slowly developed a court of her own, a true prince’s court, with webs and layers of support, and everyone saw Hotspur as belonging to Hal—not only her first advisor and personal commander, but her partner and lover, the foundation of being a true consort. Maybe Hal could make it real—not only a story, not only a charming mythology, but real. Maybe she and Hotspur could sail to Innis Lear as princes to negotiate Mora’s return, and wouldn’t that be a strong trick? A political triumph? It would certainly put to bed rumors and speculation regarding that cursed prophecy. If the world saw Hotspur and thought, the prince’s consort, then Hal had won. The wolf had given herself to the lion, and that would be the chosen end.

Hal strove to not think about earth saints, or the strange yearning she sometimes felt toward that vision of Morimaros in the heart of Stone Water Castle, as if magic had touched her once and she could not help wishing for its touch again. She drank and gossiped and danced and argued, and she no longer secretly attended star chapels or tilted her head up to the stars for a moment—only a moment. Hotspur had been right about that, her mother had been right about that.

As Hal turned to stride happily down the palace corridor, she saw Hotspur in battle regalia, her hood down against her shoulders and that fiery hair coming out of its braids with crackling energy. Hotspur was furious, but Hal hadn’t seen her for an entire seven days, since she led her soldiers out for training exercises and to meet up with Sir Corio de Or to help with winter preparations at the coastal Fort Ferbrovax.

“Hotspur!” Hal threw out her arms to greet her lover, grinning, for surely that ferocious expression could have nothing to do with herself.

But Hotspur jutted a finger out hard against Hal’s chest. “Stop, you idiot,” she growled. “You are ruining me!”

Panic drowned the prince in cold water and she grabbed Hotspur’s shoulders, hissing for quiet as she pulled them aside to the wall. Three maids clustered nearby, staring, and behind Hal the library door remained open so that any could hear.

“I don’t care if someone hears,” Hotspur snapped. “Isn’t your game for show? Don’t you want the public to gossip about the lion prince and her wolf?”

“Not bad gossip,” Hal said, low and quick. “What are you so angry about? I haven’t even seen you in days.”

Hotspur set her jaw. She jerked free of Hal’s grip. “When I left, when I gathered my soldiers before the garrison to ride out, one of my sergeants said, ‘How can we leave without your kiss goodbye?’ because you weren’t there, and last time I rode out, you—Hal, it was impertinent and appalling.”

Hal grimaced to hide her true feelings of triumph and adoration. “It was a tease, because he loves you, he wants you to be happy and feels comfortable. Not insubordinate.”

“Hal, I know what it was. And I dealt with it mildly and efficiently—but then I thought about it, I’ve had a week to think about it, and as I did I became angrier and angrier!” Her voice rose again.

“Why?” The prince kept hers low, as if to teach Hotspur some guile by example.

“I see what you’re doing. I’ve heard the gossip and rumors, and while I watched my men enact their orders, my plans, I realized this is your plan. You’re commanding an army, and I’m one of your fucking soldiers. You’re playing me, too.”

“I don’t lie to you, Hotspur,” Hal said as earnestly as possible. It was even true.

“But in this moment you’re more upset that someone might see us argue than that we are arguing at all!”

“I’m not worried about arguing with you because I know we can push through it. We’re strong together! Why should I be worried?”

“Push through it like we’re pushing through Mora’s kidnapping by a foreign government?” Hotspur yelled.

“Getting Mora back is the plan!” This time Hal yelled, too. Then she stepped closer to Hotspur, reining herself down. “Not all the plan, but a large part of it.”

“You’re stronger already, Hal, you should push your mother again to bring Mora home. Right now. Let’s go right now. Prove to me this is your agenda.”

“Prove to you? You should believe my words alone.”

“I like action,” Hotspur bit out. “Action matters more than words.”

“Action,” Hal muttered, eyes moving over Hotspur’s flushed expression, her hairline damp with sweat, her pink lips, her jutting chin, the line of her pulse beneath her seashell ear—invisible, but Hal knew exactly where to find it. She wrapped her hand there, against Hotspur’s neck, and pushed back.

Hotspur’s eyes widened and she let herself be shoved against the wall. The tapestry billowed with their sudden movement, and Hotspur’s errant curls stuck to the green wool.

Hal kissed her, hand still hard on Hotspur’s throat, trapped between them. Her aggression, her command, was clear. The knight didn’t stand a chance of disobeying, and suddenly threw her hands up into Hal’s hair, dragging them even closer, lifting herself up so Hal had to let go of her throat to take her waist and help as Hotspur climbed Hal to wrap her legs around the prince.

Right there in the corridor they kissed. Hal pinned Hotspur, completely aflame and only distantly concerned that although anyone obviously witnessing had fled or hidden, this was extremely public. Hotspur seemed disinclined to care at all. She ground herself into Hal, squeezing with arms and legs, and Hal knew she’d have bruises from the press of chain mail but used her entire body to prop armor-heavy Hotspur, to serve Hotspur, kissing and biting. She relished the tear against her scalp, and relished the soft moan that grew inside her lover.

And the prince of Lionis gasped in triumph and awe when Hotspur came just outside the Queen’s Library, her back arched and mail shirt shivering like the sound of wind through autumn leaves. Hal held her, breathing hard, as Hotspur dropped her head onto Hal’s shoulder. She hung there, limp but for the squeeze of her thighs around Hal’s hips and the tremble of her arms.

Hal laughed, a panting, dizzy laugh, soft and low.

When Hotspur opened her eyes the fury remained, but she kissed Hal again and shoved her away, then kept shoving until Hal dashed in front of her on wobbly legs, all the way back to the prince’s bedchamber.




BANNA MORA

The White Forest of Innis Lear, late summer

THE WHITE FOREST of Innis Lear grew from the heart of the island, thick and ancient and full of shadows. It began a mile north of Queen’s Keep, extending up like an outstretched hand toward Dondubhan Castle and the Tarinnish in the north, reaching toward the eastern coast through Errigal lands, and in the west just creeping into the Taria dukedom and its capital Astora City, the largest city on Innis Lear.

Though sometimes called the Royal Forest, for these days its entirety was held in the queen’s name by the Earl Hartfare, most folk preferred the older name.

The oaks guarding the southern border were massive trees, and between them was a road, dirt packed and narrow, but clearly marked by midnight blue flags bearing the Child Star emblem.

Banna Mora rode across the threshold, leaving behind bold sunlight in favor of cool green dapples and the gray glint of morning dew. She breathed deeply, grateful to be entirely free of aches, pain, and nausea; she was healthy and strong, in leather armor and an open brown jacket. She and Rowan Lear were on their way north to Connley Castle, following behind Sin Errigal who had wished to return for the birth of her newest great-niece or -nephew. The old duke would travel slowly by wagon, turning the full-day’s journey into at least three, and Rowan had persuaded Mora to this diversion.

Birds trilled and the air lived with drifting seeds and spears of sheer white sunlight cutting through from the thick canopy. A brook gurgled nearby, slipping around rocks that gleamed like iron and silver.

Rowan sang.

A rambling riddle-song at first; his voice broke pleasantly around Mora, and she relaxed in the saddle. This borrowed horse shivered with energy, but obeyed her slightest motion. When they left the forest behind again, Mora promised her a solid run.

A shower of water and nuts plopped down around Mora as the tree above her shivered. She gasped and lifted an arm to block the tiny, sharp seeds.

Rowan said something in the language of trees. Hiss hiss whisper Banna Mora hiss, it sounded like to her. Then, “I’ve asked it to behave.”

Mora frowned back at the tree, then spread her glare to encompass the entire forest. “Why shouldn’t it behave?”

“You haven’t even said hello.” There was teasing in his voice, and Mora narrowed her eyes at him.

Unlike her, Rowan was not dressed for battle or formality. His blue robe hung open off his shoulders, over an undyed linen shirt and plain black pants. Even his boots slumped, worn and well loved. His sword rested flat across his mount’s rump, attached to the saddle just like his pack and rolled blanket. All that white-gold hair had begun the morning braided in loops, but it was so fine wisps trailed free.

Though Mora wished to think he appeared nothing like a prince, she couldn’t lie to herself: he was exactly what a prince of Innis Lear should be. She sighed heavily. “Teach me to say hello.”

Surprise filled his face, swiftly replaced by arrogant humor.

They rode in silence for a few moments, then he said, “Say this,” and followed it with a short phrase of puffed air and whispers.

Mora did her best.

A breeze blew back at her, making the leaves above dance.

“What did I say?”

“Hello, as you asked.”

She repeated the word. Hello.

Rowan smiled. “It more specifically means something like, ‘I ask that you welcome me,’ but ‘hello’ suffices.”

“Does it.”

His smile took a turn toward sublime.

Mora nudged her horse faster, and it shot immediately forward. Behind her, Rowan’s laughter echoed.

For hours she rode ahead, alone, and after the first two she paused at a fork in the path. One way shifted slightly west, the other continued due north. No sign nor marker indicated which was the proper path. Mora supposed she’d have to wait for Rowan and might as well dismount to stretch and relieve her bladder.

But she’d only just tensed to swing her leg over when the wind blew, spinning around her in sunwise circles, then sped off down the western way. The thin, leaning trees shook their leaves, and curling, dead leaves from last year tumbled along the ground.

The northern path waited quiet and still. Puffs of seeds hung in the air, caught in hazy peace.

Though the contrary nature of her mood—her personality—urged her to turn into the quiet north, to deny the wind, Mora was neither a fool nor spiteful, and so she let the wind pull her west.

Hello, Mora said, and again, Hello. Practicing.

Hello, the wind replied after her third attempt.

She gasped, and the wind gasped back, mimicking her noise exactly.

Because she was alone, or at least without human company, Mora let herself smile just a little bit.

The horse trotted happily, and Mora patted her neck, so at ease that she put tiny braids into the horse’s rough flaxen mane. The breeze stuck with her, humming, if wind could be said to hum, and Mora supposed on Innis Lear it might. She warmed sufficiently that sweat gathered in the small of her back and she shrugged out of her jacket, laying it over her horse’s withers. Then Mora stretched, touching the lined braids on her own head. Trin had spent three hours last night weaving Mora’s hair back from her forehead and temples. They felt slightly crooked to Mora’s exploring fingers, but Trin would get better with practice. The ends were loose in a flare at the back of her skull.

She ate two of the carefully wrapped boiled eggs as she rode, stopped at the stream to water herself and the horse, and continued on, letting her mount choose their speed. The horse seemed as content now to meander as Mora herself, and she managed to slip into a state of peace.

Enough time passed that Mora believed she’d chosen the wrong path and Rowan had continued north. Good that she could take care of herself, camp, hunt—though it would be a challenge with only sword and knife. A snare would do, or perhaps she could catch a fish. If not, she carried enough cheese and bread and wine to get her easily through tomorrow as well. So long as she pointed the horse’s nose in the same direction, there was no part of the White Forest more than three days ride across.

So unconcerned was Banna Mora that it was rather a surprise when the path widened into a meadow, and before her rose a huge limestone temple.

Pale walls climbed at least twenty feet, swarmed by dark green vines blossoming in white and gentle blue. The grass grew to her horse’s knees, but for a path around the entire building. Mora slid to the ground and followed the path. The horse wandered behind her, munching on the last summer grass. Mora didn’t care, though she ought to have.

This was the old star cathedral, protecting a navel well. She’d been here before as a very small child.

Four arms spread in each of the cardinal directions, and some of the heavy stones crumbled slightly. As she circled the cathedral, Mora squinted in the bright sun. High overhead the clouds that at dawn had been thick now striped the sky in sheer waves. Three violet butterflies danced a few feet above her head, bobbing in the tender breeze. They reminded her of her little brother, though she’d not seen him in years.

Mora’s body fell still and her heels seemed to stick to the ground. Her brother was caretaker here. Rowan had said so.

The Witch of the White Forest.

Hello, she whispered, and then took a deeper breath to push the phrase stronger.

The wind lifted, too, pressing grass against her knees with a whisper of its own.

There came a reply, clear in the language of trees. But Mora did not understand it. She marched back to the front of the cathedral, the south, where waited a thick wooden door carved with flowers and grinning earth saints and tiny birds. It stood half open.

“Hello?” she called in plain Learish. “I’m not fluent in tree tongue.” And Mora knew she spoke like an Aremore royal, despite her Learish birthright.

“Oh, hello!” came a hurried response. The voice sounded from above.

Mora backed up, bumping into her horse. The animal shifted against her fondly.

“I apologize,” the voice came again, as a young man walked easily along the top of the southeastern wall, a neckbreaking distance from the meadow floor. He was nearly naked, but for a loincloth draped loosely from his hips. He had curling brown hair, narrow shoulders, and bright tan skin. Mora could see no more against the brilliant blue-and-white sky. He said, “Most visitors here know the language of …”

The young man lifted a hand to shade his eyes. “Banna Mora?”

She put her hands on her hips. “Come down, Connley!” she snapped. “Carefully, before you …”

Mora trailed off, too, and they stared.

She wished she could see his face clearly.

After a long, still moment, Connley whispered in the language of trees, moving away, along the southeast wall at a much faster pace than Mora was comfortable with. The wall was two feet thick, but it wouldn’t matter if he tripped on a vine or some crumbling stone scattered beneath him. She followed him around the side.

When Connley reached the eastern arm of the cathedral, he followed its length and spoke again—it sounded like a gust of wind and sprinkling rain. But the tree nearest the wall bent, reaching a branch as thick as Mora’s leg out toward him, and Connley stepped onto it light as a bird. Mora thought her heart would stop.

He grasped another branch, then walked fast and sure down through the tree, until he reached the trunk and climbed the rest of the way like a human instead of a wild spirit.

Mora took a deep breath and waited for him to face her. First, her little brother touched his palm to the tree’s gray-brown bark and murmured, and only then did he turn.

As with her grandmother Sin, Mora had not seen Connley since she’d left for Aremoria. He’d been five. Only eight herself at the time, all her memories of him were distant and dreamy, memories in which their parents played full parts. Butterflies and singing wind, a mobile made of scarlet leaves, and quiet—she remembered best of all that he’d been ever so quiet as a child, unless he laughed. And always there was dirt on his face.

Just like there was now.

Two streaks of charcoal or thick gray paint had been carefully applied, beginning under his eyelids and pulling toward his jaw. The stark color brought out the green in his irises. She didn’t remember his eyes at all, but now he was grown, she recognized their Aremore father’s: light brown with rings of green in the center. Likely Connley did not know himself they were Corius March’s eyes. His skin was darker than she’d thought, though living nearly naked under the sun might account for that. He was slightly shorter than her, small seeming, but stout and hard muscled. Not a threat to her unless he was fast.

Except for the magic. If he was the Witch of the White Forest—already, so young—there was no telling what he could do. That tree had lifted him from the cathedral wall.

And evidence of that power was etched into his flesh. Hash-mark scars spoke voiceless spells against his skin, just under his left collarbone, in a line along the opposite hip, and in tiny rows down both inner forearms. A spiral had been scarred just over his navel. Around his neck hung a leather thong with three sleek, tawny feathers.

Mora had not the slightest idea what to say to him. Fortunately, Connley seemed to be suffering the same problem; he stared at her, too, expression lost.

They’d written sporadically as children, but she’d made less of an effort when Rovassos named her his heir, and when she’d led the pack of Lady Knights and everything in her life had been set and happy. It had hardly mattered to Mora, then, to be friendly with her Learish cousins. Her leash had been too tight, she realized now.

“Banna Mora,” he said again, and Mora was annoyed he’d found his voice first.

“Connley,” she replied.

“You, ah …” He glanced behind her, then to either side. “You’re alone? I was expecting …”

“Rowan? He moved too slow.” Mora gestured dismissively.

Connley nodded, then licked his bottom lip. “Do you want …  are you thirsty? We can see to your horse. She’s tired.”

He didn’t move. Mora didn’t move. She felt she should say something profound. Embrace him. Find a memory to share. “I am. And you …  Rowan doesn’t wear proper clothes, either.” She put the authority of a commander in her disapproval.

Once more, Connley glanced past her, clearly hopeful not to be alone with her very much longer.

Mora grunted and turned to her horse.

Connley had a small cottage built between two large ash trees a short walk from the cathedral. The ashes’ limbs wove together to form the skeleton of his roof, which had been thatched with lavender and smelled like paradise. As she unsaddled her horse and rubbed her down, Connley said softly, “You can let her loose. She’ll be safe to forage on her own here.”

“Is that what you do?” Mora asked.

Her brother nodded with a smile. “The forest provides. I have a garden, and gifts always from Hartfare and others who come to taste the navel waters.”

“You aren’t a star priest.”

“I leave that to Rowan, among others.”

“What were you doing on the wall?” Mora demanded.

“Sweet-talking the vines to let go some of their suckers on the east. The wall needs to last. One of the oaks has agreed to host that vine.” With that casual statement, he ducked barefoot into his cottage. Mora wasn’t sure if she should follow.

She stood alone in the shade, wondering how she’d come to this, so off-balance, so unsure of her authority.

The White Forest murmured all around, delicate and merry.

Connley nudged his door back open and emerged, in trousers now and holding two clay cups. “Honey wine?”

Even knowing how quickly such sugary alcohol overwhelmed her, Mora eagerly accepted.

Together brother and sister settled on a log whose bark had been scraped away, and the wood polished to a cherry shine. The ends were carved with hash-marks.

The offered wine was clear and delicious, and Mora drank too fast. To her relief, her brother seemed content to sit quietly. A blue butterfly fluttered to them and landed on Connley’s knee. Mora stared at it; she could make out individual scales on its wings, which together were as large as her hand. It gently batted those wings and crawled a finger’s-length up Connley’s thigh. He put his hand there, and it hopped onto his knuckle.

Her brother lifted the butterfly nearer to his face, smiling at it.

That decided her: he was not of this world. Mora huffed—a laugh, a snort, she wasn’t even sure herself.

Connley took her amusement gracefully, and with his other hand pointed into the tree above them. She glanced up, startled, to see a small owl perched there, staring down at her with round yellow eyes.

In the middle of the day.

“She’s watching you,” Connley murmured.

It was a ghost owl, with a creamy, heart-shaped face and tiny white beak. Her shoulders were a light brown, tawnier as the wings tapered back. Speckles dripped down her belly, and her talons gripped the branch carefully, without gouging bark. Hello, Mora said in the language of trees.

The owl seemed to shrug.

Connley laughed prettily. “Birds aren’t always interested in talking.”

Glancing at her brother, Mora realized the feathers he wore down his chest were ghost owl feathers.

“Not hers,” Connley said, “but probably related.”

“You’re so odd,” Mora said, giving in to the urge to be blunt.

His smile faded and the cast of his expression turned almost grave. The blue butterfly lifted off his knuckle with a few lazy strokes of its wings. Shivering, Mora realized Connley suddenly seemed ageless. Wise, magical, an illusion cast by the forest itself, a projection of its spirit.

The dark turn of her thoughts disturbed her. She longed for the clean lines of civilized Lionis; cut glass and stone-carved flowers, cobbled roads and limestone arches linking the buildings. Manicured trees and blossoms that carefully spilled from window boxes.

“I was raised by the forest,” Connley said finally.

Guilt bit at her: she ought to have insisted he come to Aremoria with her, after their parents died and she had a place of her own. But he’d had Sin Errigal and all the Errigal cousins to keep him safe. She’d chosen her home.

Connley touched her wrist, so lightly she saw it more than felt it. “Don’t, sister. You were raised by a city. By libraries and warriors and a king. I wasn’t unhappy. I’m not. This is my cradle, this island.”

It was too intimate for having known each other again a mere hour. She withdrew her hand and glanced back at the ghost owl. The moment she met the bird’s gaze, the owl spread her wings and leapt off the branch: not a whisper in the wind as it skimmed over their heads, dipped up and over the cottage, and vanished.

Mora felt oddly alone.

Then: singing.

The wind pushed her hair off her ears and delivered a low, distorted song.

She knew Rowan Lear’s voice, but also that he was some miles away still.

A succession of shivers pulled down her spine and Mora finished the cup of mead.

But Connley’s face lit with unadulterated relief. “Rowan,” he said, pushing to his feet. “I’ll—I’ll meet him.”

And then Mora was truly alone with the forest, the wind, and her discomfiting uncertainty.

STARS DAZZLED IN the black sky when Mora woke.

The men had attempted to give her the narrow cottage bed, but she’d rolled her eyes and spread her blanket upon the ground outside. So thick was the grass her sleep was immediate and comfortable, much better than most camping she’d experienced as a soldier. The hot mushroom soup and honey wine in her belly helped, assuredly.

Silence—utter silence—greeted her waking. Instead of rich and peaceful, the midnight forest felt oppressive. Wrong.

Mora held her breath and kept very still, but there was nothing: no night frogs or whispering breeze, no shivering plants or crickets or concealed hunters. She could hear the beat of her heart.

On her feet fast, Mora quietly loosed the knife from her shin sheath and gripped it backward, holding it close before her like shield and weapon both. Rowan was not on his bedroll. Sneaking carefully on her toes, she went to the cottage door: it opened easily, and inside was dark. “Rowan? Connley?” she whispered. Nothing.

She felt her way to the window and unlatched the shutters: starlight filtered through, but it was scant. Mora peered at the small room. The bed was empty, that was certain, and she saw no sign of either her brother or of struggle. He and Rowan had both left her alone by their own choice.

Anger spurred her outside and down the path to the cathedral. Her knife remained in hand and she maintained her quiet movement, aware danger might still be present, though doubting it.

The cathedral shone dully against the night sky, and it was barely brighter in the meadow, without trees to block the stars. She stormed to the south to find the door open enough to walk through, so she did.

Mora stopped. Starlight fell down from the open sky—there was no roof at all, as was the case with most such cathedrals, even the one in Lionis. The dark sanctuary opened before her. Its limewashed walls had been painted with black constellations and bright flower-bursts of red, blue, yellow that she could just barely make out.

The prince and the witch were at the heart of the cathedral, where all four arms came together in a cross, with the navel well in its center. Rowan leaned his hands on the stone rim, peering down into it; his white-gold hair spilled free, falling against the well and even into it, being so very long. Across from him Connley touched the well, too, but his head was tipped back to the stars above.

One of them was speaking softly, or was it a song?

As Banna Mora stared, she heard another noise: water. A gurgle, growing louder but still only like the murmur of a slow stream.

Then Rowan leaned back. Water appeared like a black, rippling mirror of the sky, rising to the edge of the well. Mora’s lips parted in surprise. The water halted, the surface dancing calmly there, licking at the ends of Rowan’s hair and the tips of his fingers.

Connley dipped his hand into the water, and brought it, dripping, to his mouth.

“I hope this will clarify my prophecies,” Rowan murmured.

“You still argue with the stars?”

“Everyone does who converses with them—their voice is a growing babble.”

Though Mora was certain she’d made no sound, Rowan’s head snapped toward her. Connley followed his gaze.

“Banna Mora,” Rowan said tenderly. He beckoned for her. “Come taste the rootwater of Innis Lear.”

She stared at the black eye of water pressing up from the well. It pulsed, and though she’d never admit it to any but herself, she’d have sworn it was the same rhythm as her heartbeat.

“No,” she said, and backed away, eyes stuck to that water until her reaching hand found the corner of the threshold and she stepped out through the narrow opening, into the meadow again. Her heel caught on loose earth and grass scratched at her boots.

Mora breathed a gasping, deep breath, then went determinedly back to her bed.




HOTSPUR

Lionis, autumn

SHE KNOCKED ON the door of the prince’s chambers.

Hal’s chambers.

Nerves danced in Hotspur’s stomach, making her bounce on her toes. Usually anxiety and anticipation mingled in her blood to better settle it, readying her for battle. But this was no enemy she prepared to face, and there was no way to win.

The door opened, and one of Hal’s footmen greeted her with a bright smile. Hotspur entered and asked softly if she might be left alone with Prince Hal. Perio bowed, slipped out, and pulled the door shut behind him.

Hal’s people knew she loved nothing better than to be alone with Hotspur.

The narrow arched door to the bedroom was held open by an iron poker that streaked ash across the marble floor.

“Come in!” Hal replied, voice echoing from the dim depths of the bedroom.

Hotspur remained in the study, holding on to the hilt of her sheathed sword. She was dressed for travel in thick wool pants, orange gambeson, and both her sword belt and tooled Perseria belt with pouches for keys and money and loops for her gauntlets. Over it all she had her brand-new green-and-black leather coat, embossed across the back with a united crest of both Perseria and Mercia. It had arrived yesterday with Vindomata’s letter, and Hotspur had finally put it on just before coming here.

After a fraught moment trying not to pace or call out again, Hotspur’s waiting ended. Hal appeared, laughing and shaking her head. “I’ll come to you then, great heart.” She ducked through the passage, still smiling, and Hotspur caught her breath.

Hal wore a new dress.

The skirt was split and only as long as her midcalves, and loosely laced around her torso, clearly so she might still fight in it, kick high or mount a horse, and run without the detrimental effects of a stiff bodice. But still, it was a dress. The brown-ribbon collar dipped low to reveal the elegant line of her collarbone, enough that Hotspur could step forward and put her lips to the high, soft mound of her breasts.

“I know!” Hal declared, spreading her arms. Her hair was half pinned up in gentle twists, the rest braided into a knot at her nape. Tiny glass beads decorated the black strands. “I’ve been working with a few women to design it, because I’m so tired of changing when I have to go from dinner to the field.”

Hotspur allowed a fond smile, but before she could speak, Hal yawned. The prince walked backward to collapse in the chair by the cold hearth. “I’ll have you one made,” she said, voice still muffled as she put her wrist in front of her mouth and yawned again.

“You’re still sleeping badly.” Hotspur wanted to kneel at Hal’s side, press her cheek to Hal’s thigh, and stroke the long line of her shin until the prince fell asleep. Roll her into bed, embrace her from behind, and murmur silly songs to chase nightmares away. It gnawed at her that Hal still dreamed of Rovassos’s last moments, still dreamed of sudden violence and the deaths of her loved ones. And Hotspur was about to make it worse.

“Oh well.” Hal grimaced. “I drank warm milk and honey and it didn’t help. I’ll—I’ll think of something.” Then the prince leaned forward and a flirting light brightened her eyes. “I always sleep soundly after you exhaust me, Hotspur.”

Hotspur kept her lips pressed shut.

Her silence painted a frown on Hal’s pink lips. “What are you wearing, Hotspur? Where are you going?”

Hotspur curled her hands into fists, then flattened her palms to her thighs. “Vindomata sent it. She wants me in Mercia permanently, to command the Perserian army. My mother will never ride again.”

“Hotspur, you can’t leave.” Hal said it softly but pushed her tone into an order.

“She’s named me her heir. Vindomata did, because her sons are dead.”

Hal leaned back in the chair, frown heavy with regret.

Hotspur felt it, too, but more than regret: a pain akin to despair. She would not countenance the rumors that Celedrix had found ways to ensure Vindus and Devrus of Mercia died, but dead they were, and her aunt needed an heir. And so Hotspur had to go. This love affair had always been doomed.

“You don’t have to leave me to be Vindomata’s heir.”

“Hal, I have to marry, and get heirs for my entire family line. Persy and Mercia both, now,” Hotspur whispered. “You’re engaged. It’s over. It’s time. I loved—all of this.”

“No.” Hal shot to her feet. “No, Hotspur, you’re mine! They can find someone other— You are mine.”

“I can’t be.” Hotspur backed away.

Bright autumn sunlight spilled through the windows, cutting between them. Into their dull silence filtered the noise of a lively palace: movement and loud conversations, the echo of hooves from the huge courtyard below. Birdsong. Hotspur thought it wasn’t fair for the day to be so beautiful. But beyond Lionis the land exploded with brilliant, rainbow death: leaves all the colors of fire and war, the glint of scythes, the rustle and rattle of harvest, and the cold evening winds that whispered in tiny voices that winter approached, the long nights, the crystal-cold stars.

The Lion Prince said, “You can’t leave, just like that, with no warning! It’s working. Our love story. The wolf and the lion.”

“I don’t want a story, Hal. I want truth.”

Hal winced. “We have both. Because one makes the other. Our truth is becoming what we need it to be to survive here, together, to fit in this palace as ourselves and succeed!”

“Perseria and Mercia need me now.”

“I need you. You’re making excuses to leave.”

“I don’t make excuses!” Hotspur cried, hands in fists again, hard enough to whiten her knuckles.

“Listen to me. We’ll find Vindomata another heir, and your mother can even come here—my mother would have her, and you can both be here, where her every need will be met. All of Aremoria’s resources will be at our disposal to find a steward for Persy, and it will still be yours, anyway. There must be other cousins for Vindomata’s Mercia! Yes.” Hal let out a sharp laugh. “Lisus Car! He’s Mercian, and very much in need of handsome reward for his valor. He and Vindomata are cousins, and friends.”

Hotspur shook her head. The nerves in her stomach kept spiking like icicles. “Finding an heir is not as good as making one. Just ask Banna Mora. If she’d been Rovassos’s child, your mother would’ve had a harder time unseating her. I have to bear a child, just as you do. To strengthen Mercia. To strengthen Aremoria. Nothing else will work, now.”

“Because you want to go.”

“Worms, Hal, don’t be mean.”

Hal lifted her black brows, tossing the accusation right back at Hotspur.

“I can’t stay,” Hotspur insisted.

“You don’t want to stay—that’s the only real reason. I am making everything else work.”

“It’s too unbalanced—you making everything work. What about me? What am I?”

The prince nodded. “My best advisor—my partner—my fucking wife, Hotspur. In everything but title. I need you, and you can still shape Perseria to your will—through me, if that’s what you want. Guide me and help me with strategy and politics. Make Aremoria strong that way. Help me make an agenda, help me with whatever we like—we still have to find a way to take care of Mora.”

“I thought you’d forgotten about her.” Hotspur let herself be mean, too, then. “Six months and Mora is still on Innis Lear. It’s inexcusable.”

Hal sighed. “What do you want me to do? Invade Innis Lear?”

“Hound your mother until she agrees! Convince her. You’ve convinced half the world already that you’re a good prince, that you and I are lovers out of some tale of earth saints and destiny.”

“Because we are. Because I—I am, I can be a good prince.” Hal’s brow knitted with confusion.

“I know it. And I can be a good daughter. A good knight. I have to serve my oaths to Aremoria, to my family, just like you do.”

“I don’t see why you can’t serve here at my side. I thought that was what you wanted!”

Hotspur stalked to the tall glass doors and shoved out onto the balcony. She did want that. Here with Hal she had been so happy, known her place—not in a confining way, but confidently. Hotspur was meant to be in love with Hal Bolinbroke.

Putting her fists on the stone railing, she stared down at the broad People’s Courtyard. Her own heart was not her priority, and it shouldn’t be Hal’s, either.

Behind her, Hal sighed softly. She was very near, so much so Hotspur knew if she leaned back Hal would find Hotspur’s neck with her mouth. Kiss her there, breathing long and hot, then put her teeth to the muscle and command again that Hotspur must remain. Convince her their love would be enough.

“I love you,” Hotspur said.

“Then stay.”

“Hal, I don’t want to be here when your husband arrives. I don’t think I could bear it.”

“What?” The word was more of a gasp. “I don’t have a husband, and I don’t want one. If you—I need you to be here, to keep reminding people I don’t need anyone else.”

“You do need a husband, though.”

“I don’t! I need you. My wolf. My consort. I can make it work.”

“It will ruin you.”

“What?” Hal laughed as she said it, and Hotspur shivered as the echo of merriment trembled down her spine.

“It’s what ruined Rovassos.”

Now Hal’s hands did find Hotspur’s neck; her fingers were cool. “No, I’m better than him at doing this on purpose, and I will convince the entire world that it’s good. That we are good. I already have, almost. You said so yourself.”

“It’s not enough, Hal. I don’t mean us, together, will ruin you. I mean that Rovassos had no heir, and so appointed Mora. His line was not secure; it was too easy to break. Your line will not be secure, if you are with me.”

“This again. Hotspur, all that is required for my line to be secure is a child of my womb—not having a husband. In the Third Kingdom, the Mother of All Mothers declares her children to be her own, regardless of whether they have a named father. I will find a way to ally still with this prince from that place. An alliance can be made without marriage, if it suits both parties.”

“You would have me as your consort; you think you can do that.” Hotspur’s voice went dull. It was too big a change. It was impossible.

Hal grimaced. “And sacrifice the sanctity of my body to some worthy man to get me with child. Our child. Yes. Yes, I can do that. If it means I can have you, too.”

Hotspur shook her head slowly. What if she herself wanted a child, too? A child of her own flesh? Had Hal even considered that? “It’s so much,” she whispered. What if she wanted a family without this constant need to prove her desires were worthy? A family that would be safe? A family she didn’t have to fight for the right to love?

Hal continued, “Morimaros the Great had no heir! He left Aremoria strong, with his bastards all on Innis Lear!”

Fury blazed from Hotspur’s groin up through her heart and into her eyes, blinding her with red-silver lightning. She whirled and shoved Hal away. “You are not Morimaros!” she screamed.

Hal stumbled, eyes wide, but maintained her balance while Hotspur panted in rage. How she hated this constant comparison. She wanted Hal to make her own greatness, not long after the shadow of an old dead king.

The prince drew herself up, chin raised slightly and full of dignity even as her dark eyes shimmered with tears.

Hotspur choked on a sob at having hurt Hal enough to make her cry. But because she was the Wolf, she attacked harder. “Morimaros the Great was also Morimaros the Second. Aremoria had been secure, had been stable, for decades. He could afford to take something for himself, to make some bastards, but look, Hal, only three generations later and we’ve had open war over the throne. Because of those bastards.”

Hal said, “The line was secure, and people would have accepted Mora as they didn’t accept Rovassos—she was strong. The rebellion had nothing to do with succession! It was about the ruler! And our ruler—my mother—is a good queen. The people welcomed her home; they are relieved by her ambitions, Hotspur. She is building something great, and I must build greatness with her. Not merely through babies, but through my own ambitions! My own vision for what Aremoria can be—a place where I can love anyone, make anyone my consort, not just a husband. What other point is there to being a queen than to make the world what we need it to be?”

“You want to be a queen for—for me?”

“No, for us. For all of us. For love. For Aremoria. You should be doing that work with me. You’re the one who is afraid to love me.”

“I am,” Hotspur admitted, and tears were hot on her cheeks, too. “I’m afraid—because I’m not Elia Lear. I cannot be equal to you, Hal. Don’t you see? It worked for them because they were both already legends! Both already had crowns! They already each had their own authority, but I’m not powerful like that. I don’t have a position from which to stand, to meet you where all that matters is that we love each other. No place exists where the heart is all that matters.”

“Not all that matters—but what matters most. Love should matter most. I will make a place where that is true, Hotspur. I swear it to you.”

“I’m so tired already.” Hotspur wiped her cheeks. “Performing with you is exhausting. I want to argue, but you make it public so our reconciliation can be as well. You kiss me before my men not because you want to kiss me, but because you want them to gossip and cheer. But I don’t want our relationship to be another war we have to win. I just want to be with you. To be ourselves. Can you make that happen? Can you imagine a time when we would not be fighting for merely our right to exist as we are?”

Hal drew herself up. “Yes, I can imagine it. Believe in that, in me, Hotspur: that I can see it.”

Hotspur did believe it. She did believe Hal could imagine that future. But seeing it wasn’t enough.

“You don’t have the power to change this, Hal. Stories aren’t enough. They don’t feed my tenants or keep out Burgun or give my mother grandchildren.”

“Hotspur.” Hal said it voicelessly, as if all the air in the room had vanished, as if the name were only a shadow on her tongue. “Hotspur. Do you remember the prophecy?”

She frowned hard. “What for?”

“It haunts us, even if you don’t think about it. It dogs our steps, colors our futures. We have to deal with it.”

“Is this why you won’t bring Mora back?” Horror hushed her words, and Hotspur stared.

“No—it’s not about the dragon, it’s about us. The lion and the wolf. Choose me, my end. Don’t leave. Don’t let me break. That’s what you’re doing if you go.”

“I can’t keep you whole! You can’t ask a person to be your everything, it’s not fair.”

Hal grabbed Hotspur’s arms. “What if I love you so well it changes the entire landscape of the world?”

Hotspur shut her eyes and said, blindly, “A love story does not trump a stable line of succession any better than love can stop a sword in its killing arc.”

In the darkness she could hear Hal’s breathing, ruffled and low. The kiss, when it lit upon her lips, was delicate as summer rain. Tenderly, Hal kissed her, and Hotspur touched her prince’s teary cheeks. The ache of love became a seeping wound, dragging Hotspur down and down until her body was numb with it, and she pushed away.

Eyes still shut, she whispered, “I do love you. I wish for us to be friends. You prince, me Persy, friends, and our—our children friends.” Hotspur looked finally at Hal’s wretched face. Looked at her lover, her best friend. The prince, exhausted from nightmares, weary and uncertain from learning the new language of politics, carrying the weight of a nation’s expectations. And Hal wanted Hotspur to crystalize that terror? To make it permanent and sharper? She loved Hal, she believed in Hal’s love, but she also believed to continue down this path would destroy her prince. And Hotspur, too.

“You have to become Aremoria, Hal. That’s what I believe in, that you can do it.”

“With you at my side, I can. Believing in me. Choosing us.”

“I cannot be mistress to Aremoria. It would consume me. Change me. Destroy us.”

The prince’s face crumpled and she sank to the marble floor, those split skirts skewing around her like jagged red petals. She said, “How can you be the only person in Aremoria whom I cannot convince?”

Hotspur breathed raggedly. She wanted more than anything in the world to kneel before Hal and kiss her again, take her lover’s face in hand and worship her mouth, her tongue and teeth, to give herself to Hal, no matter what it would make of herself. Maybe Hal was right; maybe they could do everything, could be everything.

But if they couldn’t, and tried, and failed, Aremoria itself would pay the price.

Aremoria mattered more than anything, and the strength of its commanders.

Staring up at Hotspur, Hal’s hands clenched in her own skirts, pulling at them, as if she could rend the dress and tear apart this terrible conversation.

Hotspur said, “I will love you forever.”

Prince Hal bent over her lap, shoulders trembling, and Hotspur fled.




BANNA MORA

Northern Innis Lear, late autumn

ONCE, INNIS LEAR had been raw; an island remade by magic, by fury and determination. In those days, before a king rose to draw the disparate lords and sometime-tyrants together under a single crown, each ruling family sacrificed a child to the rootwaters. A child from every generation, offered up with faith and fear and hope. Most often it was an unwanted child, an easy loss in the way such things go. The island took these children and swallowed them whole, devouring or transforming them.

In the high north of Innis Lear, where mountains broke harsh and tall against the sky, where little grew but for brush and hard old trees, the Glennadoers lived and ruled. Wizards all, who built their bones with the strength of stone, who drank rootwater wine and taught their children to slaughter sheep before they could walk, the Glennadoers grew more powerful each passing year. One year, a woman—descended, it was said, from that first wizard who cleaved Innis Lear from the mainland—decided to give her firstborn son to the island for sacrifice.

The island appreciated her choice, recognized it for the honor it was, and when it swallowed this boy, Innis Lear spat him out again half man, half island.

He had a name, but it is no longer spoken.

This wizard rose with more power than the world could bear. His cry could be heard at every corner of the land, and none could resist the charm of his smile. When he was furious, the island trembled; when in love, the island breathed to the rhythm of his heart.

Afraid, every other lord of the island united against his power, but he could not be beaten with arms or might; his magic was too woven within the fabric of Innis Lear.

And so they attacked his heart.

Choosing their most gentle, their most unguarded young man, the lords of the island sent him northward. They knew the young man would be irresistible to the wizard.

True to his nature, the wizard fell instantly in love with the young man. When the moment was right, the lords turned the young man’s heart against itself, then captured the wizard unawares, and buried him in salt sand where the ocean never paused its churning.

The curse upon the house of Glennadoer was so virile, so livid with power, it struck magic from the family’s veins. No wizard had been born to the line since, though the bones and flesh of the Glennadoers retained enough memory of magic to make them feel like the wild predators of Innis Lear: they were bears, they were wolves, they were great eagles and owls and hungry snakes.

Banna Mora was learning to like them.

Though she could not decide which sort of beast Rowan Lear was: perhaps because of his mother’s bloodline and name, or perhaps because he was the first new wizard descended from Glennadoers in four hundred years.

Or perhaps he was every kind of beast, a shape-shifter in the truest sense.

For six months Banna Mora had lived near Rowan’s side and known him during her convalescence at Queen’s Keep, and through the brisk, trembling autumn at Connley Castle where she’d been born. There, surrounded by Errigals, her own family—and so very many cats—she had been the one most welcome, and Rowan was merely the queen’s nephew: a someday-ruler, a man to be cautious of only for the power he one day would hold over the Errigal dukedom.

Mora approved of her family’s vigilance. They admired Rowan but did not quite trust him.

Autumn on Innis Lear was a harsh transition: flowers died and the wind blew unceasingly. Leaves transformed to red and hot orange in a day; by the end of a week nothing remained but twisting gray branches, bare as bones. The moors ached with fog, the flat karst plains south of Connley Castle groaned as the island itself hunkered down to prepare for ice and snowstorms. The harvest required every able body—including Rowan, including all the nobility of Errigal, and every resident, too, but for the priests and elderly, who held fires strong and cast prophecies or spoke to the sky that they might know the turn of coming storms. As she had no skill with the grass-cutting, Mora went behind the line of blades to bundle and lift the harvest into wagons, or carried great pitchers of beer and honey water, or wrangled babes in the castle while their mothers and fathers and siblings trekked out to the field. She determined she’d rather pull the plows herself than babysit again in the spring.

There had been no word from Celedrix of Aremoria, though a letter from Lionis had arrived at the end of summer, clearly addressed to Banna Mora of the March.

My friend,

I know you are well, and I know you take care of yourself. If I can help you, I will, but I beg you to remember who you are, and what you have been named.

Your friend

Hal Bolinbroke, melodramatic and keen. Mora could have rolled her eyes. Instead, she folded the note tight and tucked it into her pouch, alongside the Blood and the Sea.

Now, just a month before the Longest Night, Banna Mora and Rowan Lear arrived in the Glennadoer lands.

There is a dragon in the north, Sin Errigal had said, and in the months since Mora had heard enough prophecies woven with the dragon, the lion, and the wolf to acknowledge she ought to listen. She came to seek out this northern Learish dragon.

The way had been harsh, for the road passed through the Jawbone Mountains, skirting the Mountain of Teeth itself. The trees here were all stubby and short, tucked into crevasses and clinging to the narrowest streams. Snow coated the peaks and cliffs, but the ocean winds kept the lowlands free of it. Ice was another story, and Mora learned to chip it off everything, gladly wearing the mittens Rowan had provided, and wrapping her legs with bulky wool. They led their horses more often than not, into the press of wind. There was little room for conversation during the journey, except at night when they made camp against boulders or on the narrow banks of the frozen creek that tucked and wove along the road. Fire came easily, thanks to Rowan’s magic, but still they slept near each other, under a bearskin tent so low they crawled inside and couldn’t sit up at all.

Rowan sang constantly, humming to himself or crooning at the woolly cows they passed. More often than not, the wind stole the melody from Mora’s ears.

But the journey had lasted only a week, as Innis Lear was not terribly large. This northern tip cut up past the mountains in the shape of a prow, and Glennadoer Castle nestled in a valley where the only river that poured north out of the mountains split. It was like a castle from the oldest saint stories, a crumbling tower with a wall and barbican, perched atop a mound of earth dragged there by the first settlers. Some claimed the mound was itself the ruin of an even more ancient castle, built by folk a thousand years ago when Innis Lear still clung to Aremoria.

The sight of it filled Mora with trepidation.

What a place to live, to grow, to raise children. Rowan paused along the road. Ice glittered before them, turning the path into millions of fallen stars. There was even ice at the tips of Rowan’s hair.

The prince stared down at his father’s kingdom like an exile, and Mora considered offering a comforting word; but that would have been ridiculous. This was his home.

When they were near enough to see faces on the warriors guarding the barbican from its high wall, the iron gate rose and children poured out. Mora faltered, stunned, but Rowan laughed and let go the reins of his horse to jog forward and greet them. Nearly ten of them, old enough to run but none of them near adulthood, and all covered with cloaks and so much wool it was impossible to tell girl from boy. They crashed into Rowan, some forming a circle and skipping in a raucous dance.

Rowan stripped off his mittens with his teeth, dropping them to the icy road. Then he clapped his hands above his head and snapped in the language of trees: fire blossomed pure white, then followed his hands in an arc as he lowered them. The children screamed and applauded, crying a phrase in the tree tongue. Fire …  something.

The prince turned to Mora and held out his bare hand. She put her own mittened hand in his, pushing through the children. Pale and pink-splotched, all of them, blond and freckled, with a few light brunettes clearly related to one another. “This is Banna Mora of the March and Innis Lear, daughter of Errigal and princess of Aremoria,” he said.

“Banna Mora!” they cried, and some bowed, murmuring lady in the language of trees.

“And what do they call you, Rowan?” Mora asked, still holding his hand.

“Fire-bringer,” he said wryly.

She eyed him as they followed the children up the hill to the outer wall and passed through the barbican gate.

Then Owyn Glennadoer appeared, along with the rest of his sprawling family and their retainers, and Mora was introduced to cousins, uncles, and aunts, a plump woman her own age named Irrel who she later realized was the mother of one of those young little brunette girls—who was also the daughter of Owyn Glennadoer. And there were three more bastard half sisters of Rowan here: Catrin, eighteen and bulky as her father; Laise, sixteen and shy; Alys, twelve and wearing boy’s clothing, including a bit of leather armor. The three shared a mother called Guira, who grinned at Mora without any shame.

Mora could not believe Glennadoer flaunted his bastards so freely, when his wife was the sister of the queen of Innis Lear. She did not try to hide her shock, though she kept disapproval off her face when the daughters were near. It was not their fault their father was an animal.

Glennadoer himself announced there would be a feast in her honor and for his son’s return, and gave an order to one of his nephews that three of their best sheep be slaughtered fresh. Mora was separated from Rowan and shown about the castle—from the yard with its barracks and fire pits to the tower itself where in the center a yew tree grew, ancient and black. The great hall was set to the side of the tower, and the residents shared rooms and little privacy, as the oldest traditions required. If she approved, Glennadoer said, she would share his mother’s chambers, for besides his as the earl, Donnan Glennadoer’s room was the largest and warmest. Mora accepted.

Already her pack from the horses had been dropped into the chamber, and Rowan appeared at her side as Glennadoer pushed open the thick door into his mother’s room.

Donnan frowned at the intrusion, wrinkling her entire creased face in consternation. She was bent and wore three wool tunics cinched with an amber-and-iron belt. “Is that you come, Rowan Lear?” she demanded.

“Yes, Grandmother,” he replied softly.

Glennadoer leaned over his mother’s tightly braided steel-gray hair. “And Banna Mora of the March, as I promised.”

Donnan sniffed and faced Mora, staring intently. She was blind.

“Lady Glennadoer,” Mora said. “I am glad to know you.”

“Tell me what she looks like,” the old woman said.

Glennadoer smiled. “Nearly as tall as me, Mother, and beautiful. She has some golden tones from the Third Kingdom in her skin, and broadness of cheeks and mouth. Her hair curls magnificently and is a dark golden-brown, like the moors themselves in late summer.”

“Is she sturdy? Strong?”

“Stronger than our boy,” Glennadoer said with a laugh.

Rowan said nothing, and Mora stared at him a breath too long before glaring at Glennadoer instead. She said, “I am plenty strong, and I thank you for the hospitality, but I think it would be best if I rest myself with the retainers.”

“Ungrateful,” Donnan said, surprised.

“Spirited,” Glennadoer answered.

Mora picked up her pack and left without another word. She found the barracks easily and told the captain she required a bunk. The man obeyed, giving up his own.

She bathed in freezing water alongside several broad, hairy Glennadoer retainers, and donned the scarlet dress Trin had sent with her, carefully folded so any creases fell where they’d be unseen. She wrapped her legs for warmth and put her boots back on, painted her bottom lip red and lined her eyes in gray, with red dotted at the outer corners. To her golden-brown curls she did nothing but pull them out so that the great mass was as spectacular as a sunrise.

Thus she arrived in the hall for the feast, joining Rowan at the high table. She held her chin arrogantly tilted, accepted food and wine but did not smile. The Earl Glennadoer seemed amused, and boasted of her battlefield prowess to everyone present—and it seemed the entire castle had come, crushing together on benches and sharing trenchers meant for half as many. Beer and honey wine flowed, children rushed about, wrestling with the dogs, and someone was always singing. Mora did not mind, and Rowan ate beside her, not singing with the rest, but once or twice a child approached him, and he made tiny white sparks under the table for their delight.

Catrin Glennadoer, the eldest bastard daughter, came to Mora’s side once and offered more wine. The young woman took after her father more than Rowan did, for she was broad and square, with rough blond hair and a plain face. But she did not wear any shame for her bastardy or hesitate when she spoke to Mora, and so Mora liked her.

“You’re sleeping with the retainers; would you rather stay with my sisters and me?” Catrin offered.

“I am well enough with the soldiers, for that is what I am at my core,” Mora answered.

“I know my core, too,” the bastard said, sharing a firm smile with Mora.

Eventually Rowan was called upon by his father to perform magic, and so he did: thin red banners hung from the rafters, and with a word he lit them aflame. Heat blazed and ashes drifted down. It was rough, messy magic, but the Glennadoers delighted in it. Then Rowan whispered to the wind, and a breeze wafted throughout the hall, lifting caps and hair, startlingly warm. Rowan murmured to himself and sent the words ducking and dancing into specific ears, so the children at the back of the hall cried out the messages he’d sent: a request for a song of the great Glennadoer Bear to entertain their guest.

Three people stood, two men and a woman, climbing onto benches. They began to tell a story in songs tossed between them: the son of that last Glennadoer wizard had been cursed by his father’s loss to roam the northern rocks as a bear. For a hundred years he wandered and slept and ate, bellowing his loneliness to the night sky until the stars took pity on him and sent his sorrow south with the wind, to the dreams of a lady of Bracoch. She left her home with nothing but those dreams and a talent for speaking to the stars. When she crossed the mountains she asked every animal she met, Do you cry out your lament to the stars? Your song stirs my heart and I love you. Each eagle and wolf, each stag and great salmon replied to her, No, but I have heard this same lament. Go north. She reached the farthest edge of Innis Lear, and asked her question to the sea itself. The sea rushed and roared but spoke not at all, for the language of the ocean has long been lost. The lady of Bracoch knelt there, between sky, sea, and stone, and closed her eyes to dream. In her mind she heard the bear’s lament again, and called out. The bear heard her, and ran. But by the time he arrived at the farthest edge of Innis Lear, the lady had frozen to death. In his fury, the bear stamped his great paws against the rocks, and his tears fell onto her icy body. His great pain drew the attention of the rootwaters, who needed no more tears. The bear’s fur trembled, his teeth shattered, his eyes rolled, and his body transformed once more into a great stone, enveloping the lady of Bracoch, too.

That was the end of the song, and Mora turned an eye to Rowan, surprised and irritated. She ought to have known: this was Innis Lear, and all their songs were sad. But he’d requested it for her. Rowan applauded the singers, held up his wine, and drank to their honor. Then he leaned toward Mora and put his mouth near her ear: “The stone remains, at the edge of Innis Lear. A testament to the Glennadoer curse, and to the strength of our dreams.”

She rather suspected the actual moral of that particular song was that outsider ladies were doomed in Glennadoer. Mora drained her wine, turned to Glennadoer himself. “I beg your indulgence, Lord Glennadoer, but I am exhausted, and overwhelmed by the incredible welcome you’ve provided.”

The earl tugged his blond beard and stood. “Let us bid Banna Mora a great many strong dreams tonight! And in the morning, perhaps she’ll join my retainers and myself in some combat demonstrations.”

A roar of approval filled the great hall, and Mora smiled tightly, bowed her head, and left.

Though she moved fast, and the castle corridors were short, Rowan caught her wrist just before she reached the cold yard.

“Mora,” he said, tugging her around. “Why did you leave?”

“Why do you let them treat you below your station here, Rowan Lear?” The vehemence of her words surprised even Mora.

Rowan reared back but did not let her go. A candle in its nook beside them flickered, reflecting the hard gold in his tiger-iron eyes. “My grandmother resents me,” he said. “You noticed.”

“She ought to respect her future king.”

“She wishes my father were the king now.”

Mora frowned, and Rowan shrugged. “Donnan would have had my father marry Solas, not Ryrie.”

“That was a quarter century ago. And none of your fault.”

“But I am a wizard, and marked by the willowy stature of Lear instead of the bear body of Glennadoer, or its roughness. She told my father he should put me out in the winter, because I was too weak to live.”

“Cruel,” Mora said, her fingers curling into fists.

“I did live, though, and she won’t forget.”

“Your father did it? He put you out in the winter?”

Rowan nodded, staring intently at her.

“Maybe Donnan Glennadoer should be put out into the ice and we’ll see if she survives,” Mora spat.

With a little laugh, Rowan pulled her nearer.

“And your sisters,” Mora said, though she nearly forgot why: he was so close.

“Ryrie does not care,” he murmured, still staring at her eyes, her mouth, her eyes again. “She knows the issue of her own body.”

“Rowan,” Mora said.

He put his hand flat across her breast, palm pressing the Blood and the Sea hard into her as if he knew it was there. It set her blood aflame. Pushing, he walked Mora backward against the wall. Then he kissed her.

Banna Mora wrapped her arms around his head, kissing back eagerly, widening her body and mouth, surrounding him. His hands gripped her ribs and one slid low to grab her bottom. He tasted like beer and fire, and his teeth tugged at her lip.

This is power, Mora thought, relishing the kiss of the prince of Innis Lear.

But this was also power: Mora put her hands on his face and removed her mouth from his. She opened her heavy eyes to watch him in the flickering candlelight.

Rowan panted and tilted his head in disapproval, but smiled as if he understood exactly what she proved. He backed away from her, then held out an elegant pale hand.

Licking her bottom lip, where the paint had mostly been smeared away on her cup of honey wine and the tips of her fingers as she’d eaten and then Rowan Lear’s mouth, Mora considered. He was beautiful, and she was beautiful, and she was no hostage. Nor he yet a king.

But the Blood and the Sea pulsed against her chest, and Banna Mora left him in the corridor.




THE ROSES KNOW what flavors are born in the blood of the kings and queens of Innis Lear.

At Dondubhan Castle, this same vine has grown for generations, creeping along the corners of the wide blue granite wall in the Queen’s Garden. Mortar flakes under its seeking grip, and occasionally a gardener coaxes the roses in a new direction in order to shore up the wall again. Queen Astora had adored tangled brambles, and so Queen Solas ordered the roses to be culled back only every seventh year, in honor of her late mother’s preference.

It is neither a likely nor safe place for a boy of eight to hide, but the prince trusts roses all across Innis Lear for the certain cut of their thorns; he’s familiar with worse kinds of pain, and their kisses comfort him. The roses are predictable and natural, and his blood blossoms against his skin in exactly the shade of their petals, marking the similarities between them.

Before today, the boy has only come to this garden with his mother and aunt; before today, he’s never been alone in the fortress with his father.

The roses live and sing their tangled, weird songs below the prince’s window, and they’ve heard him weep in frustration; they’ve heard the yelling; they recently heard, too, from the wind, that sometimes the rough Glennadoer transforms into a bear.

And thus the roses are unsurprised when the thin slip of a pale prince crawls into their corner, bloodied and hurting. He collapses cross-legged, hugging one arm to his chest, and spits blood against the edge of the lawn, just where the roses’ rich black soil begins.

He hates that I do magic and he cannot, the prince whispers to the roses, and they shiver. They reach with their softer parts and brush pink-red petals to his cheek, smearing away blood. He cups the round head of a particularly blush-pink flower, and smiles. Even the roses recognize how tense are his lips with pain.

Broken? they ask.

“No,” the prince says, wincing as he makes a fist at the end of his injured arm, and then in the language of trees adds, A bone bruise. It will hurt a long time.

The roses hiss and shake themselves hard enough that petals drop free, falling like tears. They’ve learned to express themselves in human ways, after so many generations beloved of Innis Lear’s queens.

Thank you, he whispers. Shall I tell you a secret? We’d been sparring, and I asked the wind to dance with me. I used magic; I cheated. The wind puffed in his eyes and distracted him so I pushed past his buckler. He was furious, said I was lazy and a trickster. There should be no room for magic between men and their swords. I said he uses his advantages, oughtn’t I use mine? The prince makes a fist again, then presses his other hand tighter to where his upper arm is bruised. I didn’t expect him to hit me.

Wind gusts through the garden, shaking the cherry trees and bending the juniper: sharp, consoling scents lift toward him, and it is a juniper who says, Now, but the prince does not understand why.

The roses do.

I’ll be as tall as him someday, but not as big, the prince says. If I don’t use magic, I’ll never win, and if I don’t win, he won’t love me. Even when I wear the crown someday, he won’t.

WE LOVE YOU, the entire garden cries.

The prince smiles, and some tension falls away. He touches the sickle curve of a thorn. Pressing, he gasps, but shows the roses the bright dot of scarlet that blossoms at the pad of his index finger. I can give my blood, too. It’s all a sacrifice that binds everyone on Innis Lear.

Prince, says the wind, and Rowan, and from the depths of the black Tarinnish a lighter voice resonates through the murmuring, whispering roots: Now, she says.

The prince stands, confused. “Now?”

Roses sigh and curl, vines pull away from the corner of their wall, roots lifting to draw out of the crumbling, rich soil: the roots cradle a thing in spindly, twisted fingers like the hands of an ancient earth saint.

Crouching, the prince reaches out and accepts the bundle. Wrapped in leather and rotten wool, but untouched by worm or beetle or mold, is a book.

Delighted, for Rowan Lear has always loved books, he curls his feet beneath him and opens it on his lap.

Lined with rows and paragraphs of delicate handwriting, the book is filled with the hash-marked language of trees. The words describe glimpses of strange skies and daily experiences, like a diary, but no—this is magic, this is dreaming substance, not waking life. The boy flips through, reading pieces of different entries:


I sit with my father upon stone chairs placed in a meadow as though the meadow were a great hall: he is young, or at least younger than I last knew him. We are of an age, I realize, and he laughs a booming, merry laugh I have never heard before. His long face is hardly wrinkled, and all that thick hair is dark as oak gall. “You, girl, are going to be a mess of a mother,” he says, and I am offended, though it is what I believe in my most frightened moments. When I wake I understand, and I cry softly alone, while the sun rises. Why was it not my mother instead, come to tell me I am pregnant?

[image: Paragraph break image]

The sky is pristine blue and cloudless, but rain falls against my skin and my feet do not touch the ground.

[image: Paragraph break image]

In an ocean I lay, deep in the blackest part, where there is no difference between the night sky, moonless, and the water. I am cradled by the peaceful flow of impossible black water, drifting as though the water were wind. A slow-moving current of wind, inexorable, unstoppable, too like thick blood to understand the intention.
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My sister whispers my name again and again. I cannot find her, though I wander for months and years, and maybe that was her desire all along, that I
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In the middle of the day, the sun becomes the moon, a half-moon, and around it the Dragon of the North stretches and pulls, so far out of place. The horizon is the color of bloody sunset, and as the red-red streaks reach toward the dragon, its eye becomes Calpurlugh and all the stars roar like a lion, and I know Aremoria has declared war against Diota once again.
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Ban walks the cliffside to the south of the Summer Seat. He looks toward the center of the island, and at his side is a great, ranging lion. It is young, hungry, but leans its shoulder into his thigh with affection. Sometimes he pauses to scratch its ear, other times he shoves it away, frowning.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Grandson—



The prince of Innis Lear drops the book.

Blood from his finger smears against the corner of that page.

Grandmother, he whispers in the language of trees. The wind blows back, encouraging and pleasant. The roses remember her soft smile and meandering moods—she did not die here in the rose garden, though they beseeched her to. This book was the next best thing, a piece of her, a flower of her mind built of spiraling petal-dreams, gifted to the roses to embrace, to keep, to hold until the time a new dreamer was born.

Rowan lifts the book again, and it falls to the same page:

Grandson—this is what I need to tell you: there comes a time when the stars will offer no solace, and you must open them. I cannot be certain what this means, but it is the thing I must say to you. That, and: Innis Lear must always have a queen. Not a woman, but a queen—a lover for the island, a consort. Listen to Innis Lear, love the stars, and partner with the rootwaters. This is how to be a queen of Innis Lear. You do not rule, you do not control, you become.

What does this mean? Rowan asks the wind.

It’s all a sacrifice that binds everyone on Innis Lear, the roses reply, feeding his words back to him as a riddle.

I understand, he says, though he does not yet, not quite. Understanding will take years and dreams, rootwaters and confessions and finally understanding that he is on his own with this. Even his mother allies herself more strongly with her sister than with her son. When Rowan tells her, a few months later, that her husband broke his ribs, she shrugs tenderly and says, “If your mother must convince your father that you are strong, how will you ever become so?” It isn’t what Rowan wants from Ryrie, but rare it is for the children of queens to get what they want.

It does not occur to him to tell Solas, or perhaps it is the book, and the Dreamer’s words for her grandson that sway him: This is how to be a queen of Innis Lear. You do not rule, you do not control, you become. From this, he decides the queen’s only ally must be the island, too, and if he tells Solas everything, she will see him not as family, but as a rival. Rowan is too concerned with survival to risk it.

Thus is made a choice that, though never spoken aloud, never expressed, shifts the very stars in the sky. For if Rowan Lear had told his aunt Solas the truth about Owyn Glennadoer then, everything would be different now.




BANNA MORA

Northern Innis Lear, the Longest Night

THEY CLIMBED THE Mountain of Teeth on the shortest day of the year, only the two of them: Banna Mora Errigal and Rowan Lear.

As she struggled up the rocky path, clutching the straps of the pack tied to her shoulders and back, she told herself the entire excursion was a test: there was no dragon, only a constellation, and it would tell her nothing.

Mora paused to unlatch her sack of water and drink. Her throat ached at the nearly frozen liquid and the harsh splash it made inside her empty belly, cooling her with tiny knives. She tossed it to Rowan. He’d worked too hard, hiking behind her, to do more than hum breathlessly. Together they gazed out at the valley of Glennadoer behind them. They’d made it halfway up the mountain path and the harsh gray-gold island displayed itself.

The Mountain of Teeth was a half mile high at its summit, the tallest mountain on the island, and the northernmost of the Jawbone range. At sunset it was said to glow dull pink, as though blood had been spilt down its sharp flanks. It was surrounded by rough moors and murky bogs for miles, and in the northwest a town had settled beside a crystal stream to care for local herders and visiting pilgrims. Their horses waited back at the pilgrim’s inn, as this path was intended only for walking, for carrying what a person could under their own strength.

The trail sliced back and forth up the rocky face, over slopes of nothing but chunks of quartzite and around knifelike protrusions. Rowan and Mora would make it to the summit in a few more hours of hard climbing, where they would greet the Dragon of the North.

It was a ritual itself, Rowan had said: fasting and physical exhaustion would leave mind and heart open to the dragon and its gifts.

“Do you expect a star saint to descend and whisper wisdom into my ears?” Mora had demanded at the base of the path, where a sign read GATE TO HEAVEN in the hash-mark language of trees.

Rowan shrugged. “I experienced great clarity when I met the dragon.”

“What sort of clarity?” she asked, blocking their path up. She would not take a step until he answered.

Moving close as if he might kiss her again—he had not, nor had she him, since their first night in Glennadoer—Rowan said very softly, “The sort of clarity that tells you who you are meant to be, with such a pristine righteous voice that if you close your eyes seven years later, you’ll always hear it again.”

“You hear it now?” she murmured, awed despite herself.

With a smile, Rowan closed his eyes. “Now I do.”

“You are extremely obnoxious.”

“And you’re still repressed,” he answered, pushing her aside with a hand on her arm. And Rowan walked past her up the mountain. Her choice was to either remain alone, or follow.

Hours later, barely able to speak for the weariness in her body, Mora was ready for any kind of clarity.

They reached the pinnacle of the path just as the sun was setting. A strip of blue cloth flapped in the freezing north wind, tied to a pole twice as tall as Mora. Wrapped around the pole were threaded human teeth.

Nothing grew here but scrub grass, and deceitfully smooth falls of scree slid down on both sides of the summit like trailing gray skirts. Wind shoved at Mora, and she crouched beside a sharp gray-pink rock. Here the path spread only as wide as her outstretched arms. Rowan dropped his pack and sighed loud and welcoming, hands splayed, eyes shut, mouth open. Hello, heavens, he said in the language of trees.

Mora recalled his claim the words meant something closer to, I ask you to welcome me, and that felt massively more appropriate here at the top of the world. “I ask you to welcome me,” she said in Aremore.

Rowan smiled and knelt beside her, untying from his pack a bundle of sticks with which to make a fire after they greeted the dragon. They would spend the night here, leaning together on this peak. Mora drank water again, and then withdrew the wine pouch that had bounced against her hip beside the water.

It was unseasonably warm, but still she wore mittens and a heavy leather-and-wool coat, and a scarf wound about her head and neck. The scarf Mora shoved now into the bag in place of the box of dry meat and cheese with which they would break their fast when the time came. Tied below the bag was a thin mat of rushes and a blanket; Rowan carried a quilt tucked under his pack and a bearskin over his shoulders to spread against the rocky ground.

The sky was clear, the wind brisk. Nothing would settle tonight, and the stars would shine like crystals.

Once everything was laid out for camp, Mora sat facing the setting sun. It blazed and bled over the moors, glinting off bog-land and the curve of the Unnamed River that poured out of the Jawbone range north to the tip of the island. The sky transformed from blue to violet, with hot yellow highlighting the western peaks.

“May I?” Rowan asked, fingering the ends of the curls at her left ear. In his other hand he held a charm made of silver and a shard of black rock that glinted like the waters of the Tarinnish. She nodded, and he took pieces of her curls to braid with the charm. It hung heavily at her temple, as cold as ice. His knuckles skimmed her cheek, and Mora caught her breath.

“Do you have one for your hair, too?” she asked.

Tender surprise parted his lips, and he nodded. From his bag he dug out a second charm, silver, too, but with a rough pinkish-red stone. An uncut garnet.

Mora touched her chest over the Blood and the Sea, then crawled behind him to unbind locks of his long hair. It was so soft and smooth, as fine and straight as—she did not know. The strands slid through her fingers and she braided it loosely, having to twist the braid again around the charm until it was a feral knot. She brushed her knuckles against his cheek when she finished. The fading sunlight found the arch of his cheekbone, the fine stubble along the line of his jaw, and highlighted his bottom lip.

Her pulse was too fast, her hands unsteady.

Sitting away, Mora folded those hands in her lap and turned her gaze to the north. “The dragon will be there?”

“Yes,” he answered after a brief pause, voice rough. “Just over the horizon, and the entire length of it will only be visible for an hour at the top of this Longest Night. It is so great a beast that every other night some piece of it remains under the mountains: a claw, its tail, the end of its nose …”

“I hope no clouds blow in.”

A small hum was his only answer. It turned into a melody, gentle and merry. A round. Mora murmured the words in a singsong voice, not quite joining him. When it came around and around, the sun was gone, and only purple-silver twilight surrounded them.

Full darkness dropped slowly, and Rowan asked her to point out the first star she noticed. It was the Star of Third Birds, and then just after came a star Rowan named Dalubh. “The Star of Third Birds flies very near to the Tree of the Worm this time of year, though in its branches, not its roots. That star, Dalubh, is the head of the worm. And so your year will be filled with mysteries, and your challenges are invisible to you, where perhaps weakness, or enemies, or old choices have been rotting away at your foundations.”

Mora wrinkled her mouth in distaste. “If you eat something, you’ll prophesize better.”

Rowan laughed, and the noise rang out into the open night. “Maybe not. Prophecies have grown difficult this year.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Too many possible futures, perhaps? Confusion of intention, or the stars and the island itself are at odds? I cannot say, but maybe tonight will tell us. The only consistency has been the appearance of some part of the Dragon of the North, the Lion of War, and the Wolf Star. These stars are surrounded by wild fortunes, dooms, lighthearted weather predictions, all manner of prophecy.” Rowan paused, studying her as though looking at something else. “The first prophecy I ever cast that involved all three—dragon, lion, and wolf—was for the Aremore queen.”

“I was there. I heard it.”

His eyes suddenly sparkled.

To put him off, she said, “What else should we do to wait?”

“Pray, I would say to one who did such things—but you may brood instead.”

Mora shoved him over, and he laughed as he fell, catching himself with his palm. The laugh turned to a sharp hiss. Rowan turned his hand over to reveal the dark glint of blood scored along the heel of his thumb. She did not feel the slightest bit of guilt, and did not help him tend to it.

To her surprise, he touched the blood and drew it into a spiral that filled his white palm. Then carefully he lifted that hand and pressed the palm to his cheek, leaving a shadowy imprint of a blood spiral there.

“Rowan, last summer, just after Celeda’s rebellion, I saw a vision of Morimaros the Great.”

“You had a vision?” The prince narrowed his eyes.

She ignored his tone. “Hal saw him, and Lady Hotspur, too. Dragon, lion, wolf. Like it bound us together even outside of your prophecy.”

“You are the dragon of my prophecy,” he said, not a question.

“Maybe.” Mora scowled.

“What do you think your vision meant?”

“I have no idea. I only thought to tell you because you care about such things. We thought perhaps he was an earth saint.” She mentioned nothing of the comfort she’d gained from the dead king’s glance.

Rowan said seriously, “We must not trust earth saints. They want something from you, if you saw one.”

Year-old threads of suspicion curdled in Mora’s chest, and she nodded. “You are certain they exist.”

“I am.” Rowan lifted one shoulder. “They are not malicious, usually. They are neutral, or at worst they draw toward chaos. They are spirits with their own agenda, but that does not make it a bad agenda, or inherently harmful.”

“Maybe they do want what is best for Aremoria?”

“Maybe. And maybe it was the spirit of Morimaros,” Rowan added, as if he’d read her heart. “Maybe when he died, they took him into the rootworld and made him one of them. Surely he was as worthy of being a saint as any who have walked Aremore soil.”

“Certainly Morimaros would want only what is best for his homeland.”

“Even so.”

A heavy crescent moon rose as more stars emerged. Mora’s neck ached and she lay back on the bearskin to watch the sky. Wind scraped curls across her mouth and brought tears to her eyes.

But the sky was too brilliant to shy away from. Stars upon stars, glimmering immaculate and clear. She breathed softly, and when Rowan leaned into her, she did not mind. Their shoulders pressed together, and Mora’s stomach growled. The mountain seemed to turn and tilt beneath them, and the massive bowl of the sky glittered down at her with so many stars.

She drifted, then dozed, and her head lolled toward Rowan’s.

He sang a song about the stars becoming butterflies, floating down around them and falling like gentle snow. Mora could taste cold flakes on her lips.

“The head is revealed,” Rowan said, pulling her to sit up with him. He pointed out the eye, the nose line, the fourteen teeth of the dragon’s maw. It slowly crept up the northeastern portion of the sky, higher and higher. There its sinuous neck, there the first joint of wing, there the front paws reaching toward the Child Star. Mora stared so long and hard the dragon came alive, a silver worm of shimmering light, grinning at her, flicking its wings dramatically so that all the stars rippled away, far across the entire sky.

Mora found her heart racing, and her body dissolved, skin and hair and bones, her blood and her thoughts scattering with the stars, turning with the earth.

She sighed, and in that sigh was sewn a word for longing. Stars pooled around her, hanging down like chandeliers and spinning like waterwheels; they were inside her, cleansing her body and mind by stripping away anything of shadows, leaving behind only streaks of sharpened will.

It was cold and clear.

The sort of clarity that tells you who you are meant to be, with such a pristine righteous voice that if you close your eyes seven years later, you’ll always hear it again.

Banna Mora did not have a word for who she was meant to be, but she sensed it. There was a pull in her heart, hooking her like a fish, and she ached to grow and grow and grow until she found—

The Dragon of the North curled free and clear of the earth, every pinprick of its form revealed to her. Mora was on her feet, staring and gasping.

Hello, the wind said to her. Which means, I ask that you welcome me, and Mora wished she could answer.

How can I welcome the wind and trees, worms and stars?

And then it was over: the dragon dipped its nose beneath the black horizon again.

Banna Mora fell to her knees.

SHE WOKE SUDDENLY. The mountain rumbled under her shoulder. She whispered Rowan’s name and pressed her hand to his chest; she’d been sleeping curled against his side, her head on his shoulder and his arm wrapped tightly about her.

The prince did not move.

Beneath her, the mountain did. Mora heard shifting rocks and the clatter as quartzite shards tumbled down the slopes to either side. She sat up; the air was cold and still, the stars gleaming everywhere but in the east where a line of silver dawn threatened.

“Rowan,” she said again. And again he did not respond, though he breathed deeply and turned into her warmth.

The entire summit of the Mountain of Teeth suddenly rose like a cap lifted off a giant’s head. She stumbled back, gaping, as a dragon of pink and gray lifted its head to the crescent moon. Great wings stretched, blotting out the light of the stars. Mora could hardly breathe. Dust filled her mouth.

With a tiny cry she leapt over the sleeping prince, standing broadly across his body. “Stop,” she cried, “you’ll crush him!”

A massive, stony arm crashed down beside her, diamond claws digging into the mountain like the mountain was soft flesh. Banna Mora, said the dragon in a voice as huge as the sky, so that her name pushed at her from every direction. I ask that you welcome me, Banna Mora.

“What?” Mora wished for a sword in her hand, but they’d brought no weapons on this pilgrimage. She gripped her bare hands into fists. She yelled, to make certain her own measly voice could reach the dragon’s ear so high above. “You are welcome! If that is what you want!”

What do you want, Banna Mora of Aremoria and Innis Lear?

Moonlight edged the dragon in silver, glinting off polished garnet scales and veins of bright copper.

She shook her head. She did not know what she wanted. Half the mountainside was gone, transformed into this dragon before her, as if it had been sleeping, had been curled so long against the earth that it became part of it—and Mora did not know what she wanted!

The dragon reared onto its hind legs and turned its massive, long head to put one eye toward her; that eye was a swirl of orange-and-pink fire, the inner landscape of a mountain’s hot heart. Mora felt it as her own heart flared to life.

What do you want, Banna Mora? the dragon intoned again. Its mouth opened and black teeth shone sharp and tall as her, the tongue a flicker of living moonlight.

“I don’t know!” she yelled.

You know.

She shook her head, gasping for breath, and put her heel tighter against unconscious Rowan, to be sure he remained, to ground herself.

All dragons know what they want, the dragon said.

“I’m a woman, not a …”

The air shook with heat as the dragon laughed.

Mora laughed, too, stunned and disbelieving. Her chest ached, and over her heart the Blood and the Sea blazed.

When your whole world burns, you must learn to breathe fire.

“How? Tell me how!”

You are a dragon, Banna Mora.

She flung out her arms, let her head fall back and her eyes close.

Mora breathed deep and sighed: her breath was hot. This freezing island could not cool her, nor tame her—the wind was her breath and the earth her bones, the rootwaters her blood. And a piece of her was a piece of Aremoria, too. This island had been sheared away from its own body centuries ago, an amputation, a wild, broken thing, raging apart from itself.

Just as Banna Mora was in pieces.

“That is what I want,” she said softly. Then, louder she screamed, “I want to be whole again!”

With a stroke of powerful wings, the dragon lifted off the mountain, gusting wind at her. Mora braced, bared her teeth, and did not close her eyes as the dragon flew up and up into the stars. It radiated heat and fire, rippling the air in thick waves, and she caught it all, tasting it on her tongue, swallowing it down her gullet into a smoldering mass inside her belly; a fire for herself to call on. It was a seed of power.

Banna Mora laughed in the crystalline night.

“Mora. Mora!”

Her name woke her.

Rowan bent over her, hands cold on her face; she was so very hot, feverish even, but Mora laughed again.

The world was the same. The mountain whole and unmoved beneath her, its gray, rocky skirts falling away to either side, and silvering dawn shadows pulled from the east where the sun smiled against the horizon.

Mora sat, and she stared at Rowan’s concerned face, and brushed wisps of white-gold hair back behind his ears. There was the charm she’d knotted in. She grasped it, then dug her fingers deep into his hair, pulling at his scalp. Rowan Lear gasped, and Mora said, “I have something to show you. Untie my collar, Rowan, and bare my skin.”

He obeyed with graceful hands, holding her gaze determinedly. His fingers brushed her collarbone, and the expanse of her breast, exploring along the length of chain until he found the leather pouch. And he knew that was what she needed: for if she was the island, he was her wizard.

With her hands still gripping his skull, twined in his hair, Mora murmured, “Take out the ring.”

Rowan did, and he cupped the Blood and the Sea between them like the precious heirloom it was. “I know this,” he said thickly. And with one hand he reached for hers, drawing it out of his tangled hair. Carefully he slid the heavy ring over her forefinger, and though it did not fit perfectly, it knocked firmly to her knuckle where it belonged.

Mora kissed him, deep and hungry, and Rowan put his arms around her waist, pulling her into his lap. The heat in her belly expanded, filling her limbs, her mouth, the tips of her fingers, and she surrounded him with it, reaching, tugging, grasping at his body. To give her fire to him, into him. Only together could they contain it, Mora thought distantly, where thinking still existed, and she thought, too, laughing as she bit his tongue, as she tasted and sucked at his mouth, I am not repressed anymore. Rowan only stripped what little he had to, opening both their clothes, baring skin, until they were joined and moving together there on the summit of the Mountain of Teeth.




HOTSPUR

Perseria, winter

THE STORM SUMMONED her out of Red Castle.

It built to the south, as well as inside her; an undercurrent of heartache mirroring the slow churn of clouds.

Hotspur Perseria had left her heart in Lionis weeks ago, and her chest was an empty cavity that no winter obligations or family traditions had even begun to fill. Though usually she lived these darkest weeks with her family at Annyck, she’d fled to Red Castle, which was hers alone.

The wind arrived three days past the Longest Night, hissing at the cracks beneath doors. Then it slammed suddenly into the shutters, startling the hunting dogs asleep in the great hall. There’d been no snow yet this season, but frost glossed the fields every morning with bright white light and the air was cold.

When the wind moaned late this afternoon, long and high with sorrow, Hotspur stilled, hearing her own lament in that grieving draft.

The castle servants and Persy retainers all looked to Hotspur. They knew she’d say if a storm approached. Everyone at Red Castle was good at pretending there was nothing strange about their earl’s daughter reading weather. Some folk simply knew such things.

Hotspur told her steward they should probably bring in the horses.

Then she stood and went to the field herself, but instead of joining the men in rounding up the beasts, she stared south, grabbed a pale mare, and mounted up.

The horse seemed to know where she needed to go. Hotspur only felt the urge to seek.

They rode for hours, and the wind picked up. Ecstatic gusts dragged Hotspur’s hood down, eagerly dancing along her pink-chapped cheeks. The mare kept its head down, driving forward steadily, and Hotspur could raise her face to the rolling black clouds, the flashes of light—a dark/light answer to the desperate question she had no words to voice.

Except why why why.

Hotspur slid off her horse, reckless, staring up at the crackling clouds. She patted its rump, then stepped into the weedy dead grass sloping away from the road. Black winter trees bowed to her, pushed by the wind. She stomped over scraggly bushes and kicked piles of shattered brown leaves, then moved beneath the skeletal canopy.

The rain was coming. She heard it in the cadence of the wind and smelled it, too.

Hotspur could love anyone. Why did it have to be Hal Bolinbroke?

Her breath hitched as her body recalled the grief her mind strove to ignore. The wind echoed her little gasps and gave her sympathetic cries in return. She was the Wolf of Aremoria; she should be better than this.

Soon bone-branches waved hard, scratching at the black clouds. The sky tore open and frozen rain sliced down. It cut against the trees and marked cold lines down her face.

(Does she see us yet?)

The whisper jerked her shoulders back and Hotspur spun, seeing nothing. She ran back toward the road—only it was not the right direction. She stumbled and fell into freezing hard mud, but scrambled up, charging forward again. She slapped branches from her path, palm stinging from the whiplike bite of twigs.

A roar sounded, approaching like the furious maw of the Lion of War—Hal’s lion—and the tearing wall of rain burst through the forest. Rain soaked her wool coat and slid beneath, plastering her shirt to her body; rivulets of cold water poured down her spine, her face, and dragged her curls into long red snarls.

She stared out through streams of rain at black tree-shadows, whipping branches.

Golden light flickered ahead, then was gone.

(Yes yes her eyes are open!

This way!)

What way, Hotspur wondered, dazed, cold, trapped between refusing to think and refusing to feel.

The only part of the world not trembling and gnashing with the storm was the steady ground beneath her boots.

Hotspur wished to be like the stones of Aremoria, the solid land, the rooted trees; all of it in rhythm, the seasons changing and always the same, earnest, true, passionate, brave! Aremoria was unto itself only itself, and had survived centuries, had survived wars and bad kings, glory, wrathful storms, even the cleaving of its body in two.

“That is all I want to be,” she whispered to herself, spitting water to the muddy ground. “That is all I want to be,” she said aloud, staring through the slashing shadows and bending trees toward a golden glow. “As strong as Aremoria.”

Lightning flashed, blasting her eyes and gilding the world with silver.

“That is all I want to be!” she screamed.

Thunder clapped.

Hotspur sank to her knees, face covered, and listened, listened, listened.

(Wolf!)

Lightning flashed again, and thunder at its heel. She felt it crack through her body, electrifying her bones and blood—the very air revived, tingling. Gasping, she jerked her head up.

Ahead again, the gilded glow. A burning tree, maybe, at the heart of the storm.

Hotspur dashed forward through the sheets of rain, catching herself on rough tree trunks when she tripped over roots or slid through muck. She panted, eyes wide on the light. Desperate, plagued by a dread that she’d made a terrible mistake, that nothing would ever be good again.

She ran, striding hard, and crashed a shoulder into a tree, spun and kept going; Hotspur forgot if she was running toward or away.

And then she fell into the small pocket of yellow-gray light.

It was a massive oak tree, rain-black branches lifting in arcs and spread in every direction, sheltering itself with layers of thick golden leaves.

Wind played at the edges of the grove, teasing with none of the storm’s temper. But Hotspur still heard the storm, and its mirror in her chest: pounding, lashing, and desperate.

She could breathe under the oak limbs: this was the inside of a spiraling seashell, a cavity of peace.

The oak creaked. It groaned, and Hotspur stepped closer as if she could almost understand a word hidden in the low cry. Her eyes locked on a fissure in its middle, a sable crack drawing her nearer. She crouched at the entrance with one hand on the oak’s trunk for balance. Her fingers curled against the thick, wrinkled bark and she leaned in, peering at—

Hotspur reached inside and found the grip of a sword.

It fit her hand, leather already warm and soft from age. Hotspur pulled, and the sword slid free of the oak.

She fell backward, cradling the blade. A plain weapon, but marked with a tiny Errigal stamp in the steel just over the crosspiece.

In this gilded storm-light, washed and expectant, the sword was dull gray, sharp with clarity.

Hotspur carefully stood, her body a bruise, and trembled. She held the sword before her, understanding something impossible in the pit of her stomach: who she was, and what she was.

(One for Aremoria.)
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PRINCE HAL

Lionis, midsummer

THE UNCOURT OF Lionis met in the guts of what had been a cave cathedral centuries ago, before the kings of Aremoria turned away from the stars and roots.

Stalactites slick with milky residue hung from the shadowed ceiling. This cavern had been carved by rainwater and underground channels of the Whiteglass River; the royal palace perched on the bluff above, separated by a hundred feet of limestone and chalk.

The Uncourt met when its prince felt so moved, sometimes on a dark of the moon, sometimes before lunch, sometimes at sunset, but always beginning when Lady Ianta of Oldcastle was heavily asleep.

Prince Hal sprawled on a sturdy wooden throne placed upon the worn-down stub of a stalagmite, mirror to the sharp spear of limestone dangling overhead. The spear pointed down at Hal, as if directing the attention of every person and spirit toward her.

Hal tipped her face to look up at the stalactite. It pierced out of the layered shadows, a white brilliance of blame, that at any moment might fall and destroy her.

Probably not for a few centuries more, she supposed—but Hal often contemplated her own death, and the stranger, more ridiculous or ironic a death it was, the more it plagued her attention.

In this instance, she imagined the point of stone spearing past her skull, slicing her ear, and burying itself in her shoulder to cleave her body in two. Gruesome. Would she die instantly, or feel the stone pushing her apart from inside? Hal rather supposed it would be dreadfully painful.

Head lolled back, one black-clad leg thrown over an arm of the throne, hands folded together across her stomach, she was the picture of indolence and disinterest, which was not the way for even the Prince of the Uncourt to hear a petition. And as she remained yet alive, Hal supposed she’d have to perform.

She straightened in a fluid motion, smoothed the russet velvet of her tunic, and put on an expression of interest. “I apologize, Docker: gas, you know.”

Laughter sputtered and sparked from the audience like candle flame.

The man, Docker, who’d come complaining about his neighbor’s insistence on turning his name into a curse word and spreading it about the street, pursed his lips. “It’s a relief to know such a malady affects even our prince.”

Hal tipped the circlet of dry vines and pink river-bored stones that served for her crown in the Uncourt. From a crouch beside the throne, Nova reached up to offer Hal an overflowing cup of Ispanian sugar wine. The cheap stuff. Hal took it, and Nova curled her hand around Hal’s calf, sliding her grip slowly down to Hal’s ankle with exactly enough pressure for Hal to feel it through the soft leather of her boot. Nova was slighter than handsome Hal, and better breasted, better waisted, with lovelier yellow curls cut short at her chin, but sensitive to the pock scars on her forehead.

Rolling her shoulders to hide the shiver of lust, Hal drank, patted her lips dry with her sleeve, and spoke, “Docker, I like your suit muchly, and think you may even win our trial this evening. Docker.” Hal licked her lip, bit it, then said the name again, soft and haunting. “Docker.” She smiled ruefully. “You must admit, it’s got the right snap for a good curse.”

“Yes, my prince,” Docker said reluctantly, clearly torn between chagrin at the situation and gladness that the prince would suggest he might triumph. It was rare for Hal to express such favoritism before the voting began.

The Uncourt had nothing to do with justice, or rather, nothing to do with legality. It was instead the heart and home of wicked justice, of humor, and, many suggested, of vice. When Hal summoned her Uncourt, the message passed through the twisted streets in every lower district of the city, via whispers and ragged red flags tucked into belts or tied into hair or dropped in the gutter like cords of blood.

Red was Hal’s best color. It brought out the merriment in her brown eyes, the pearls in her white skin, and the black in her dark flounce of hair. She rarely wore the color entire, preferring to accent her wardrobe with it. A red linen shirt, or a belt of scarlet, or garnets at her ears and on her fingers. Bright paint on her lips.

When the red message spread through Lionis, those seeking the wicked, the fools, the wise, the terrible, and some just an evening of ridiculous entertainment, gathered in the old cave temple. They brought cheap liquor—moonshine and sack mostly—and candles to light the way. When the congregation had gathered, cradling candles in the dark until the cave was lit by more pinpoint flames than the starry sky, the Uncourt began. Three or four stepped up to tell their complaints to the prince, and if she approved, they drank from the abalone cup and waited until the vote was called. The winner received a different prize every time: once it had been one of those very garnet rings that graced the prince’s hand; once a kiss; often just infamy.

Hal bent over her throne and lifted the abalone cup by its rim. She stood and, with an air of exaggerated ritual, held it out for Docker in both hands. “To the Uncourt, and to the tides of ridiculousness; for the lords and ladies of misrule, and for keeping our minds all on riot!”

The audience lifted their candles, some drinking, others whistling or snapping their applause.

Docker accepted the cup, drank, and offered it back to the prince.

“Who’s next?” Hal called, waving for Docker to take a bench on the sidelines with the rest of the audience. She flopped back down on her throne. For eight months she had nurtured this game, and if occasionally she found herself growing frustrated or bored with it, at least it never hurt.

“Hal!”

Folk parted as Lady Ianta pressed her way through, a lantern of round Diotan design in hand. Her leather coat pulled exactly tight enough over her fat body, and she wore very fine brown boots and an overdress in blue that swung as she walked like the skirt of a bell. The hat that covered her puffed roll of silvering blond hair flopped around her face, and a curled peacock feather floated beside her ear. “What time is it, girl, that you should get this farce court on without me?”

“Time?” Hal leapt to her feet again, grinning as she dragged the mantle of performance tighter around her shoulders. “What do you know of time? Time is not cups of sack in the morning, Ianta, or a bench to sleep on at noon, or a woman to drink from your well after you’ve had your supper! Those are how you mark your progress from day to day, so what need you know of time?”

The old lady knight nodded, bobbing the lantern in hand, too; light moved in the rhythm of her agreement. “You go by a maddening moon to mark your occasion.”

“Are you still asleep that you dream, dear old Ianta, or have you forgotten: the Uncourt follows only the sun of my pleasure. I am the sun here, shaded now and again for my own pleasure …  or occluded, like any sun, by such a sumptuous cloud as yourself!”

Lady Ianta laughed once, then performed a magnificent sigh. “Come, bring me drink, and let me sit, ah, my old knees are turning to dust and you would not see me crawl, my prince.”

“No, no, not on the ground, or how will we get you up again? Where is your chair?”

“Here, sir,” said Lady Ianta’s squire, Essa, a thin girl of thirteen with a chair slung over her back. She hugged the shadows near the tunnel entrance.

“Come then, turtle, bring your shell for the Lady Knight.”

The girl dashed forward, flipped the chair with easy familiarity, and set it to the right of Hal’s throne. Ianta sank, groaning, into it.

“Here, my love,” Hal said, offering Ianta her own cup of wine.

“Ah, my love,” said Ianta—to the wine.

Hal curled her lips in what was not a grin, but neither quite a sneer. “We will return to the business of the Uncourt now, if you don’t mind?”

“The sun asks the cloud for permission to shine? Ah well, then.” Ianta waved her hand in a perfect imitation of Hal’s earlier gesture. “Go on, court of riot.”

But a new figure already stood in the center of the cavern: cloaked and hooded, narrow of shoulder. Their hands were peacefully folded where they broke free at the front of the cloak.

Hal frowned in surprise. Usually the audience cheered forward each contestant, shoving them toward the center. The audience now was quiet. Hal glanced toward Petus and Barda at the open mouth of the cavern, where the dull black glow of moon and stars and lights from the city reflected off the slow-moving river. Barda shook her head and Petus had his eyes fixed on the stranger.

The cloak shivered with tiny lights: Hal realized mirrors had been sewn into the dark material, reflecting fire. This was a star priest from Innis Lear.

“Welcome, priest,” Hal said quietly, but with enough authority to cast the words throughout the cavern.

The priest lifted their hands and pushed back their hood.

It was a woman.

A girl, even, for by her features Hal guessed she was little more than sixteen, if even so old. “Prince,” she said, approaching with silent steps. The cloak parted to reveal the simple grayish undyed wool of a star priest’s uniform. Hers took the shape of a long tunic, skirted full enough to be a dress had it not stopped at her knees, then trousers of practical hemp and leather walking shoes. Her belt was braided rope and she wore one stark ring, a thin silver band cradling a chunk of iron upon her left forefinger. And she had none of the small white dots painting her cheeks that adorned most star priests every day; but then, she did not need them, for her tan skin was scattered with a hundred or more ember-red freckles. Her hair was a blushing brown, kinked and waved like a choppy sea, and pulled into a loose bun. She gazed at Hal intensely, pink lips parted as if anxious, and her hazel irises were rimmed with a circle of deep gray, giving them an eternal look, like wells plunging deep, impossible not to fall into.

“You come a long way to speak at the Uncourt of Lionis.” Hal smiled.

“Are there no star priests in Aremoria, that you assume I come from far?”

“None so obviously marked by the blessings of our cousin island.” The prince did not add that she knew a Learish family that occasionally spat out children with faces and coloring like this, and would certainly wear a strange iron ring. Let the girl keep her anonymity if she preferred. Hal blinked, and came up with a name: Era, the youngest granddaughter of the acting duke of Errigal, given to the star priests as a child.

Hal knew details and names from every noble family in Aremoria and Innis Lear. It was self-preservation that the heir to a stolen throne become familiar with all the bloodlines of her rivals, even one such as this with no known relation to Aremore royalty, either proven or legendary.

Nova, still at her prince’s knee, cleared her throat impatiently; Hal was staring.

Amusement spread through the cavern and the prince smiled ruefully. Her Uncourt knew her desire template thoroughly. “Well, well, settle down,” she said with a chuckle.

“This one is too young for you!” called a voice.

“No younger than Hal’s mother was to her father!” another teased.

“Better not collude with a girl from Innis Lear!”

The freckled girl tucked her chin reflexively, but kept her haunting eyes on Hal.

“Is that what you’ve come to do, girl?” asked Lady Ianta as she dipped a finger in her cup of sack and flicked it at the priest in benediction. “Collude with our prince? My blessings, then, and good luck settling Hal’s riot.”

Hal said, “Come, give us your petition.”

“And your name!” cried Barda from the mouth of the cave.

The girl said, clear and ringing, “I am Era of Innis Lear, you have spied me true. I come to read your stars.”

Hal raised the thin black lines of her eyebrows. “I have already had my stars read, and my birth chart is gilded and bejeweled, hanging in my mother’s study high above us now.”

“Does it say you are a lion, and that you would be queen?”

There was silence, and Hal gritted her teeth. She pressed through with a hard smile and said, “My mother and these people around you say so enough.”

Lady Ianta raised her cup. “Long live our lion Hal, prince now, queen to be! May we all be fortunate when she reigns. Or rather, when she shines.”

“To our sun!” yelled Barda, and all the others lifted the blessing high.

Hal shrugged as if she could not stop their celebration, watching Era carefully. Dread slowly cuffed her throat as she curated her thoughts according to who she made herself now: slovenly Prince of Riot, nothing more. Never more. It had been nearly half a year since anyone had reminded her of that prophecy, or called her a lion with anything but disbelieving laughter. She’d made it so with deliberate behavior. Fall far and hard, she’d thought when Hotspur left.

Hal would fall so low as to allow no space to fall further.

The Learish priest pushed her cloak back from her shoulders and knelt suddenly upon the rough stone ground. With a thin charcoal stick that appeared in her hand, she drew a wide arc before her. The black line wavered in the candlelight. “Here, the sky, Prince, and here—” She dotted the stone with marks and constellations. “Here and here.” Era worked efficiently, as if practiced at drawing this exact star map.

“And there, and there,” Hal murmured. She reached toward Nova, and a cup was put into her hand. Hal drank it all down, eager for the light head that came with sack to cushion her memories.

“Is that the Worm of Fools?” Nova asked.

Petus, who’d come up from the cave entrance and clutched his fiddle to his side, answered, “There are no worm stars in Hal’s chart. She’ll none of worms, nor swords.”

“Crowns and wells are more her shape,” Nova said.

Hal found herself unengaged in their banter.

Lady Ianta, too, was quiet. Hal knew the old knight would be murmuring a silent prayer or saint’s blessing as this star priest painted a sky onto the floor of the cave.

“Here,” Era said, leaning back on her ankles. “Here is the Dragon’s spine, all of it we can see near midsummer, and here the Lion of War beginning to ascend for the waning half of this year. And the rest of the major constellations above us now.” She reached into a pocket of her skirt and tossed nine polished holy bones: three of glass, three of black rock, three of bleached bone. They clattered and spread over her chart. Pointing to a glass bone, she said, “The Crown of Birds falls here and takes the Autumn Throne upside down, making it the Spring Throne, and do you know this star in the line of the Spring Throne? It is the Wolf Star. Every time I cast a prophecy based on autumn stars, the Wolf finds a way to appear. So it has been ever since you became a prince, Hal Bolinbroke of Aremoria.”

“And?” Hal asked, belligerent because what else could she be? “If you cast based on spring stars?”

“The Dragon’s tail instead of its head appears, and Calpurlugh is made dominant.”

“The Eye of the Lion,” said Ianta.

Hal glared at her for being so helpful.

Era Errigal nodded. “Every prophecy cast on Innis Lear for two years has contained the dragon, the lion, and the wolf.”

The audience pressed nearer, murmuring and curious.

“What is the prophecy, then?” the prince demanded.

“Here?” She pointed to a black rock, then to a bleached bone. “The hemlock queen will die. A prophecy I have seen before, and all queens die eventually. Here is another repeat: the saints must be planted and the heart be reborn, and this, beware the fox that knows your name, or perhaps it is beware the fox that has no name; hard snow seventeen days after the wheel; the heart-shaped cloud brings a double marriage; the cats will sing together on the sand. That last, to be perfectly honest, I’d like to see.” Era shook her head in frustration. “Sometimes I get nothing but open. Open the gates of the dead, open the trunk in the left corner of your room, open the wizard’s mouth. Open—again and again. But of all the messy, strange prophecies, the worst is that I cannot see anything past this coming Longest Night, and I do not know what that means. No matter what question I ask, or how I pull at a more distant future, everything stops on the Longest Night. So it always falls when I cast—for you, Lion Prince, and for everyone.”

“Prince of Lionis,” Hal corrected breathlessly.

“Do you understand?” Era pushed to her feet. “Always the bones fall in exactly this way. Even here in Aremoria. I hoped …  but no. There is nothing like this written of in the libraries of the star priests, or in our stories. The dragon, the lion, the wolf, for two years. And now cacophony, as if the stars are blinded, confused, or disagreeing? It is the same for every priest I know, even the Poison Prince. All the prophecies are turning into babble. We see nothing past the Longest Night, five months from now. The queens of my land, and also the queens of yours, must be prepared.”

“For what?” Hal asked, unable to stop herself.

“The end.”

Hal shook her head.

“You are the Lion, and I know of the Dragon, but where is the Wolf?”

Dropping her empty wine cup, Hal forced a laugh. “There are wolves all around me, Era of Innis Lear, as well a girl even so young as you should know.”

Lady Ianta said, “Hal,” softly. Too softly. But Hal did not look at Ianta. She could not.

“Why are you here?” Hal demanded, closing the space between herself and Era. “This is no game, no unruly petition that belongs in my Uncourt. What do you want?”

“I asked the rootwaters and wind of Innis Lear what to do. They said, One for Innis Lear, one for Aremoria. Again and again like a chant. I thought to come here, to bring our prophecies here in search of the lion and the wolf.”

“There will be no answer here. The trees do not speak in Aremoria.”

Era of Innis Lear held her mesmerizing hazel eyes on Hal’s, chiding and oh so sure. “They used to. They might again. If the greatest king were to reunite our lands. That is what Morimaros the Great said, and his birth star was the Lion of War, too. Perhaps it falls now to another lion?”

“I am no lion,” the prince said, summoning a bit of her mother’s steely disdain. She had not been able to use prophecy to keep what she loved, and so instead would absolutely deny it. “Trees do not speak in Aremoria, and magic is only for backwater wizards sticking in the mud of Innis Lear. Get out of my city before it strips you to nothing, star priest.”

Era hesitated as if she hoped Hal might suddenly change. But Hal gestured for Petus to play his fiddle, and the young man lifted it to his chin.

The Learish girl pulled up the hood of her cloak, so all Hal could see was her plump frown. “I think you’ll understand before I do,” she said, then turned to go without gathering any of her discarded star tools.

A thin strain of music danced up from Petus’s fiddle, and Nova pressed a new cup into Hal’s hands.

Hal fell back onto her throne, slumped and weary, and drank. She ignored Ianta’s increasingly ribald attempts to tease, and Nova’s gentle hand at her knee, then her thigh, then stroking her jaw. She ignored the spreading merriment and the audience who’d crowned Docker winner by default, singing and spitting his curse-name in praise. She ignored all of it, staring at the three triplets of holy bones arrayed upon the limestone ground. They glinted red in the candlelight. Red as garnets. Red as ember-colored hair. Red as a kiss.




HOTSPUR

Burgun-Aremore border, midsummer

HOTSPUR TORE HER helmet free of her head despite sharp pain as strands of her fiery hair caught in the metal and ripped from her scalp. She threw it to the ground, shoulders heaving, breath wet with blood she’d swallowed after this bastard prince Douglass slammed his fist across her mouth.

She spat, then leveled her sword at his bare throat. “Yes, I am Hotspur, and yes, Douglass, a girl, and your pathetic inability to accept defeat is going to lose you your balls, or your life.”

“You’d know how to survive without balls!” he yelled, ridiculous and red in the face.

Hotspur laughed, as did the soldiers around them, including the two holding Douglass’s arms. She handed her sword to her aide Sennos.

“More than survive,” she said, waving a gauntleted hand. “Thrive, and crush the likes of you into the mud.”

The field was hers: an expanse of flattened grass sprawled with the dead and wounded, broken spears and spent arrows arrayed in thickets, fallen horses, and the glint of late-afternoon sun on steel plates and shimmering mail. She’d led her family’s forces and four hundred of the queen’s against this useless Burgun prince, who thought to take his father’s dying words as encouragement to rebel against Aremoria. Burgun had been annexed to Aremoria two generations ago through marriage, and their barons used the death of every patriarch as an excuse to make war and reputations. Douglass knew if he did not win—and he never could—he’d only be ransomed home.

Unlike Banna Mora.

Douglass glowered, but his arms relaxed. “We should fight, the two of us, even and clean, and see who claims victory.”

“How would that be better indication of superiority than this? I led the winning side, and I disarmed you, man. Be still and enjoy your captivity before I decide to forget your position and tie you up with the foot soldiers.” Hotspur turned away, stooping to grab her helmet. The plate across her breast cut into her shoulder, its buckle broken so it hung badly.

Sennos handed her sword back to her, the blade wiped clean. “We should take him up to the command tents?”

“Let him stew here for an hour.” Hotspur tossed her smile again to Douglass and sheathed her sword.

Her first aide continued, “We’ve made the hospital over that hill to the south, near the spring-fed creek.”

“I need water.”

Sennos called out to another soldier for a water bag. “Ashterus and Corio are fallen. Ash dead, Corio soon to be. Should head to him first.”

“Wormshit and baby-eaters,” Hotspur whispered. “Hospital?”

“No point, lady.”

Frustration choked her silent.

“First count shows us down by only twelve percent, but nearly half that won’t survive. We won, but they were deadly.”

“And Burgun?”

“Lost more like thirty percent.”

“Good. How many prisoners?”

“Five hundred surrendered with their prince’s commander, maybe fifty fled. Including this prince and the commander, three more barons, that’s five royal prisoners, and the Baron Teven is dead.”

“Send a battalion after the runners, but tell them not to pursue past the border. Now take me to Corio.”

Heavy in heart and footsteps, Hotspur followed Sennos away from her prisoner and through the battlefield. Sennos wisely remained silent, only offering her the water a soldier ran up with, and a scrap of cloth. “For your face,” he said.

Hotspur grimaced, and her third aide—the second had fallen with a harsh wound to the thigh—accepted her helmet and the gauntlets she stripped off. She took a drink before she spilled water onto the cloth and wiped blood off her eyes, cheeks, and mouth. Then she dumped the rest over the top of her head.

Around her the injured limped to the hospital, soldiers organized the bodies of the dead, and prisoners were roped together; the smell of shit and blood, bile, sweat, mud, and tears mingled in a soupy grunge that would leave its taste on her tongue for days.

Beside her, Sennos waited with his perpetual small frown. He was handsome only when grim, and otherwise too boyish of face. Thin blond hair braided tight to his head was streaked with blood, too, and a handprint marred the plate on his chest. Not his own blood, Hotspur noted. Sennos appeared unharmed. She clasped her hand onto Sennos’s shoulder. “You’re well?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

They moved on. Despite the urge to find Corio straightaway, Hotspur did not ignore any of her soldiers or support laborers on the field. Most worked hard, propping up comrades who needed injuries seen to, digging trenches for the pyres, moving bodies, guarding the long lines of common prisoners who would be negotiated for in great swathes by the Duke Mercia. Hotspur called to those few she knew by name, congratulating them or sympathizing, teasing them to get to the hospital when appropriate, and once stooped to help lift a bleeding soldier onto a stretcher. It took half of an hour to make their way across less than a quarter mile to where Corio lay.

The commander had been made comfortable, with a cloak spread over his legs and another folded beneath his head. His armor was removed and he breathed slowly, eyes closed. Hotspur knelt at his side, smelling sharp cedar oil they must’ve smeared at his lips as they fed him the medicine to numb his body.

His guts were wrapped, but black stains already leaked from the terrible stomach wound. The healer leaned toward Hotspur to murmur, “Sir can breathe, open his eyes, and even speak, but he will not live long: this sort of injury is impossible for us to sew up, or keep clean. The spear went too deep, tore across his side and belly as it pulled free. I am sorry, Lady Hotspur.”

She nodded and clasped Corio’s hand.

“He won’t feel that,” the healer said.

Taking a horrible breath, Hotspur reached up to touch Corio’s jaw. His short brown beard was mussed with sweat, blood, and pain, and his pink lips parted. He winced, lines of experience and smiles striping away from his eyes to his temples. Hotspur let tears prick her eyes and spill onto her cheeks as she blinked. There was no shame in grief.

“Corio,” she said softly, but with an edge of command.

He opened light brown eyes. “Hotspur. I didn’t see it happen.” Corio swallowed, turning his head to cough away from her. She petted hair off his sallow forehead. “You should drill a turn against stabbing spear, maybe …  maybe twist and lean into it, to slide the tip off the mail or plate.”

“Ah, Corio.” Her voice stuck with tears. “Teaching me even now.”

“You’d have twisted naturally. You’d have beaten this.”

Hotspur didn’t argue; it would only insult them both. “I’ll see to Desia’s marriage, and your wife will winter with us at Annyck.”

“Thank you.”

“Hotspur!”

The cry jerked their heads to the messenger scrambling toward them. Hotspur snapped her arm up, palm out. He stopped so suddenly he nearly fell. She said softly, “Corio, I crushed the prince of Burgun. After this the barons may elect another to lead them in Celedrix’s court.”

“I hope he hated being bested by a woman.” Corio’s mouth tilted up on one side.

“Oh, he did. He punched me in the face even after he surrendered.”

Several soldiers around grumbled, one calling out, “Break his nose, Hotspur.”

Sennos said, “She knocked him to the mud then told him she understands what it’s like without balls.”

Corio laughed, his entire body going rigid.

“Shhh, hush,” Hotspur said.

“Lady Hotspur,” the messenger said, bowing, then half knelt before standing again, as if unsure how to show respect when his lady sat in blood before him.

“What?” She did not stop stroking Corio, nor look away, but her voice turned steel.

“The queen’s man, Lord Briginos, insists you bring him your prisoners, all of them, now.”

“I’ll do it when I finish.”

“Finish?”

Corio said, his voice barely rising off his tongue, “When I’m finished, she means.”

Hotspur pressed her lips together to cool her temper. Then she said, “Take your time, Uncle.”

They were not related, but it comforted her to name him such, and his eyes drifted shut in matched ease. Besides, it did the army good to know she did not raise herself above them in such moments.

A long pause of quiet settled, but for the distant business of the battlefield, crow call in the distance, soft grunts and shovels in muddy earth, and Corio’s wretched breathing.

Hotspur did not let her mind wander; she did not follow threads of strategy or think on what came next. No, she made herself present to the entire moment, to the stink and aching bruises, especially over her right hip and shield arm, to her need to relieve herself, to the grief in her heart. The wind blew from the southeast, and she understood it would rain in two days: perfect timing to dampen the last embers of their funeral pyres.

Sometimes, these past months, Hotspur understood more than she admitted to herself, when the wind blew.

Her knees burned with the effort of kneeling there, and Hotspur leaned onto her hip, her mail dragging at her, broken chest plate pinching. The weight of it grew after battle, when the spike of energy and expectation wore off bit by bit, and her body needed sustenance and rest. But she’d not unfasten the chest plate or thigh guards, nor the pauldrons chained to her shoulders like silver clamshells.

“Hotspur,” Corio whispered.

She leaned in.

“Serving …  was glorious.”

Hotspur put her hand gently against his chest, then kissed his grimy forehead. “I will personally deliver your words to the queen.”

“Not …  the queen.”

“Who?”

“Hotspur.”

“Yes, Corio, I’m here.”

“No …” He squeezed his eyes shut, gasped a rattling breath, then opened them again, spearing her with a feverish, intent gaze. “Glorious …  to serve you.”

For a moment, she could not answer, so engulfed by her passions they closed her throat. She swallowed, frowned, and finally smiled; that smile freed her. She grasped his wrist, holding him firmly. “It was a mutual honor and glory, Corio de Or.”

His eyes drifted shut again and his head lolled in a nod.

He breathed. And again.

And then no more.

Hotspur lined his arms along his sides. She pressed her hand flat to his sternum. “Peace beneath the roots,” she murmured. They would burn his body tonight, and his spirit would return to the land.

She knelt another long moment, none bothering her or Corio, until she’d dropped five tears to the churned grass and muck. Then she sighed and stood. “Take his body to the outer tents.”

“Lady Isarna?” called an unfamiliar voice.

Neither the healer nor the gathered soldiers reacted to the rarely spoken name, but Sennos and Hotspur knew. She set her jaw and turned to face the queen’s representative.

The man perched on the slope like a songbird among crows; no blood or mud streaked his clothing but for some splotches low on his trousers and stuck to his fine black boots. His velvet tunic was a pale blue and the sword at his belt balanced with a clear crystal counterweight that caught the sun impressively, though Hotspur was not impressed. None of the stranger’s hair was mussed, the russet strands carefully molded back with some oil to shine all the way to the perfect braided knot at his nape. Rings covered several of his fingers, no gauntlets, and though mail gleamed at his collar and under the cuffs of his tunic’s long sleeves, he wore no plate nor carried shield or dagger.

Hotspur did not disdain luxury or fine clothes on principle; she adored several of her own courtly gowns and her favorite personal possession—besides her weaponry—was a pair of the finest white fox-leather gloves trimmed with fur that Hal had given her. But this nobleman had not stepped onto the battlefield until after all was finished, obviously, and his nostrils flared constantly in distaste—not horror or grief or compassion, but distaste! He lifted a pomander to his mouth and breathed through it even as Hotspur watched.

“You are?” she inquired scornfully.

“Briginos, of Dun. The queen’s man. I congratulate you on your victory and look forward to taking the queen’s hostages for your honor.”

Dun was known for trade and good marriages, not warfare. How did this feathery fool come to be Celeda’s voice here?

“My hostages,” she said.

Briginos bowed slightly. “Of course, your, ah …” The man sidestepped around two soldiers carrying a third groaning soldier. “Ah—your hostages. Might we continue this conversation at the command tent?”

Hotspur looked at Sennos and the healer. “Take Corio.” Turning back, she said to Briginos, “I am busy on the field. If you will speak with me, speak with me here.”

The queen’s man sighed primly. “Yes, well. All right.”

A stretcher was made ready for Corio, and Hotspur crouched at his head to help lift him onto it. The smell of his injury rose when they shifted him, and Hotspur’s stomach turned sour again. She smoothed Corio’s hair, and as the soldiers and healer moved to go, she said, “Briginos, you’re in their way.”

He glanced to either side of his boots, picking carefully over a smear of blood to step onto a flat rock that pressed up through the field. Hotspur did not hide the roll of her eyes.

Corio was carried away. She and Sennos would walk the rest of the field, to either edge, then back again, before she sought food and relief, then finally Vindomata before collapsing into sleep.

“Let’s go,” she said to Sennos. Briginos came after as they headed north.

“Where have you put the Burgun prince?” Briginos asked.

“He’ll be at the command tent by the time we return to it.”

“He’s uninjured?”

“More or less.”

“Lady Isarna, I require a full accounting—he’ll survive, yes? Is he a healthy hostage or did you damage him?”

Hotspur stopped. “Of course he’s damaged. But yes, he will survive, perhaps without all his pride.”

“Some people,” Sennos said, lifting his chin, “consider it a point of pride to have been bested by Hotspur of Perseria.”

Though Briginos sniffed, Hotspur laughed. It felt good, and she recalled herself in the wake of Corio’s death. This was her element, even as the blaze of battle cooled, hardening to brilliant red embers.

Most of the injured who could be moved had been by now, so it was all death accounting by able soldiers and plenty of civilian laborers digging, separating bodies, and ushering prisoners away. Hotspur joined a line of men and women digging a trench for a few moments, as did Sennos, while Briginos watched, his pom held delicately to his pale nose. This trench was shallow but would help hold the pyres in place when they were lit at sunset. The mud and eventual rain would do the rest. They’d take ashes from these mass pyres and give a portion to the family of every fallen Aremore soldier.

Hotspur handed off the shovel she’d borrowed from the laborer, an older man in Persy green. She did not know his name, nor any of the army train who were neither soldiers nor masters of some supply chain.

Next, she and Sennos moved a Burgun soldier’s body to the line of them, situating him with his head northward. They went back for another. Hotspur snapped at Briginos to get out of her way when he backed up into the path, and the man huffed. When she’d placed the second body, Briginos stepped directly in front of her.

“Why bother? Do they need their own pyres? All these soldiers died in the same place; their blood watered the same Aremore roots.”

Hotspur tilted her head up to meet his gaze, irritated both that she was shorter than him and that he’d stepped so near to force the issue. She stared long enough to disconcert most people, then said, “We do it to win the long war. The war of hearts and minds.”

Briginos’s brow wrinkled. He glanced beyond her at the line of dead Burgunians. “They’re dead. They’ve no hearts to win.”

“Wormshit! Briginos, it’s to show Burgun itself and its people respect, by respecting their funeral practices. Must I use smaller words? Burgun does not burn bodies, they bury intact.”

“Who is going to see to that?” His voice raised in pitch, as if horrified to discover he’d be shoveling personally.

Hotspur jabbed his chest with two fingers. “It should be part of the negotiations over hostages you’re so eager to claim,” she said through her teeth.

“Such talks will be weeks in the making.”

“For the prince, perhaps, but not for the common soldiers! We need to finish that up tomorrow, so Burgun’s laborers can start the burying, for worm’s sake!”

The man shook his head, eyes drifting again past her, toward the line of the dead.

“Look at me, you useless creature,” she snapped.

“How dare you.”

“Get off my battlefield. You’re cocking everything up, and I don’t have the time or heart for it. The queen will get her hostages when I’m damn ready to give them, and it won’t be to the likes of you, but someone worthy of my time.”

Briginos lifted himself taller, but Hotspur spun and stomped away. She clenched her hand around the hilt of her sword, and a soft sensation, like the hum of a bee, tickled her nape comfortingly.

“Hotspur,” Sennos said in a rush, catching up to her.

“Don’t chide me now, Sen, just don’t.”

He fell in beside her, knowing better than to touch, and said, “There are two more dying soldiers you can see. Vasos ran here with their names and stories just now.”

Hotspur stopped, closed her eyes, reached for the hot center of her will to calm herself. The wind fluttered again, like a gasp or an interrupted secret, and Hotspur almost thought it said her name. Wolf, it seemed to whisper, as it had the day she’d claimed this tingling sword. She’d told people, her family and soldiers, she’d found the sword alone and speared into the earth. What an amazing thing it had survived however long under the elements, she said; it must be the strength of the Errigal steel.

Only one person would have believed the entire story.

A hand on her shoulder pressed Hotspur to realize she was seething. Carefully, she unclenched her jaw and snapped open her eyes.

“Yes,” she murmured, hand on her sword. “Let us go see to the dying.”




BANNA MORA

The Summer Seat of Innis Lear, midsummer

IT WAS BANNA Mora’s wedding day, and she was supposed to be praying.

Long rays of sunlight pulled across the high walls of the rose courtyard at the Summer Seat. Like most of Innis Lear, the courtyard was two things at once: from the outside it appeared isolated and dark, built of black stone blocks streaked by years of salt spray, but inside it revealed itself to be bright and welcoming. The limewashed inner walls were painted with twisting green trees and constellations in blue, and all four corners crawled with orange and scarlet roses. The ground was tossed with pine fronds and dry lavender, and four woven rugs lay in a cross spreading out from the central well.

Wind rustled the roses, tossing a scatter of fiery petals toward Mora, where she leaned against the edge of the well to glance down into the black pit. Deep below, water glinted; a tiny, flickering sun.

She’d lived on Innis Lear for a year and more. All the seasons of the island were rebranded into her memory: harsh, plentiful, brilliant, thrilling. It was high summer now, and today was the nearest Zenith Sun to the longest day. Queen Solas had explained, We save all binding rituals for a zenith now, to make zenith suns a moment when people come together.

In an hour, Mora would be more of Innis Lear than Aremoria. Married to its prince, the future king. She would be the queen of the island after Solas.

The Blood and the Sea sat heavy on her forefinger, reminding her that this was not the crown she’d been meant to wear. But this marriage was a battle won in the greater war to reclaim Aremoria for herself—and her family. To make herself whole again, as the dragon had said.

Queen of Innis Lear and daughter of queens, she whispered in the language of trees. Recently, she’d made a breakthrough with the tree tongue, after so many months practicing: it had been the night Rowan asked her to marry him, on the very anniversary of taking her hostage, the bastard. He had fed her a strange tea that loosened her pulse, and then she sipped from a bowl of rootwaters. He’d said she would be his queen and the island agreed with him, vocal and excited, and ever since Mora could understand anything the wind and roots tried to tell her.

Rowan had said if she could not bring herself to pray today she should lower the dipper down this navel well and drink, thank the island and the roots, then spit down the long passage to return some of herself to the island. She’d suggested that to drink from the well was no more than drinking the collective spit of hundreds of years of islander gifts. Scandalized, Rowan reminded her that the island transformed its rootwaters, cleansing itself and the blood of its people. Then he kissed her and licked her teeth and said she never seemed to mind his spit.

Unceremoniously, Mora lowered the thin rope with the small clay dipper at its end down and down into the well. It splashed distantly, and she raised it again. As she bent over to reach for it, someone called her name.

Mora gripped the cool clay dipper and schooled her expression; the voice belonged to Solas Lear.

It had been five generations since Queen Dalat had come to Innis Lear from the Third Kingdom, slight and black skinned as the night sky. Though others of that empire had since come to the island, some marrying into the Taria line, or Mora’s own royal Errigal line, the queens of Innis Lear themselves had lost most vestiges of their distant grandmother’s desert beauty. Solas’s skin was as gentle a milk-white as could be, sanded at the cheeks with pinkish and golden freckles. She stood slighter than her tall mother and grandmother, thanks to the Bracoch blood of her grandfather. Thanks to him, too, was her thick, sleek brown hair. Her eyes were the muddy brown of oak roots and her body soft with pretty rolls of flesh. She stood straight beneath the stone archway leading in to this rose courtyard, barefoot, as most would be for the wedding—including Mora, who chafed at the informality—and beneath the queen’s hands three long hounds clustered eagerly, ears pricked toward Mora.

Mora said, “Your Brightness.”

The worst she’d heard said of Solas of Innis Lear—on the island at least—was that the queen nursed a temper and one could read how near the surface it bubbled by how much of her lip paint she’d chewed off. If she was truly furious, the queen’s teeth took on a wolfish ferocity, as if tipped in blood. Mora had never seen it so, and Rowan insisted it was a tool his aunt wielded clearly and specifically to manipulate the atmosphere of her hall.

Solas smiled; her lip paint was intact. “My sister and I have come to attend you.”

“You look magnificent,” Ryrie said.

Glancing at Rowan’s mother, Mora paused. Ryrie was taller and slimmer than Solas, with ruddier skin and rich blond hair. Her dark eyes and red cheeks near always shone as if she ran a fever. That intensity put Mora on edge. “Thank you,” she said.

“I do miss your mother still,” Ryrie sighed, passing around Solas’s dogs and reaching out for the dipper Mora held in her hand. The pads of Ryrie’s fingers were bright pink; she’d been spinning this morning. Ryrie had a habit of adding spells to her thread, often via less tender, forgiving fibers than wool. But her stoles and belts were called priceless for the blessings or protections woven in.

“As do I,” Solas said, joining them. “Cealla was a wonder.”

“I hardly remember her,” Mora said, and drank a gulp of the rootwater. She had no interest in nostalgia of this sort. The water trickled coolly down her throat.

Solas Lear smiled peacefully. “We have enough memories without yours; you may trust what we say of her. You have her impatience.”

“And your father’s short speeches.” Ryrie laughed, eyes drifting as if to the music of a memory.

Rowan often shared that expression: peering at something Mora could neither see nor understand. On him it gave her a powerful urge to draw his attention back home; on Ryrie it chilled her. Mora offered the women the dipper. Ryrie accepted first, and sipped, her eyes distantly focused on the sky. She passed it to her sister, and Solas drank. But the queen held Mora’s gaze as she did so, even over the rim of the cup.

Solas swallowed and cradled the dipper against her belly. She wore a deep blue kirtle of wool over the moon-gray undyed cloth favored by star priests. But the queen’s was embroidered at the sleeves in long lines like the streaks of comets. Silver wire bound her dark hair away from her face, and the rest of it tumbled thickly around her shoulders, gathered into tiny knots at the ends, beaded with jet and black pearls. Heavy silver in her ears dragged at her lobes and every finger bore a ring. It was a graceful and savage look.

Mora’s bridal gown was simpler even than the queen’s: one layer of undyed linen, and an overdress of light yellow—almost the color of the March sheaf. She wore her hair loose and wildly curling, and no jewels but the Blood and the Sea. Banna Mora would go into this union with only herself, and the simplest symbols of her person and family.

Together the three women went to the well, leaning around it. First the queen spit delicately, then her sister did so with an odd half-smile. Mora followed them, staring down as if she could mark the trail until it splashed into the rootwater far below.

The wind blew, saying nothing but tenderly kissing Mora’s cheeks. One of the dogs barked happily. Standing tall, Mora looked between the two older women. Solas nodded once, a bow of sorts, and Ryrie touched the corner of her own mouth with a finger, as if to tuck the strange smile away. “Mora, do you wish you had sisters?”

An answer halted on the tip of her tongue: I did have sisters, once.

The queen put her hand atop Ryrie’s, and their fingers wove together.

Mora said, “I hardly know my brother now, to wish for a sister.”

“When I was thirteen,” Solas said, “I became queen. Ryrie was two years younger, and always at my side. We ruled together. She was my consort, enough of one I needed no other. When I was eighteen, and found putting off the pressure to marry and bear a child or two or three tiresome and distracting, my sister said, Solas, let me be your earth saint. Do you know what that means?”

“It is what Morimaros of Aremoria was to Elia Lear,” Mora answered.

“Elia remained unwed, unpartnered, unparalleled beneath her throne. A star. And yet she got children by an alliance with the roots of the island. So they say.” Solas’s smile pulled rueful. “Everyone knew what root she embraced, yet none cared, because Elia was pure. I wished to be so pure, and my sister saw it.”

Ryrie said, “I share equal blood with my sister, and yet I could take a thread of the island’s blood that never had joined to the house of Lear, and make of our line and Glennadoer a new heir, without our queen betraying the first words she spoke under the crown.”

“I am as much as I shall ever be, and what I am is the queen of Innis Lear,” Mora quoted. She understood how taking a king might change such a proclamation, though it was entirely Learish in its superstition and unwavering loyalty to prophecy. In Aremoria, Solas’s declaration would have been admired, not taken as holy augur.

“I did also find Glennadoer himself charming,” Ryrie said with another laugh.

Mora smiled back, thinking their marriage as baffling as ever.

The queen squeezed her sister’s hand, then leveled her gaze on Mora again. “Do you know why Rovassos lost his war? And lost his crown and you lost yours?”

Old, chilling memories knifed at Mora’s heart—this turn did not seem appropriate for a wedding day. “We were betrayed.”

“Deeper than that,” Solas said.

Mora rubbed small spirals against her thigh, creating a soft sound of brushing linen, and she thought of her great-uncle Rovassos King. She remembered his tender hands best, for her father had had a soldier’s hands, and her mother’s hands had been soft but rarely tender. Rovassos had doted on Mora when she came to live in Lionis and began training as a knight, drawn to the stables and weapon barn, to the old stories of glorified battles and warrior-kings. Those warrior-kings were alive in her, Rovassos insisted cheerfully, tugging his short storm-gray beard. You are my grandniece, granddaughter of my favorite brother, and you are descended from Morimaros the Second himself. None of my other nieces or nephews can claim so much. Would you like to be the queen of all Aremoria?

To Solas of Innis Lear, Mora said, “There were too many options, and questions.”

“That, yes,” Solas agreed. “Rovassos was not pure in his strength. He wavered. He made choices then other choices, then found ways to make them seem good ones. I only make good choices from the beginning. So have the queens of Innis Lear since the time of Elia.”

Mora could not help the small laugh, which nudged Ryrie to laughing, too.

“My sister does not mean queens do not make mistakes,” Ryrie said cheerfully. “But only that she, and our mothers and grandmothers, did not waver in what they knew to be right, in the path they set for Innis Lear at the start of their lives and reigns. We do this with the stars and roots of the earth. They are the true consorts of the queens of Innis Lear.”

“And Aremoria has no such way,” Mora said. “Not when the holy ordained king can be murdered and replaced.”

“Aremoria is ruled by strength of arms and passion—good, no doubt, but without the true collaboration of the people and land.”

“I cannot change the soul of Aremoria.”

“Not in one moment, or perhaps even one lifetime. But if you cross the sea and war on Aremoria, to take that throne, and if you want us behind you …” Solas pressed her lips together, and Mora saw, finally, how she might chew off lip paint. “If you want Lear behind you in your quest for the throne of Aremoria, you must make it everything you are. You must be the way. You must discover all that you ever will be, and make it so now.”

Mora thought of the granite dragon that lived in the Mountain of Teeth, and she saw the disparate parts of herself, the pieces of Innis Lear and the stones and trees, the pieces of Aremoria, what she wanted and what she’d lost, who she thought she should be and what she wanted: to be whole.

“A queen is more than a woman,” Solas said softly. “But she is more than a star, too, more than a name or crown. A queen makes herself.”

Ryrie came around the well and touched her finger to Mora’s forehead, then the corner of her mouth. “That is the lesson the queens of Innis Lear pass down to their daughters.”

“Make yourself,” Solas said.

Mora took a deep breath and felt she was sucking in the whole world.




HOTSPUR

Burgun-Aremore border, midsummer

THE SUN HAD set by the time Hotspur returned to the command pavilion, and the funeral pyres were lit, burning strong enough to cast eerie orange light up against the low clouds.

She tossed aside the flap of canvas shutting up her tent and stormed in, eager to relax out of her armor and into her aches.

“Hotspur,” said her aunt, Vindomata of Mercia.

Hotspur rolled her shoulders. “Aunt,” she said tightly—at the pain, not Vindomata’s presence.

Two young women—girls really—who wished to prove themselves and train under Hotspur as soldiers, immediately began to unfasten the buckles of Hotspur’s armor.

The duke of Mercia lounged washed and clean on Hotspur’s fur-covered pallet in a wool robe the bloody color of her household but lined with expensive orange silk. Vindomata’s high, narrow cheeks were pink and she held a tall goblet that had stained the inner line of her lips dark maroon.

As her aunt watched, the girls unbuckled the chest plate and pauldrons and back plate from Hotspur, who gritted her teeth and did not curse at them: the mingled pain and relief was hardly their fault. They unlaced her mail skirt and one bent to untie her boots while the other freed Hotspur of her heavy leather belt and sword. Gauntlets next, and the shoulder belt with its two remaining knives. Finally, Hotspur lifted her arms and the girls pulled the chain mail shirt up and off.

“I can manage the rest,” Vindomata said. “Bring more wine, and some hot water.”

The girls left obediently.

Hotspur bent to get off her boots. She wiggled her toes, balancing awkwardly to take off her wool socks next. All that remained were her gambeson, shirt, and trousers. When dressed in full battle regalia, Hotspur went without chest bindings. The many layers of armor were more than enough to keep her small breasts where they belonged.

Her aunt stood and set down the goblet. She pulled Hotspur up by the shoulders and unfastened the laces at the gambeson’s throat. The sweaty quilted shirt peeled off Hotspur, and she hissed as it tore at blood that had dried to the wound high on her left shoulder, at the meat of her neck. Other than her bloody mouth thanks to the prince of Burgun, this was Hotspur’s only injury to bleed today.

“If you’d worn a gorget, it would’ve protected you,” Vindomata chided.

“If I’d been faster, I’d not have needed the protection,” Hotspur snapped.

Once she stood naked, Vindomata offered her the goblet of wine. Hotspur drank greedily. She was hungry, but this would do for now.

A girl returned with hot water. The bucket hit the rug at Hotspur’s feet with a thunk, and immediately Vindomata sent the girl away again, picking up a washing cloth herself. She squeezed hot water over Hotspur’s shoulder and scrubbed quickly at the wound.

The scouring pain blazed up Hotspur’s shoulder and into her neck, radiating hot enough to make her woozy. But she did not complain.

Vindomata washed her off efficiently, including pressing the cloth to Hotspur’s face as if she were a tiny child wiggling away with honey on her chin.

Wrapping a blanket around her waist, Hotspur sat on the pallet of fur and straw. She hunched her back and closed her eyes as Vindomata studied the red, raw edges of the shoulder wound.

“We lost the queen’s man. He headed back to Lionis already,” Vindomata said. “I’m going to stitch this.”

“Oh, wormshit.” Hotspur meant the stitches, not the departure of Briginos.

“You won’t remain still long enough for it to heal properly on its own. You’ve already reopened it several times this evening, digging and lifting the wounded and dead and stars know what else.”

“It did hurt rather a lot.”

They waited for the girl to return with wine and food. When she did, Vindomata asked for more water, a needle, and flesh thread. And a lantern. Hotspur pulled the cork on the wine and drank straight from the bottle. She did not fear stitches, but the prospect of holding still for prolonged pain always reminded her how much better she preferred the harsh, sudden pains of battle.

The girl brought Vindomata her requests, and Hotspur leaned over her knees, hugging them. She dug her nails into her shins and gritted her teeth.

“What did you say to Briginos?” Vindomata asked as she pinched skin together and sewed. The lantern aimed at Hotspur’s shoulder cast her shadow black before her.

“Nothing he didn’t deserve,” Hotspur said through her teeth. “He was— Ah, worms do I have to talk through this?”

“Yes.”

“He was disrespectful and idiotic. He deserved none of my time or my soldiers’ time.”

“How like Celeda these days to send such a person to represent her.”

Surprise stuttered Hotspur’s response. “I …  well, yes, I suppose, though the queen was once …  vicious …  on the battlefield.”

“How well I remember,” Vindomata murmured softly. And her aunt stabbed through the flesh of Hotspur’s upper back again, quick and methodical.

Hotspur groaned and tried not to seethe. She needed to keep her breaths as even as she could, to speed her aunt’s progress along. Her upper back and neck had become one long snake of burning pain, and Hotspur needed distraction.

Unfortunately, she thought immediately of Hal. After the Battle of Strong Water, after the king was dead, Hotspur had stitched up a wound in Hal’s side. That had been the very first time they’d had a real conversation.

Hal had been shaking, eyes pressed closed, and Hotspur willing to pretend for the new prince that her tremors were from pain. But she’d known it was trauma. Is stealing a crown a thing worth dying for? Hal had whispered.

Hotspur had found Hal’s question endearing—a question for a poet, not a soldier. She had replied, musing, Prince Hal. It has a good ring to it.

If only the title hadn’t turned Hal’s heart to seashells and her blood to cheap red wine.

It had been eight months since Hotspur left Lionis, and all she’d heard of Hal was that the prince had fallen into the wastes of the city and into the arms of other women who did not try to be worthy of anything. Once, Hal had wanted to be a prince for the people, uniting Aremoria with stories and revelry and charm, but apparently her plan now was nothing more than irresponsibility and decay. Or Hotspur had never known her at all.

Hotspur had stopped trying to understand. She woke at night, sometimes, wondering if Hal would be better if Hotspur had stayed, if they still called her the Lion Prince, and if Hal could even still play to that stage. But Hotspur told herself again and again that if Hal couldn’t do this alone, she shouldn’t be doing it at all.

Better everyone see their prince for what she was now than when it was too late.

“There,” Vindomata said, using one of Hotspur’s knives to slice the needle free of the stitched wound. Her aunt jabbed the needle into a pillow to keep from losing it, then slathered on a tingling salve that smelled of yarrow and honey.

Gently stretching, Hotspur went to the small trunk at the head of her pallet to pull out a clean shift. She put it on, wincing as the newly sewn wound pulled, but glad she had this much range of motion. The linen fell to her knees, and Hotspur tied the front closed. She sat again in a low chair and reached for the tray of food. A handful of olives and nuts filled her mouth, so she could not answer when Vindomata said, “Now tell me your plans for Douglass, and why you would not give him to Briginos.”

Flames from nearby soldiers’ fires flickered outside, and the dull orange light diffused shadows throughout the tent. Hotspur closed her eyes and swallowed. “I told you I did not like Briginos. He was an imbecile and demanding, and moreover didn’t understand anything about the process of war. He didn’t even know negotiating for burial of the Burgun soldiers was part of his purpose!”

“Be calm, Hotspur.” Vindomata shifted, lying down on the pallet again. She reached for a chunk of cheese. “I trust your judgment. I only wish to know the depth of your thinking.”

Hotspur licked olive oil from her lip and took another drink of wine. The bottle was nearly half empty; she’d had too much, but the warmth dragging at her mind and popping in her cheeks was more pleasant than the echoing pain in her shoulder. She needed to remember to put salve on her temple and side and hip where bruises had formed, and at the raw spot at the front of her right shoulder where the chest plate had rubbed.

“Hotspur.”

Clearing her throat, Hotspur said, “I am keeping him. I caught him, he’s my hostage. I’ll negotiate.”

“Celedrix will appreciate that not at all.”

“She should have brought Mora home then!”

The yell startled Hotspur herself more than Vindomata, who only raised dark eyebrows and waited.

Hotspur caught her breath.

It was a gross injustice that Mora had not been ransomed home. Celedrix flaunted the rules of war and honor by letting Innis Lear keep their cousin—the former heir!—prisoner on those grimy shores. More than a year Mora had been trapped there—and the March still flew no flag.

Vindomata said, “Tell her.”

“What?” Hotspur ate a dried fig, for a moment to think.

“Tell our queen to bring Mora back, if she wants Douglass from you.”

“That sounds like a threat more than a request.”

Her aunt shrugged, for all the world seeming relaxed, casual as a daybird lounging in her robe on Hotspur’s pallet. “As you said, Celeda should have brought Mora home already.”

“She needs to know we remember,” Hotspur whispered. She’d written to Celedrix three times over the past six months, asking in the most direly polite terms for the ransom.

“She is the one who must remember.” Vindomata frowned, and the delicate lines at her eyes and lips deepened. Her eyes fluttered as if weary. She was nearly fifty years old, after all, though still strong, lean, and battle-hardened.

“Remember Mora?”

Vindomata accepted the wine bottle from Hotspur and drank, never taking her gaze from her niece’s. “Remember,” she said, giving the wine back, “why she rebelled against Rovassos. Injustice. A king reaching beyond his means. The opposite is just as deadly. To reach not at all.”

Hotspur lowered her voice to barely a whisper. “You don’t trust Celeda anymore.”

“Do you?”

The question hung between them like a string of bile. Hotspur’s stomach rolled; she told herself it was too much wine too fast, and the pain of her shoulder, and exhaustion.

But she saw it in her aunt’s light eyes: Vindomata had been a king-killer once. And a queen-maker. For without Mercia and the Persy strength, Celedrix would not wear the crown now. And it had cost Vindomata her two children, regardless of how they’d been killed. Either way, they were dead.

The queen owed them.

“I trust you, Aunt,” Hotspur said.

“Good. The question that matters most, dear one, is whether our queen trusts us. Does she trust that we will negotiate over Douglass in good faith? Does she trust us enough to speak with us honestly about why she leaves Banna Mora on Innis Lear? I do not know the answer.”

Hotspur cried, “She should! We are loyal to Aremoria, we are her sword!”

“Hush, hush, Wolf.” Vindomata laughed softly.

Drinking, Hotspur closed her eyes. Vindomata had never asked her about the prophecy; perhaps she’d never heard of it. The wine tingled at the roof of Hotspur’s mouth. She swallowed slowly. “Tell me I must not give over my prisoner.”

“Not yet, at least. We will take him home and see. Now let me comb out your tangled hair, Niece, and scrub the last of bloody battle from your scalp.”

Hotspur obeyed, sitting again before her aunt at the pallet until, lulled by the gentle tugs of fingers and comb, she sighed herself to sleep.




BANNA MORA

The Summer Seat of Innis Lear, midsummer

THE SUMMER SEAT of Innis Lear was a feral place. Perched on a promontory surrounded by sheer cliffs, the black castle was ancient and rough, fortified by raw nature and the hungry ocean clawing below. The tower stairs were worn in the center from generations of feet, and the privies hung off the side of the cliffs, so when the wind was right it howled eerily through the openings. Most residents lived on the island side, in the town of Sunton, where they farmed and raised chickens and pigs to feed the castle’s guests.

As someone fostered in Aremoria most of her life, the Summer Seat had initially struck Mora as primitive. But after a spring and half a summer here, Mora felt a kinship to the daring, desperate way it clung to the island. When someday her husband was king of Innis Lear and she the queen of Aremoria, they would spend summers here and winters in Lionis. Their children would know the rush of danger dashing across the land bridge, and only the fittest and smartest would survive.

Sometimes she wondered if fostering in Aremoria had softened her. Had she been raised on this island, would she have fought better when Rovassos was murdered and her crown stolen?

Most likely if she’d fought then, she’d be dead now.

As Mora and the royal ladies passed through the wide grassy common of the Summer Seat, retainers and servants nodded easily, cheering and tossing lavender fronds. Children ran up to Mora, laughing and touching her skirts for wedding luck. The dogs sprang away, barking and leaping in circles with the same children. Solas smiled brightly, and Ryrie allowed herself to be drawn off by a gangly young man into an impromptu circle dance. This was different from Aremoria, too; the people of Innis Lear distinguished little between royal and farmer, retainer and priest, bastard and honor-born. Informality marked relationships and brought the layers of hierarchy together for meals, labor, and of course celebration. Rowan himself often acted upon star prophecies he wrote with his own hand by showing up in a shepherd’s field where lambs were imminently due, to help with the bloodiest of chores, or ride half a day to a village where the stars told him sickness had come, bearing medicine from the White Forest. I am the servant of the stars and roots, he would say with an arrogant shrug belying the humility of the words. Truly, Mora did not know if she’d ever have learned to bear his peasant sensibilities if not for that shining thread of rather holy pride.

And here appeared Rowan before her, surrounded by star priests and flower-crowned retainers. He smiled and she shook her head at his dress: he wore, as usual, a long night-blue robe hanging from his tall frame, flowing and open despite the damp ocean breeze, over gray trousers and a bare chest. His white-gold hair fell loose around his face and down his back, longer than Mora’s would grow. In the glow of the zenith sun, Rowan looked like nothing so much as a willowy saint, born of the roots and starlight, exactly as the royal line of Innis Lear was supposed to be.

Mora wished for the briefest moment they were marrying in Lionis, in the heart of that boundlessly rich city, wearing elaborate velvet suits encrusted with jewels to display their power, their beauty, their belonging to each other. Perhaps, someday soon, they would have a second ceremony there.

Then Rowan brushed his knuckle down her cheek. She caught his hand, nudged him closer, and kissed him—much to the delight of the crowd. They wrapped their arms around each other, grinning into the kiss; Mora could admit to herself, and perform just this once, that she was genuinely happy to marry him.

Priests inserted themselves to dot white constellations of blessing and prophecy onto her forehead and cheeks, and there was her brother, with his ash-striped face and soft smile, to smear white paint across her bottom lip. He did the same to Rowan, and Mora thought how badly Conn was going to resent the role in her rebellion that she planned for him.

Then Connley gave way to Owyn Glennadoer, resplendent in leather and dark green. The earl wove tiny bones into Mora’s hair and his son’s, Ryrie helping; Sin Errigal and the acting duke Rory braided in iron coins; more family brought more charms—copper and chunks of salt, wool and silk ribbons, green leaves dipped in wax to hold their shapes, butterfly wings, polished granite and limestone beads, until Mora’s hair fell heavy and she laughed at the mess Rowan’s looked. Hers had to be just as much of a knotted, colorful disaster.

All the island seemed to crowd into the great hall behind them, pressing Mora and Rowan together toward to the far end where bright sunlight and ocean breezes welcomed themselves through tall windows. Rowan’s family surrounded bride and groom, holding undyed wool threads like a web around them. The queen asked them a series of questions about love, loyalty, and fate. Mora was careful to keep her answers simple and loud, reminding herself that it was a performance.

Rowan held her gaze and answered as if only meant for her. He touched her cheek, then her mouth, and Mora realized she was crying. Squeezing her eyes shut, she shook her head, then smiled for him, putting the happiness she’d felt before into her face, into the tension of her grip on his hands. It was just that for a moment she’d remembered the last vows she’d made, nearly nine years previous: in the receiving gallery at the Lionis Palace, swearing herself to the throne of Aremoria, and to the service of her king, and then one by one her personal knights had promised themselves to her. First Ladies Ianta and Brevia, Talix and Lanna Ritus, then the women not quite knights yet: Imena, Ter Melia, and even that damned Hal Bolinbroke, the most devoted and charismatic of all. Her Lady Knights, glorious together that day, and for years after, building an Aremoria for Banna Mora to rule with them at her sides, her heart’s armor, her companions.

Disbanded, broken, pulled into pieces.

Mora’s body flushed with anger, and she recalled the words of the dragon: When your world burns, you must learn to breathe fire.

Ignoring the marriage ritual, blood roaring in her ears, Banna Mora kissed Rowan Lear. He was her husband already, her partner in power.

Distantly aware of laughter, of approving cheers, Mora kept her mouth against Rowan’s. He kissed her back, nibbling her bottom lip, and then slid his cheek along hers. “Mine,” he murmured against her ear.

She lifted their bound hands and ripped at the wool knot with her teeth. It was not made to hold them, and so the binding tore away in her mouth. Mora spit it out and glared triumphantly at the people with a wide smile. Rowan put his arms around her, laughing, and he called, “So my wife declares, so it shall be.”

Queen Solas gave her agreement, and flowers filled the air, tossed toward the stone ceiling, and children leapt high to catch them again.

There next came feasting, benches and tables lined tight together and spilling out into the yard. Mora ate gladly, feeding Rowan meat and candied apples, teasing him that she intended to keep him in bed for days and days so he ought to prepare his body now. They drank, and the queen told her that Glennadoer—Owyn, she called him, which Mora might never accustom herself to—had been so eager for his wife she was already pregnant at their wedding.

“So might I be,” Mora said to Glennadoer, who laughed outrageously and raised his wine to his son’s potency. Mora lifted hers, too, and enthusiastically drank the rest of the wine down. She floated and laughed, held her husband’s hand, and slapped her palms on the table eagerly when Ryrie called for the center of the hall to be cleared for the dancers.

They were thirty young men and women in white, with flowers in their hair and ribbons that trailed loosely behind them as they spun in patterns. No music but for stomping feet, staccato yips, and brisk, bright whistles. Their spirals and outbursts, their straight-backed turning, turning, turning, dazed Mora and she leaned into her chair at the high table, head lolling as her vision blurred: they became the starry sky.

Her fingers twined with Rowan’s, and she realized her dizzy guess was correct: when the dance came to a sudden halt, star priests immediately joined the dancers. The priests moved their human stars into two arcing patterns, and then the queen’s favored priest, a tall woman with sun-yellow hair named Aeli, called out that each arc was a birth chart: Mora’s and Rowan’s. She said, “Here the lady’s Dragon Eye,” and two star priests gave brilliant orange wildflowers into the hands of a cluster of dancers. Then Aeli said, “And the lord’s Saint Terestria,” and other priests gave those dancers sky-blue flowers. On and on the priests marked all the dancers with either Mora’s or Rowan’s birth stars, until the dancers were all a piece of prophecy.

“And now,” Aeli said, “the charts slip together, fates entwining as their hearts and futures entwine.”

With a clap, a dancer hopped into motion, and they all shifted, coiling together as if the two star charts slid against each other, overlapping into a single chart.

Mora laughed and glanced at Rowan. He caught her eye, smiling, and lifted her hand to kiss her knuckles.

Their future was read to eager listeners, though Mora herself sighed happily and drank more wine. The queen leaned forward, as did her sister, and Glennadoer, Sin Errigal with Connley attentive at her side—strange their little Errigal prodigy was not here.

Solas asked a clarifying question, and together the royal family argued about the marriage prophecy. Mora listened with half an ear, hoping for once there would be none of that beastly trio that dogged the edges of all prophecies this year.

Until Aeli said, “Your Brightness, with the moon as it was yesterday, as the clouds painted arrows toward the east at dawn, this is a queen today and already born—not only a prince’s wife.”

Solas fell still, glanced to her nephew, then asked, “Already born?”

Rowan said, “Under a different moon, yes, and the island welcomes her.”

From the tall ocean windows, wind blew.

Banna Mora! the island cried joyously. A queen of rootwaters and stars!

Mora laughed again, and said, Hello, slightly giddy.

But Rowan stood to face the queen, and in the tree tongue he said, Bright Solas, we are yours, blessed to the island, as you are blessed.

Mine, the queen of Innis Lear said, and then, “My nephew, son of my throne and heart, and my daughter, Banna Mora.”

“My queen!” Mora said merrily. But a cord of tension connected her husband and his aunt Solas. She saw it, and understood it had been born of their wedding prophecy, but she could not see how. Mora thrust to her feet and held out both hands. “Folk of Innis Lear, I ask that you welcome me,” hello, “a lost daughter who found her heart on your neighboring shore. Aremoria was all our homes once, when this island was no island, but a piece of a whole. I would be whole again! This queen—our great queen Solas—is whole, and pure. But I am not. I love this prince at my side, and you, but I cannot be what you need until I have reclaimed what was taken from me.”

Holding up her fist with the Blood and the Sea glinting there, Mora said, “I am pieces, and the Dragon of the North told me …” Gasps from the crowd gave her pause, but she pushed on. “The dragon told me I am a dragon, and I would be your dragon before I would be your queen.”

To Solas, Mora said, “I would be your dragon, Rowan’s dragon, I would be …” She swallowed, and finally the tension fled from the older queen’s dark eyes.

Solas smiled. “You are entirely drunk, Banna Mora. I think my nephew should take you to bed.”

Rowan’s arm went around her waist, tugging at her, and he grinned for the entire congregation, winked, and waved. Mora elbowed him, but in a friendly way, then impulsively kissed Solas’s soft cheek.

The queen’s smile was sharp and knowing, but Mora could not think what there was to know! She laughed again, more a giggle truly, turned to grab her husband’s robe in both fists, then dragged him away, out through the family exit that led directly to a tunnel through the thick walls and into the royal tower.

She stopped for nothing, not even to close the door to Rowan’s rooms—their rooms now—before pushing her husband onto the bed and having her rather sloppy way with him. Rowan, less drunk than she, gave in to her every whim, seeming to enjoy himself in the rather lazy way of a cat. “You said you love me,” he reminded her, very smug.

It was summer and therefore the salty breeze was warm, and there was another hour or more until sunset, and Mora suffered not at all to sprawl naked on the wide, low bed. Rowan flattened his hand on her thigh and promised to drag himself up to get a fresh pitcher of water, wine, and some cloths. Mora pounced, her blood alive, her spirit laughing, and licked up his salty chest. She wrinkled her nose and stuck her tongue in his ear; he squirmed, laughing, too, and Mora told him to take her gift of spit and transform it with his island magic.

And oh, how he responded.

Rowan wrestled her onto her back and filled her up, moaning her name and pressing her thighs apart. He fucked her torturously until she was breathless and ranting, hitting his shoulders for him to finish. Rowan said, “I’ll never finish with you, Banna Mora,” and it was so saccharine, so endearing, she wilted and pulled his face to her breast, winding her hands in his white-gold hair and promising herself to never let go.

They slept through sunset and woke for water, then Mora demanded Rowan begin the arduous process of untangling all the charms from her sweaty curls. He pulled her, still naked, into his lap and obeyed, singing softly to her an evening lullaby with ridiculous verses about counting beetles, butterflies, and crickets.

As Mora returned to herself, she recalled that odd thread of tension uniting her husband and his aunt. Curling her fingers around the collection of charms Rowan was freeing from her hair and placing in her hand, Mora said, “Rowan, why did the prophecy upset Solas?”

He hummed and reached around her to drop an iron coin into the collection. She turned her head to meet his eye. “Rowan?”

“Prophecies have been strange lately. Everyone is on edge.”

“No, it was more than that. Specific.”

Rowan hesitated for a moment, then with a little reluctant flip of his hand said, “The prophecy, and the island, recognize you already as a queen.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“No, you are already a queen of the island. A queen already born.”

That had been the phrase the priest Aeli had used. Mora pulled away from Rowan and faced him. Streaks of white paint were smeared on his chest, the remnants of prophecy, and his hair remained knotted and woven with colorful charms. He drew up a leg and set his elbow casually against his knee. “I should tell you,” he said, and Mora had the distinct impression he was convincing himself.

“Tell me what?” she said, rather growling.

Rowan put his hands on her face. “The night I asked you to marry me?”

“Yes.”

“You …  partook of an ancient Learish rite reserved for making kings and queens.”

Mora frowned, casting her mind back to the patchy, confusing memories. She’d drunk two bowls of water, the first loosening her bones and putting her to sleep; the second revived her and she’d felt as if she were in a dream, like the island had been born inside her, its rocks her bones, its waters her blood, its wind her breath, and so on. “Solas is not pleased you put me through that? But she is still the crowned queen. Obviously.”

“It is the island’s way of making a queen, and so you are both a queen. Though I never meant it as such, having a second island queen is a threat to Solas.”

Getting to her feet, Mora went naked to the window. “It is only a ritual,” she said, even understanding that nothing was only a ritual on Innis Lear. And it had been after that night that she could understand the wind.

“No.” Rowan joined her, but did not touch her. “You are—have been—transformed. Your blood is not only blood, but it runs with the island’s rootwater, and so you are marked. A piece of Innis Lear.”

Mora began to complain, but Rowan’s tiger-iron eyes were focused past her, ghostly and untethered. He said, “You ate of the flower, Banna Mora, and drank the rootwater. The flower is starweed and you died there, but the waters changed you, brought you back. My hemlock queen.”

Icy, plain horror blossomed in her gut, creeping higher and higher to still her heart, and Banna Mora gasped silently.

She believed him.

Her hands grasped the stone windowsill, and Mora leaned away from her husband. From the man who’d poisoned her. Without asking. Without giving her a choice.

“Mora,” he said softly.

The name shivered along her spine, suddenly slick again with sweat, and she threw her arms around him. She buried her face in his neck. Heart pounding, Mora held on tightly. Hiding this feeling from him, closing it away.

A black shard of night appeared in her chest, even as she drew him back to their bed.

It was a cold flame, and she was used to conflagrations of fury, betrayal, passion.

But a dragon could learn to breathe this wintry fire, too.




PRINCE HAL

Lionis, midsummer

HAL DOZED IN a corner of her mother’s throne room as the sun rose.

Light entered the tall glass windows in the north, spreading pink across the marble floor toward the polished cherrywood panels and narrow mirrors opposite. Upon the dais and before a curtain of rich, vibrant orange, the throne itself stood empty. High overhead the arched ceiling was painted with tiny dancing earth saints, long springtime vines blooming in pink, white, and yellow, and planets and constellations against a day-blue sky. Chairs cushioned in the same vivid orange were spaced evenly along the mirrored wall, awaiting the rumps of the queen’s councilors.

The star priest from Innis Lear had upset Hal, recalling her to memories she’d rather avoid. The triplet of wolf, dragon, lion, repeated again and again, until Hal could not listen to Ianta’s riddles or give attention to Nova’s caressing touch. She’d had to leave. Come home to where she’d be free of it all. Where she could screw up her face in despair and none would see. This was the last place any would search for the prince. It exuded too much responsibility.

She’d slipped in several hours ago and dragged a fancy chair from the wall to the dimmest rear corner. Now, slumped low, with her cloak pulled around her and its cowl drawn over her face, she was only a reddish shadow, faintly snoring.

The grand doors swept open beneath the hands of the palace guard, and the queen strode in, followed by six more guards, the queen’s steward Ellus, and the ambassador from the Third Kingdom.

“I am grateful to welcome your lady here,” Celedrix was saying. “And her nephew, most especially. I’ll make certain my daughter is present.”

“Majesty,” said the ambassador, bowing, “I know you will try.”

Celeda stopped halfway to the throne and spun in a slow circle to face the ambassador with her eyebrows lifted high, nostrils flared. “If I say a thing, it will be so, Enai.”

Though awakened by the abrupt entrance, the prince did not hear the approach of one of the guards; suddenly the tip of a dagger lifted her cowl off her face. Hal grimaced, eyes pinched against the daylight. Peering down at her was Commander Abovax. She smiled mischievously. He rolled his eyes and dropped her cowl back down, silently taking up his position again now that he’d secured the room.

Hal shifted enough to look out from under her hood.

Her mother and Ambassador Enai faced each other. They were of a height; Celedrix was regal in a long red mantle with a broad black collar. Her black hair was wrapped in three braided buns, twisted with golden ribbons. Pearls hung from her ears, glowing white against her pale skin, and on her forefinger sat the royal ring, the Blood and the Sea.

Enai folded dark brown hands at his waist, fingers glinting with rings, too, of lapis and silver that complemented the teal-striped robe hanging off his shoulders. Beneath it he wore Aremore-style tunic and trousers, both in rich dark gray. His eyes measured the queen calmly from below the strip of beaten copper circling his shaved head. An emerald green scarf coiled around his neck, that might be pulled up into a hood if he wished.

“They arrive in two months, Majesty,” Enai finally said. His voice was deep, and Hal had enjoyed its reverberation whenever she was unfortunate enough to be in the palace and hear him.

This news, though, she did not enjoy.

Celeda said, “I’m aware. I’d like to house them here, but would not insult you by refusing to allow you to make the same offer, if that is appropriate.”

“You are the matriarch, they should stay with you. Better respect, too, if Echarmet is welcomed by the highest-ranking woman in Aremoria, as he is the empress’s first grandson.”

Maybe a small part of Hal had hoped her past half year of utter delinquency would have driven this marriage prospect into the ground. That she’d ruined it with recklessness and riot, and Echarmet of Kurake Queen would not come at all.

Fuck.

Hal did not see whatever signal Abovax gave to the steward Ellus, nor what signal Ellus in turn gave the queen, but Celeda inclined her head, then turned unerringly toward the exact corner where Hal slouched.

“You see, Enai? The prince is easily found.”

The Third Kingdom ambassador shuttered his surprise quickly. “Prince Hal, I look forward to the gift you present to Echarmet of Kurake Queen, first grandson of Elophet.”

Hal dragged herself to her feet, tossing the cowl back over her shoulders. She smiled and waved her hand, knowing how ridiculous she looked in ragged tunic and pants, hair lank and tangled from the river wind. “As do I, Ambassador Enai. Though I suspect the greatest gift I may give is exactly this.” She spread her hands and turned a tight circle. “My company.”

“It is rare enough,” the queen drawled, smiling. But Hal knew the smile was a lie. “Thank you, Enai. Give me the honor of a moment with my daughter.”

Enai bowed and left. Four royal guards followed him out, and Ellus tugged his blond beard. “Majesty, you have morning offices at the library.”

“Thank you for the reminder.”

The steward withdrew, leaving only the queen, the prince, and two guards tucked as far from royalty as possible, backs to the closed doors.

Celeda strode to her daughter and, before Hal could stumble back, grabbed her chin painfully. “What is the meaning of this surprise? You bring your skulking here because they’re tired of you below? That might’ve been our new guests themselves, for all you knew.”

The prince tore free, rolling her head to stretch out the dull bruises her mother’s fingers left behind. She clasped her hands into fists behind her back. “I don’t want to get married.”

“Your wants are not my immediate concern, Calepia. Not compared to the needs of this kingdom.”

Hal grimaced. “Then go, leave me, or I’ll go. I only thought to …  never mind.” She tore off her cloak and made for the door, balling the tattered old thing against her stomach.

“Hal,” snapped the queen. “Stop. Talk to me.”

Back turned to her mother, Hal did stop. She hugged her cloak. Her mouth was tacky, her head throbbing. She needed water and food. Or more wine. “Will you …  have breakfast with me?”

A sigh of exasperation was the answer. “I’ve eaten, Hal, and you are hungover. There’s red in your eyes from lack of sleep, and you stink of river moss and sour wine. How dare you come to me like this?”

But it was not anger in the queen’s voice: it was disappointment.

“I wanted to speak as we used to speak,” Hal said softly. A thousand years ago, when Hal was a little girl, before her mother’s exile. Or even that brief time last year when it seemed Hal could do this.

The queen stepped nearer. “I did not hear you.”

The prince turned. She tossed her disastrous dark hair away from her face with a sharp shake of her head. “Let me bring Banna Mora home. That will bolster my reputation.”

Celeda’s lashes flickered in her only show of startlement. “You haven’t brought that up in months.”

“I miss her.”

“Do you think she misses you? My information suggests she is making a home for herself on Innis Lear, as well she should. Better that she remain.”

“But it should be her choice—it makes you look weak to force her away,” Hal said, then clenched her jaw as if expecting to be hit.

“You make me look weak,” the queen said, simply and with little expression.

Hal paused to swallow the blow. Carefully, she asked, “Hasn’t Mora been punished enough?”

Celeda sighed and moved to one of the gilded chairs along the paneled wall. She sat, hands in her lap, and leaned her head back, closed her eyes. “Were I to send you, it would confirm that we need her. If you would only put yourself together, be good, Hal, then you could have her back—as a friend. As a vassal. But you cannot reach out to Banna Mora from a lesser state.” Suddenly Celeda’s eyes opened. “I’ll put the March under your name.”

“No!” Horror had Hal leaping forward. She knelt and grabbed her mother’s hands. “You can’t. It’s hers—I remember what it was like when Rovassos took Bolinbroke from me, from you! It was like my heart was torn out.”

“She has already suffered that pain,” Celedrix said, and a subtle shift of her hand brought Hal’s attention to the Blood and the Sea. “And the March would do you good. Get you out of the slums of Lionis, and force you to lead. The March is more engaging than Bolinbroke.”

“I can’t leave Lionis,” Hal protested.

“True, not until Charm arrives. But it would be a good honeymoon.”

Hal’s guts knotted, full of sharp bubbles of air. “No, I—Mother, I—” She stood and turned to flee.

“Heading back to further debase yourself,” the queen asked, “in some brothel or cheap tavern? To cry with Ianta Oldcastle? You used to have better friends.”

“Ianta never did anything to earn your censure,” Hal said, struggling to remain calm. “She taught us so much.”

Celeda said, “Ianta Oldcastle taught you excess and a lazy way. She filled your head with magic and stories for children, jokes and riddles and rot. Just like Rovassos. They were the same ilk.”

“You know she taught us more than that.”

“Yes, she made you into fine warriors. But at what price? You were children, and she encouraged you to embrace degradation.”

“I embraced none but Hotspur,” Hal snapped.

The queen lifted a hand, palm out for peace. “If Ianta’s influence was so impeccable, come home and leave her in the squalor she’s made for herself. Show me, and everyone, that you can rise to your destiny.”

“Being a prince was never my destiny—until you murdered the king!” The moment she said the words, Hal regretted them. She saw it again, again, again: the arc of blood, the blade sawing against Rovassos’s neck.

Hal’s accusation spilled across her mother’s face, flaring Celeda’s nostrils, tightening her lips, and for a moment it almost seemed her hair stood on end. The queen rose and stiffly walked to her daughter. “That is the traitorous tongue Ianta planted in your mouth. I acted rightly, and you certainly had no argument with it at the time. Or was that only because your Hotspur was there, and you followed her? I will tell you something: Hotspur never needed you, but let you fawn on her. She wore you proudly, like a piece of fine armor, but shed you when she found stronger steel.”

“No.” Hal’s hands became fists again as her mind chased flashes of red-hair memories, biting kisses, and the wind tearing at them. Hot lips and eager hands. “No, leave her out of this. Hotspur loved me.”

“Maybe,” the queen conceded. “But she did not choose you.”

Hal stumbled away.

“You, my daughter, refuse to choose anything at all, and so you spend your days and nights wallowing, drowning the petty mistakes of a very short life. There is so much time before you! Much you might do, if only you would choose!”

But Hal hated all the options she could see.

And so she said nothing.

As she raced away, her mother called, “Would she were my daughter instead of you.”

Hal caught herself against the door, breathless with hurt, then walked on when she realized she agreed with the queen.




HOTSPUR

Northern Aremoria, late summer

ANNYCK CASTLE SPRAWLED in golden limestone glory on a bluff rising off the River Win. The main keep was a solid four-story building with a small square tower at each corner, in the center of two broad, green yards, themselves surrounded by twelve-foot-thick walls and guard towers. The massive front gate fell open for Hotspur, slowly and under the power of a dozen strong retainers who lowered it across the dry moat, alive this time of year with summer wildflowers.

While most of her army slowly made its way around the surrounding town, Hotspur had led several lines of soldiers directly through the winding main street. She rode armored, with the green cloak of Perseria spilling from her shoulders to flow over the rump of her horse. Two flag bearers just behind her flew her crest, the Red Castle. She smiled and waved to those townsfolk who leaned out windows or paused in their days’ work to welcome Isarna Persy home.

The sky was brilliant and clear, the air just cool enough it was not quite a hell to ride so slowly under such military weight.

The hostage, Douglass of Burgun, rode unbound beside her. His armor and weaponry had been returned to him, and he’d been given plenty of food and water to care for himself, though denied attendants. He was broad and handsome in an angry, blocky way that Hotspur appreciated but was uninterested in: his nose crooked over a beard of indeterminate brown, his mouth was full and often pursed in thought. He glowered now as if the sun were his enemy, gloved hands curled tight around the reins of his borrowed horse. She admired his seat and balance, the ease with which he rode, and though the fur trim of his cloak had been torn in two places, the ripped fur gave an impression of barbarian power instead of decrepit royalty. The latter of which was much more accurate, Hotspur thought, sneering in amusement.

And Douglass caught her looking.

He’d already proposed to her twice. The first time she’d angrily told him she was not in the marrying mood. Next he’d suggested her rumored devotion to the Prince of Riot was gossip she ought to rid herself of, perhaps by wedding a handsome Burgun man, so she’d shoved him off his horse.

Now Hotspur led her captains and aides across the bridge and under the iron teeth of the portcullis, though the way narrowed so only two might ride through abreast. When she emerged into the sunny foreyard, a half circle of residents waited, including both her parents. They stood upon a wide green rug—more emerald than the trampled and yellowing grass of the yard. A high-backed chair waited behind her mother, a shorter one behind her father, and stools upon which several of Hotspur’s cousins and more distant relatives had perched angled around the two thrones like chicks after their dam. Servants held tall ash poles strung with green-and-silver banners and ropes of wildflowers, creating a wall behind the earl and her husband, Lord Perseria.

Hotspur leaned back in the saddle to stop her horse, and dismounted. A retainer took the reins as she strode toward her parents.

Caratica, the Earl Perseria, was forty-six years old and stood leaning slightly toward her right side, her fist tight around the head of a polished cane. She held her chin high, watching her daughter with the same blue eyes set in a more square face, and skin become paler from having lost her place in the army. She suffered constant pain that had already etched itself around her mouth. Her husband, Lord Perseria, was ten years older, a Rusrike, and slowly dying of a rattle cough. They’d always been friends, but never more, at least to Hotspur’s eye.

Though she loved her parents, it was Hotspur’s respect for Caratica that squeezed her heart. Her father frustrated her—and had since the day he suggested swords and skirts did not get on together, and perhaps she should give up her mother’s and aunt’s soldiering ways.

Young Hotspur, naturally, had taken her sword and cut her skirts away, glaring at her father all the while. Caratica sent her at the age of nine to foster with Vindomata, who had turned her into a warrior.

Her mother stepped forward now, a hand outstretched for her daughter. Hotspur went to one knee and kissed Caratica’s fingers. “I’ve returned victorious, Mother.”

“I never doubted,” the earl said loudly. “We’ll drink to you tonight, and to your stories, and join the ashes of your dead with those in our family vault, to honor them.”

Hotspur stood and went to hug her father. His beard tickled her cheek, and he put his fingers under her chin to better angle her face that he might frown upon the cuts put there by the prince of Burgun. Lord Perseria said, “You are otherwise uninjured?”

“Nothing major, though I’ll have a fine scar here.” She touched her shoulder, where beneath cloak and mail and linen the stitches Vindomata had sewn ached with gentle fire.

“My daughter the warrior,” he said with pride, finally, and disbelief, still. And then as always, Hotspur wanted to suggest he might not’ve been surprised, marrying into a line of warrior women, if he’d ever chosen to look past his own expectations.

But she said nothing to her father, instead waving a hand at the man behind her, who slouched on his horse like a massive child.

“Here,” she said, “is Douglass, the prince of Burgun, and my hostage.”

Lord Perseria hummed and eyed the prince, seeming impressed, but Caratica frowned and said, “Yours?”

“Mine,” Hotspur confirmed, meeting her mother’s eye with a silent warning.

“Let us go inside, then, and see to our guest,” Caratica said. “But first, a toast.”

Wine and small cups were brought out, given to all who were more than soldiers or servants, including the recalcitrant Douglass.

“To Hotspur,” the Earl Perseria said, lifting her cup high.

“Hotspur!” called those gathered, and Hotspur herself breathed deeply of the sound: she had done well, exceedingly so, and deserved every moment such as this.

Caratica told Hotspur to clean up and then attend upon her for an hour before supper would be laid for welcome, victory, and Douglass of Burgun.

“I’ll show him to his rooms,” Hotspur volunteered, kissing her mother’s cheek again. Then she beckoned her hostage to her side. “Come, man, this way.”

He bowed grudgingly at the earl, then stomped to Hotspur; she led him a half pace ahead, though it allowed him to hulk over her. She kept her shoulders rigid and a hand on her sword. Burgun would do nothing to risk himself, not in the Persy ancestral home.

They walked through the thirteen-foot-long tunnel that burrowed through the keep’s main wall, beneath murder holes and two iron gates, then entered the conduit court. Built of stone walls and stone floor, from here one could go directly to any part of the keep. Dark archways on the ground level led to kitchen and larder, then to the tower stairs—either down into the armory and below even that into the bedrock prison, or up to the secretarial offices and staff living quarters. A wide stone staircase on the western wall led to a balustrade circling the entire court with arches leading into master chambers, great hall, study, and library.

Hotspur jogged halfway up the stone staircase before she realized Douglass had paused in the courtyard, staring up at the fifty-foot yew tree growing from the center. She hardly noticed it anymore, as it hadn’t changed in all her twenty years of life.

Gray bark, ridged deeply, curved in a slow spiral up and up and up toward the high gray branches. Narrow, bright green leaves draped over the courtyard, shading all of it. At the base, heavy stones had been placed in a circle like a well. They were uneven now, as the tree had pressed up against them as it grew.

“Is this an altar?” Douglass asked.

Hotspur twisted up her face. “It’s a tree.”

The Burgun prince slid her an uncharacteristically wry look. “Was it an altar, then?”

“What do I know of ancient superstition? Is that a thing you know well in Burgun?” It was on her tongue to say something terrible about burying bones in the roots of trees like this, the way heathens did, and earth saints. Beneath her hand, her sword whispered uneasily.

Douglass shrugged. “It seems unlikely to have been anything else, but I suppose it’s possible a Persy ancestor was just stupid enough to try to grow a tree in stone.”

“It worked,” she snarled.

Douglass laughed and took the steps two at a time to reach her in seconds. “Or you built the castle around the tree.”

Other retainers and servants were filtering in behind them with stools and discarded cups from the greeting party, so Hotspur did what none expected of her: she swallowed her retort and grabbed his sleeve, dragging him with her the rest of the way to his rooms.

“Here, Douglass. I’ll send someone to fetch you for dinner, and send a bath. You stink.”

“I know I don’t, Lady Persy, but I’ll take your snarling as a compliment.”

She shoved him into the room and dragged closed the heavy door. As she hurried around the balustrade toward her room, she snagged a man and asked the order be passed that Douglass was to be assigned a footman for his stay, and treated like an honored guest despite being housed over the armory. Then she slammed into her room, where one of her mother’s girls waited to help her into the bath. Once dry and dressed again, Hotspur snatched a handful of dried peach slices and ate them as she went to her mother.

Caratica waited alone in the study just off the greeting hall. The earl stood at one tall glass window, leaning on her good leg. Her red-gray braid was unpinned, hanging like a rope down her spine. “Hotspur,” she said lightly.

“Mother.” Hotspur sank onto a cushioned stool beside the shelves of books and scrolls that lined the entirety of the south wall. She finished the last strip of peach. “I have little to say that can’t be shared with all. The battle was straightforward, though …” Hotspur grimaced. “Vindomata will tell you I drove off the queen’s representative. He was disgusting and terrible, and you’d have hated him, too. All disrespect for my men, my soldiers who’d just died, Mother! It was appalling. Abominable.”

“I’m sure it was, Hotspur. That is not why I wanted to speak with you alone and immediately.”

Hotspur sat straight up from her slouch. Caratica’s tone was too light to be relaxing. “What is wrong?”

The earl reached, without shifting her legs or weight, for two folded letters on the windowsill. “I have received an interesting letter from Banna Mora.”

“Mora?” Hotspur cried.

“Yes. As have you.” Caratica offered the top letter to Hotspur, who leapt up and took it, tearing past the wax seal to unfold it.

Dear Isarna, Lady Hotspur,

Long has it been since last we spoke, and as many things have happened to me in the interim, I imagine your portion has been just as complicated and strange.

First I shall say: I miss you.

Second: I find myself in good spirit here with my family and among the ancient roots of my people on Innis Lear. Within the week I will be married, to Rowan Lear.

This is my third attempt to write you. I cushioned my words in the previous versions, sidestepping the truth and dimming the harsh light by tugging clouds across the face of the sun. I should have remembered you would have no interest in pretty words if they were lies. I have remembered myself, too, and who I am, fundamentally. And so, I say this plainly: I am the true heir to the throne of Aremoria.

You know this, and Celeda knows it, too, or else why keep me away?

I aim to take the crown to reunite Innis Lear and Aremoria, as they were always intended to be. Morimaros himself wrote it: the greatest king will unite the two lands. I want your aid. Perseria has long been the shield and sword of Aremoria, and at best, I ask you to be my sword and my shield. At least, I ask you to remove your shield from across their bodies. Allow me my path.

If you read still, Hotspur, I take it only as evidence you have not immediately burned my letter in horror, hatred, or disgust.

If you read still, consider this, too: I have a brother named Connley, your age and strong of heart. He is of my blood, half Aremore and half Learish, both royal lines, and besides that he is a wizard. I have begun to know him these last months, and believe him to be everything that is good in the heart of this island. Marry him, and solidify our friendship. Marry him, and find happiness I know you have not yet found. The end you seek can be for both Innis Lear and Aremoria.

I await your response eagerly,

Banna Mora of Aremoria and Innis Lear

Hotspur read the entire missive, then read it again. Marriage, and—and open rebellion. And that last line, the end you seek, Hotspur understood too well. Mora wished for the same thing Hal had last year: to use the prophecy and win a crown.

“Hotspur?” her mother said carefully.

Hotspur’s mouth was dry. She swallowed and asked, “What does she say to you, Mother?”

“She proposes your marriage to her brother, though I suspect she is more bold in her words to you, or else you have jumped to a political conclusion faster than I expected.”

It was said so calmly Hotspur knew Caratica was clamping down on her emotions. Hotspur handed her letter to her mother and watched as she read the first few lines, then had to stop looking. Hotspur turned to the wall and gripped the dark shelf, wishing she could imprint her nails into the smooth, grainy wood.

Her skin flushed, but her stomach felt like a chunk of ice. Mora was bent on retaking her crown. Offering Hotspur alliance. But against Celeda, the queen Hotspur had fought alongside, to put her on the throne of Aremoria.

Oh, wormshit, but Celedrix should never have forced Banna Mora away from Lionis.

There would be war, soon, no matter what the Persys did.

Hotspur’s stomach twisted.

What would Hal say to this?

What was best for Aremoria? For Hotspur’s family and the people of Perseria?

“Oh,” Caratica said, a single syllable pulled from her guts, dark and immediate and definitive.

Hotspur caught her mother’s eyes. She shook her head, panicked.

The earl sat abruptly on the windowsill. She flattened her hands on her knees. “Hotspur. Isarna. Tell me everything that happened on the Burgun border, now, and everything about the queen’s man, and everything you can think of that Vindomata has said to you in the past two months. We must send for my sister, and see.”

“See?” Hotspur whispered, her fingers trembling. “There is nothing to see.”

“How we will respond, Hotspur. Do we ignore it, do we bring it all to Celeda? There is no turning back from this letter, my daughter.”

“Mora must know that, too. She sent it—knowing. She’s not afraid at all,” Hotspur said, disliking the breathy quality of her voice.

“Why should she be? What should she fear?” Caratica touched her forehead, pressing a spot of white into the skin, banishing all blood.

Hotspur opened her mouth with the immediate answer, but stopped herself from admitting the instinct to her mother.

Me, she thought. Banna Mora should be afraid of me.




PRINCE HAL

Lionis, late summer

THE PRINCE BEGAN her quest at the zenith service in the Cathedral of Lionis, kneeling before the well on a cushion reserved for the queen’s family.

Hal loved the cathedral, and because of her childhood studies could see signs of its ancient design: two halls crossed in the middle where the well drove into the earth, and though they’d been covered now with a ceiling of arching wooden beams, once the cathedral had been open to the sky. Once, rain fell through, making gentle music in copper pots at the end of each stone pew; now used for perfumed oils and dried flower petals. Once, sunlight glazed living vines that crawled along the inner corners and marked the passage of seasons and daytime by the moon-marks etched into the walls. Now the moon-marks remained, but the living vines were replaced by painted murals of the Aremore royal family tree, tracing the queen’s lineage—and Hal’s—back through eleven generations, culminating in the glorious oak tree tapestry hanging against the back wall, so that the tree seemed to grow out from the well itself, if a person looked from the proper angle. That tree was the Queen’s Tree, and it chronicled her life, her immediate family, her friends and allies. Citizens could pin blessings to it, for Aremoria or their queen, or prayers and hopes, or even sometimes petitions, on certain days of the year. When Celeda died, she would be wrapped in it and her body laid before the well here.

Despite everything, they’d done the same for Rovassos, and then burned him in his tapestry.

Hal could not imagine what her own tapestry would look like, if she survived to rule.

She stared at the well. It channeled through the black earth and bedrock of Aremoria to its damp rootwaters. She saw herself pitch forward, toppling over the edge and falling down and down into the navel. Her shoulder hit the wall, and her hip, and her body stuck in the narrow shaft, not touching the water, too deep to be seen. Her neck twisted harshly so that she could not cry out. She suffocated before she starved.

Hal trembled with the effort it took not to let herself fall.

A cool finger skimmed Hal’s bowed neck, and the archpriest Ylantra murmured, “Lion Prince.”

Biting her lip against the title, Hal glanced up. The older woman’s dark hair fell free about her white face, and fine wrinkles graced her Vitili-round brown eyes.

“You’re troubled,” the priest said to the prince.

“I’m looking for someone,” Hal said softly.

“All here are you and I, Prince.”

“Her name is Era, and she is from Innis Lear. A priest. Have you seen her? She’s visiting.”

“Era Errigal?”

Hal nodded, recalling the girl’s red freckles and eerily intent young gaze.

“I have met her, yes, but not since she came here two years ago, very young, to study the old royal birth charts of Aremoria. It was a project on her mentor’s behalf.”

“Did she strike you as …  gifted?”

Ylantra’s lips curved down. “She whispered with the trees, and the roses in the garden. I heard nothing reply to her, though I have studied their language. It was strange, what she said to them.”

An eagerness gripped Hal, as if perhaps she might learn something to discredit the young star priest. “What?”

“She said, Hush now, not yet, not yet.”

“Not yet, what?”

Ylantra shrugged. Five small white dots curved down her temple in the shape of the Dog’s Tail constellation. Celeda’s birth star. “I do not know, Lion Prince,” she said.

Hal hunched over, elbows on knees, and cradled her face in her hands. It felt like someone offered her a favorite treat, then as she moved to accept, withdrew it just beyond reach. If only she could find the proper footing, the right moment in time, where all would come together in a gracious epiphany.

The prince always had yearned for epiphany.

“Do the trees ever speak to you?” Hal asked, voice muffled. She turned her head in her hands to look at the archpriest.

“Why should they? I serve the queen your mother, and the people of Aremoria. Not the stars or trees. Except inasmuch as the trees are the people of Aremoria. Perhaps if the trees ever do speak to me, or the people, or even the queen, I will translate for you. That is what I am, here in this cathedral. A counselor, guide, a conduit.”

It was an academic, practiced answer. As were most religious answers in Lionis.

Hal asked, “Do you think it is possible for a queen to relinquish the need for translation? Can I speak myself for the people? Or do I pretend, as my mother does, to know what is best for the people without being one of them? Do I play the role until the role becomes real?”

“I cannot tell you how to be a queen, Prince Hal.”

Hal laughed, but miserably. “I wish the stars could tell me what to do, as they do the queens of Innis Lear. I need to find Era.”

“If she is here, she has not come to the cathedral for shelter. Perhaps one of the smaller chapels.”

“My thanks, lady of stars,” Hal murmured, standing.

The archpriest stood, too. “My prince, I cannot tell you how to be queen, but I can tell you that what always has served me best is my faith. In myself, and my friends. In my heart. You must have friends, and a heart.”

“I don’t know,” Hal said, hoarse from tears crawling in her throat, “if queens are allowed a heart. My mother has none.”

“She did have, though, and perhaps still does, even if you cannot see it.”

Hal left the cathedral, all the while thinking both her mother and Ylantra were old women, a generation who knew themselves and embraced their mistakes, for what other choice did they have?

And she knew her mother was heartless. Any mother with a heart would not say such things as Celeda said to Hal.

Outside, she nearly ran into her sister.

“Ugh, Hal, you’re blind with some passion,” Vatta said, shoving Hal away. She wore a calf-length coral gown layered with a thick leather belt and gauntlets and a small sword. Chain mail wrapped her neck like an armor necklace and clung to her bound-up braids in a way that would be a bitch to untangle. But the illusion was delicate majesty and unexpected strength. Vatta looked more a prince than her older sister.

“What are you doing here?” Hal asked, blinking. Beside Vatta was their bastard baby sister Tigir. Nearly eleven and gangly like an adolescent hound, brown from her father Hal had never met, Tigir dressed entirely like a boy—just like Hal. Hal sneered at her on principle.

“Hey, Slag Prince,” Tigir called, looping her long arm around Hal’s neck and dragging her sideways.

Hal punched her in the ribs, hard enough to sting but not wound, and flipped around to free herself.

Tigir coughed and winced dramatically.

“Stop,” Vatta said. “We heard you were in the palace a few mornings ago, and thought to join you this evening, to see what all the fuss is.”

“The fuss about me, or with whom I spend my time?”

“All of it,” Tigir said, lacking the modesty that would lead her to dissemble.

Children ran in a line across the cathedral yard after a dog with a ball in its mouth. At the edge of the courtyard a man had spread icons across a cloth, now yelling to the passersby they’d been blessed by the queen. Hal sighed. Affection kept her from sending either sibling away, though she forced herself to remind them, “Our mother will not be happy if she hears you go with me.”

“Unhappy at you,” Vatta said. “It will not come down on us.”

“What!” Hal put a hand to her heart, pretending horror. “You would throw me to the furious storm, knowingly?” She closed her eyes, pretending to faint against the wall of the cathedral.

“You invite her ire, so why should we not use it advantageously?” Vatta answered.

Hal pursed her lips. Her sisters waited abreast, eyes wide and brows up. They were a handsome pair.

Airily, Hal said, “I’m visiting several star chapels this afternoon, join me if you must.”

Tigir whooped triumphantly, and Vatta smiled a cool but happy smile.

They went together between close-crushed homes spilling flowers out of window boxes, under lines of laundry strung from window to window, like hanging rainbow banners, bright against the pale limestone of Lionis. Hal led them to the next nearest star chapel, ducked inside to ask after Era of Innis Lear, then out again when there was no word of her. Nine star chapels existed in the city, spreading across both sides of the river, dotted here and there among houses and taverns, trade shops, guild-houses, butchers, bakers, and tenements.

Vatta kept her eyes open, casting about at the characters who passed, marking their progress so she could easily find her way home. She smiled and nodded at those who noticed her, and twice dropped coins into the cups of beggar children. Hal approved, despite knowing one of the children was blind one day, limped the next. Either way, the child needed money, and Hal flipped her a coin, too. Tigir strode before them unaware of nuance, merely assuming her place was here and space would be made for her. Hal remembered feeling the same, arm in arm with Hotspur, so certain they belonged wherever they were, just on account of being there. It was a sort of self-perpetuating fate: if we do it, we were meant to do it, so anything we do is destiny.

Damn Era of Innis Lear for dragging it all back to the fore of Hal’s mind. She could not shake off her wolf.

The fifth star chapel they visited was tucked between a butcher and a three-story inn with a blue-slate roof that would block the glow of Lionis Palace at night—all the better for stargazing.

Hal made to go inside, but Vatta started after her. Hal stopped, a hand on Vatta’s arm. “Wait.”

“I want to know what you’re doing.”

“Looking for someone. Just wait here a moment.”

“No.” Vatta tilted her chin up.

Tigir put her shoulder to Vatta’s. “We came with you to help, Sister, or support. Let us go. I’ve never been inside one of these hovels.”

“They’re holy, Tigir,” Hal snapped. “Have respect or don’t go with me.”

Vatta glared at Tigir, though to any who did not know her, it would simply appear as a slightly raised severe eyebrow. Tigir heaved a sigh.

“All right, but be quiet,” Hal said and she led her sisters through the small arched door, into the atrium. A hearth glowed with embers to the north, and the wooden floor was painted with a forever sky. Three small benches faced the earth saint alcove, where a polished statue of Saint Terestria stood wrapped in dried heather. Her eyes were clear glass. Beside the statue was a bust of Queen Celeda wearing a crown of crystal stars.

“It smells musty,” Tigir said.

“Like earth,” Vatta corrected.

“Hello?” Hal called, eager to move on and strangely uncomfortable here with her sisters. Would they report this to Celeda? Which was their mother’s spy? Hal is obsessed with religion, Mother, perhaps she should be sent away to a monastery or become a priest in the university. Then I will be your heir.

Yes, it would be Vatta, Hal thought, both bitter and oddly proud.

From beyond the sunlit door that led to an inner courtyard and garden, a priest in dingy gray robes came. He bowed and smiled. “Welcome, young ones. Have you come for a birth chart?”

Hal stepped quickly toward the old man. “Grandfather, do you know a young priest called Era? She is of Innis Lear, from the Errigal bloodline, with red freckles, dark curls, and a very vivid faith.”

“Lear!” cried Tigir.

Hal ignored it.

The old priest frowned and nodded. “She was here, five nights ago, though I’ve not seen her again. She said she searched for the prince, and I told her to follow the red ribbons.”

A smile invaded Hal’s mouth. It was a good hint; either Era would find her way or not, depending on her wiles and ability to earn trust.

The priest smiled back.

“But she no longer stays here?” Hal asked.

“No, I’m sorry, Prince of Riot. She moved on yesterday.”

Frustration churned in Hal’s guts, but she kept it off her face. “Did she say anything of where she would go?”

“I believe she would return to Innis Lear, having achieved or failed in her purpose here.”

Get out of my city, Hal had said to her. How she regretted it now, despite the performance she’d had to give. “Thank you. Here.” She dug into the coin purse tucked inside her coat, fishing out a coin and a long red ribbon with a thread of gold woven in. Leaning in for only the priest’s ears, she murmured, “If you ever need anything from my court.”

The priest touched Hal’s forehead, marking a spiral like the shape of turning stars. “Go with blessings, Prince Hal.”

She did, dragging out her sisters.

“It’s time for a drink,” she said, aiming for the Quick Sunrise.

Vatta kept pace with Hal, and said, “He knew you.”

“Prince of Riot!” Tigir laughed. “That’s amazing. It’s all true, then, you have your own court?”

“It’s a game,” Hal said with a dismissive shrug. “Are you coming to drink with me? You’ll be in more trouble if you engage with Ianta.”

“Yes!” Tigir said, moving faster, getting ahead of them despite not knowing their destination. She strode with her hand on her small Third Kingdom saber, stomping through the gutter of piss and mossy old water without concern for the fine leather of her boots.

Hal watched Tigir fondly, missing the luxury of youth.

“Why do you look for a priest from Innis Lear?” Vatta asked softly.

“It doesn’t matter,” Hal answered.

Silence was their companion for a half block, until Hal turned them river-ward, cutting through a looping alley toward Patter Lane. Then her sister said, “Tell me, Hal.”

“There’s nothing to tell.”

Vatta grabbed Hal’s wrist and frowned. “Trust me with it. I know you are serious.”

Hal looked into her sister’s eyes, which glared softly back under the cold cut of her black brows. There were so many things she could say or ask. Had Vatta ever longed to be more than she was afraid she was destined to be? Did she fear the crown as Hal did? Fear blood and the cut of swords? Fear responsibility and fate? Vatta was a second daughter; she should never have to rule, but could choose to be advisor or soldier, priest or mother or all of them together. How could she understand Hal’s misery? Hal shook her head. “No.”

“You have to trust someone since Hotspur left!” Vatta cried it so suddenly, jerking away from Hal.

This spark of fury had come from nowhere! Hal swallowed and shook her head again.

“What is this?” Tigir asked, astonished, as she came back to them, eyeing both sisters innocently.

“Nothing.” Hal thinned her lips. “Go with me, if you like, to the Quick Sunrise, or go home. I’m going to get drunk with my friends.”

“I want to,” Tigir said immediately. “But …” She glanced at Vatta, who still stared at Hal with a flush shading her high cheeks. Vatta’s eyes sparkled with anger or tears; whichever, there were beautiful stars in the dark brown of her irises. Someday someone would die of love for those eyes.

For a moment, Hal regretted snapping, regretted not confessing to her sister.

“We can drink,” Vatta said tightly, “with the Prince of Riot, who may or may not be our sister.”

Tigir laughed again. “It’s a mystery!” She clapped a hand on both her sisters’ shoulders, then spun and walked again.

“Left, Tigir,” Hal said wearily, drawing herself up. “Go left and head toward the river.”

Evening sunlight cast her half in shadow, half in light, and Hal felt divided between day and night, between past and future, love and hate.

THE QUICK SUNRISE tavern was a popular inn and drinking house near the trader’s district of Lionis, only three blocks off the river, and therefore people from all over Aremoria and the surrounding kingdoms frequented it. Miss Quick, the proprietor, had inherited it from her parents twenty-six years ago and though she’d married twice and had six living children to show for it, ranging in age from thirty to thirteen, Quick went by the name given to her as a girl for how fast the dawn seemed to come if you spent the night in her outrageous company. She and Ianta Oldcastle had been friends and sometime lovers for decades and Ianta owned the buildings on either side. Quick leased one as an adjoining inn, and Ianta liked to raise the rent against her credit in the Sunrise whenever Quick pretended to deny the old knight her sack.

Hal was in the middle of explaining their connection to her sisters when Vatta suddenly stood up, knocking a half-full mug of white wine to the wood-slat floor, and declared, “She’s here!”

The princess’s usually creamy-tan cheeks were blotched red from drink and her dark eyes were wild. She pressed her hands to the front of her dress and glared at Hal. Her pretty lips parted and she hiccoughed.

Tigir roared with laughter, as loud as only an eleven-year-old can be. She slapped a large hand on her gangly knee and nearly tipped backward off her stool. A serving boy in a skirt and low bodice caught her, laughing.

At the top of the stairs from the rowdy bar below, Ianta leaned heavily against the wall, scowling at Vatta. “Your presence is a surprise to me, too, lady princess. Though I see you’ve been enjoying Quick’s sack.”

“It is vile!” Vatta argued.

“Have some more,” Hal suggested, standing from the thronelike chair set in the center of the balcony, reserved for her royal ass only. “It grows on you.”

“More like …” Vatta paused, licking her lips, and narrowed her eyes at Ianta, then her older sister. “More like it burns the edges of your tongue and throat off until you only think it’s good.”

Laughter showed the crowd’s approval.

“Even more reason to have another,” said Ianta. “Where’s mine, Hal?”

“Here, pretty.” She strode to Ianta and put a cup in the old knight’s hand. “Have you met Tigir?”

“I would know Tigir in any court, so tall and with that nose of your mother’s right there on a square brown face.”

Tigir lifted her nose and grinned.

The serving boy—Ysso—who’d caught Tigir walked to Vatta. “You’re awfully upset,” he said, and took her hand, flattening it against his bodice right where there would’ve been a tit if he had any.

Vatta bit back a squeal as she pulled free her hand and spun to Hal. The prince slung an arm around Vatta and leaned in. “You will survive, Sister. Let’s have something better to drink.”

“I’m not a prude, Hal,” Vatta insisted in what she likely thought was a whisper. It couldn’t be for Hal to actually hear it through the merriment all around, below, and above them.

“I never called you so.”

“It’s only this is so very unprincely, and we are—we are princes.” Vatta put her mouth against Hal’s cheek. Her lips were hot compared to Hal’s relatively sober, cool flesh.

“We are,” Hal acknowledged mournfully.

They stood together at the rail. Below, the main floor of the Quick Sunrise bustled and shifted as men and women yelled conversations and shared bottles of wine or flasks of finer liquor. They wore all manner of styles, coats of Aremore colors, tunics and trousers endemic to nearly every land, some with slashed vests from Diota or fur edges from the Rusrike. A few wore ruffles from Ispania on skirts or sleeves; others covered their heads and hair with brilliantly dyed godscarves from the Third Kingdom. Hal saw nobody from Innis Lear.

One or two people turned their faces up to Hal, knowing her, for she stood at the rail like a queen prepared to address an audience. Perhaps they thought Vatta was a lover or friend, not another daughter of Celedrix. Hal grinned and pulled her sister closer. It was a mask, however, for the Prince of Riot thought not of performing, but rather of how easy it would be to tip over the rail and fall, fall, fall.

From this height she might land perfectly whole, or perhaps break her neck on the edge of a bench, or there, on that table just beneath her. If Hal leaned out and aimed well, perhaps her skull would collide with the corner at precisely the speed to brain her.

Hal’s grip on Vatta tightened with a shudder and she closed her eyes, backing up from the rail, but in the dark of her mind the image was ever more vivid: the swift flight, the crack, the silent gasps and screams, and her splattered brain matter. What color was the flesh of her nightmares? Pink as tongues? Or gray with rot from all her ill thoughts and sweet sack?

“Hal.” Vatta shook her. “Hal, are you going to vomit? Sit down.”

Swallowing, Hal looked carefully at Vatta’s concern. “I’m well enough.” The prince stepped firmly back, and turned the motion so she spun Vatta under her arm like a dance.

Her sister swayed but smiled. And here was Nova holding a black wooden flask filled with Hal’s favorite clear, sharp drink: Terestria’s tears. Distilled from perfect white winter berries that grew in mountain crags.

“Try it,” she urged, eager for Vatta to taste the tears and be lost in the lightning. Vatta here at the Sunrise was a terrible idea. Hal couldn’t keep her safe, and everything—every time she stepped back from an edge or out of the way of death, it was for Vatta. None of this trouble could be allowed to fall upon her sister’s shoulders or plant like a knife in her heart. Vatta deserved none of that burden.

Neither did Hal, but it was too late for all that.

Vatta cradled the flask, eyeing the small spout. She lifted it, lips parted, and stopped, catching Hal’s eye. “Will I regret this?”

“Not the first sip, not ever.”

“Only the seventh,” Nova said. Her voice was gravelly, despite her youth. She flipped short blond hair back from her scarred forehead.

The princess licked her lips, and Hal was quite aware several of her friends and Uncourt minions watched the flick of her sister’s pink tongue, and then Vatta drank in one determined motion.

Her lashes fluttered, and as she pulled the flask away her mouth stayed open for her to breathe the pale fire down her throat after the drink. “Oh,” she murmured.

“Oh!” cried a chorus of approving folk, followed by laughter.

Vatta’s eyes flew open and she froze at the attention. For a moment Hal thought she might blaze into anger and storm away, but instead Vatta turned her lips to a smile, pert and proud. She marched to Ysso and then thrust the flask at the young man’s mouth.

Pleased, but with a cushion of indefinable sorrow, Hal turned to Nova. She stepped into the woman’s space and slid her hands around Nova’s jaw, digging her fingers into the short layers of hair. “You always know,” Hal said, and kissed Nova’s open mouth.

Without ending their kiss, they walked awkwardly toward the wall, a creature of four legs and entwined arms, until Nova’s back knocked against the paneling and Hal could kiss at her leisure.

Nova had been one of the squires taken on just before the rebellion. She’d bullied her way to Hal’s personal service, winning out over slightly older girls with her avid attention to not only the necessary details of polishing armor and cleaning swords and boots and feeding the beasts—and horses, too—but Hal’s particular needs. Often, Nova had been ready with the right sweetmeat or favored coat for visiting before Hal even realized she desired it. She’d been a sergeant under Hotspur last summer, but when that ended, instead of going with the army or staying with the palace guard, Nova had showed Hal exactly what she wanted by sinking to her knees in front of the prince and polishing Hal’s boot with spilled sack and a knowing smile.

And the prince did like Nova, and care for her, and would truly and entirely murder anyone who harmed her.

Hal was not in love with Nova, but she needed someone.

The prince’s fingers had found their way over Nova’s belt, digging into the flesh at the small of her back, and her lips burned from kissing. Hal held her eyes closed, enjoying the flavor of the kiss; passionate but familiar, rather like bestowing a gift upon a most precious retainer. And it would be difficult to die of a kiss such as this.

As she thought it, Hal imagined her lips turning soft as pudding and Nova’s teeth sliced through the bottom effortlessly. Blood blossomed too slowly, thick and pale as butter.

She jerked back from Nova, stunned at herself, and blinked at her lover’s too-near face.

“Hal?” Nova murmured. She licked plumped lips and dragged half her mouth into a wicked smile. “Should we go elsewhere?”

An errant string of conversation hooked Hal’s attention like a sword in the guts: “…  and now we’ve word Mora’s married him,” Vatta said.

Hal spun.

“Must be a treat to be married to a shape-shifter!” laughed Tigir, waggling her eyebrows to the approval of the crowd, especially Ianta. Tigir perched on a stool beside Ianta, who’d taken over the wide seat of Hal’s Sunrise throne.

“A wife!” Ianta shook her head in wonder. “What a woman—she’s so much all steel. How will her body expand for babes when it’s built so rigid?”

Vatta’s cheeks remained splotchy, but she’d folded her hands tightly around a cup in her lap. Ysso had draped himself beside her, his hand on her thigh a tribute to Vatta’s drunkenness. “She’s firmly betrayed us now,” Vatta added.

“Who did Mora marry?” Hal demanded, shoving toward her sister. She gripped Vatta’s shoulder. “When did you hear?”

“Yesterday.” Vatta lifted her chin. “If you joined us ever you might’ve been there for the news.”

“Did she write to Mother? Or was it a spy?”

“It was an official announcement from the queen of Innis Lear, Hal. Mother is stripping Banna Mora of the March.”

The words slammed down over Hal like a heavy bell of cold remorse, thick and sinking. I’ll put the March in your name. “For—for marrying?”

“For marrying Rowan Lear. Even you can’t pretend that isn’t seditious.”

“Seditious!” Hal laughed harshly. “Mora’s not a traitor, she’s a hostage, and Mother should’ve negotiated her back here.”

“Better gone than at home planting seeds of rebellion in our own castle. She never would’ve been satisfied.”

“What was there to satisfy her here, Vatta? A queen who refused to bring her home? A queen who stripped her of the March—her title and inheritance? A queen who murdered her uncle?”

The entire second story balustrade fell silent in the wake of Hal’s question. A hush of fear.

But Vatta was unafraid. She shoved off her stool, steadying herself against Ysso’s bare shoulder. “It is not murder when queens do it. It is not murder when it is justice.”

“Not …  murder,” Hal breathed, refusing that memory of blood, of her shaking hands frantically smearing splatters off her cheek. (The spots felt burned in, scarred on her skin forever.) “If it is what makes you a queen that’s a fairly fine line.”

“Watch yourself, Hal, you’ll go too far,” Vatta said.

“Hal’s nature is to go too far,” Ianta agreed, slapping her hand on the polished arm of Hal’s riot throne.

Hal heard her friend’s warning. She shrugged, forcing a dangerous smile. “Barda, are you too drunk to walk my sisters home? I fear letting them leave on their own, not knowing how to spot a murderer.”

“What!” Tigir heaved to her feet. “Don’t send us home, Hal! I want to stay with you!”

“We’re going,” Vatta said.

Barda appeared at Hal’s shoulder, bowing to the princess. “I’ll show you the best way this time of night,” the woman promised.

Vatta met Hal’s eyes, a hundred emotions seeming to whirl there, but Vatta added no more. Hal was glad of it, and wished she were significantly more drunk.

Tigir dragged her feet. “But Hal! It’s not fair. You get to do anything you want! I want to stay!”

Hal clapped both her hands on her sister’s shoulders. “Don’t be like me.” She kissed Tigir’s cheek. “Just ask Vatta.”

Her middle sister crossed her arms over her chest and couldn’t quite keep herself from saying, “You should be better, Hal, so Tigir could be like you.”

Hal snorted. “Get out of my castle.”

They did, one reluctant, the other eager, and Hal stared after their heads long after they’d vanished into the crowd below. Chatter grew again. Nova placed a cup of sack in her hand and Hal stood at the rail drinking it, emptying every drop, wishing her mother would give the March to someone else. Better yet, let Mora keep it. She was a prince again, after all. Equal to Hal in rank and power. If not in foolery.

Behind her, Nova asked for a wizard story to cheer up their prince, and Ianta cried, “Yes, here, let me tell you of the last wizard of Aremoria, who was also a fox.”

Groans met Ianta’s declaration, and a few cries of nay, and from the shadowy corner Lip Fata called, “Lady wizards only, Ianta, we want to hear about ladies.”

“Oh, then, ha-ha, how about the Witch Queen of Innis Lear? Or the Oak Wizard? Or the first Witch of the White Forest? Saint Pear Blossom? The Monster of Cy Gorge? One of those? No, bah! I have it! I shall tell you about my favorite lady, who was famed throughout the land for her impossible charms.”

Hal drifted toward Ianta, and though the old Lady Knight lifted her brows midstory, inquiring if she ought to heave herself up and relinquish the throne, Hal only sank to her knees and lay her temple against Ianta’s soft thigh, closing her eyes. She knew the subject of Ianta’s favorite story.

Hal had been the first to tell it, after all.

“This lady wizard was known for being able to turn the heads of beautiful girls with the magic of her tongue and hands, the handsomeness of her stature and poise, and of course, her battlefield prowess. Her magic knew no bounds when it came to allies and seduction, for it was the magic of longing, pressed into a tea from the bright yellow flowers that turn their faces to the sun—that is the longing this wizard bottled and drank, and every morning—or rather, every very late afternoon when she rose—she swallowed a gulp of the draught and glowed for hours like a very star! And her name was—”

“Ianta Oldcastle!” cried Nova and Ysso, Lip Fata from the corner, and Miss Quick, who had climbed the stairs at the start of the tale, as well as every other woman on the balcony but for Hal, who snuggled against Ianta’s leg, silent and weary, her mind a blank black void because she commanded it be so, touched only by the laughter of her friends and the boasting of her favorite old knight.




CONNLEY

The Summer Seat, late summer

SOMETIMES CONNLEY ERRIGAL felt like a ghost.

He drifted from one place to the next, one person to the next, on a whim that might have been his own, or a whisper from Ashling, or the nudge of rootwater in his veins. The place he most often haunted was the ruined star cathedral with its ancient well, there in the heart of the White Forest. As a child it might have been said he haunted his sister, Banna Mora, and then his grandmother Sin, existing only where they existed because they needed him; as an adult he frequently lived in the shadow of Rowan Lear, because Rowan Lear loved him.

Connley knew the folk of Hartfare had begun to name him the Witch of the White Forest because it made more sense to them than calling him by a human name—an infamous one at that, for both the ambitious duke and the wandering prince who’d carried it last on the island. But he liked his name because it gave measure to his only aspiration: to be as much a piece of Innis Lear as it was possible to be and live. For Connley was not only a name, it was a history, it was the stones of a castle, a memory, and a legend.

It was her favorite name.

He knew what she was. Rowan had explained it, several years ago, after digging through every story written down in every crumbling library on Innis Lear; after consulting the stars and roots; after interrogating Grandmother Sin, the oldest person alive on the island.

“The Ashling ghost should have been an earth saint,” Rowan had said. “But since the sundering, there are not earth saints on Innis Lear to help her transform, and so she is just dead, but with enough island magic to make her voice strong. Be careful, because she is wily like them, needy like them, and once she knows your name she will never want to let you go. But unlike them, she is alone.”

“I won’t let her be alone,” Connley replied. “Maybe that will make her less angry.”

He’d first heard her as a baby. She had cooed at him from the leaves rustling outside his parents’ bedchamber window, where his cradle rocked under the patient watch of a nurse. Her songs had been soothing and pretty, distracting him from tears, from food even, until his nurse complained. It wasn’t that the nurse feared voices in the wind—that would be ridiculous for a woman of Innis Lear—no, the nurse had disliked her small charge paying more attention to the wind than to her authority. So she’d been replaced with another who did not mind the extra help.

The ghost became Connley’s true nurse. All the children of the island’s trees are my children, she’d murmured to him when he was old enough. Once, he’d asked how she died, and Ashling flew into a rage, spinning up a whirlwind violent enough to rip the roof off one of the outbuildings. She swore and swore she did not know, she did not care, and nor. should. he.

Since, he’d only angered her once else: with his mouth on Rowan’s mouth.

Ashling had never liked Rowan. You only should love one prince, the spirit had insisted, voice acid with jealousy. He had argued, The more love I have, the more I can give. Rowan Lear is no threat to you, my lady, my island heart.

She did not agree, and made it known in tiny ways: hearths gone cold, rain spilling through his cottage roof, and cracked pots. Little goblin trespasses. But Rowan had seemed to appreciate the competition, and spoke directly to Ashling, though she never, ever answered. He called her broken earth saint, and promised if she ever harmed Connley he would find her bones and destroy her. The prince was never afraid.

Sometimes when they were together, Rowan would kiss Connley softly and whisper in the language of trees, This is a prayer for the spirit of ashes, then make love to Connley like it was a holy rite.

“Do you love her? My sister?” Connley asked Rowan, resigned and hurting, the day Rowan said he would marry her.

“I do, Conn. Listen: Since Banna Mora was thrust before me, bleeding across her cheek, bound in rope and iron, her mail shirt bright as moonlight, everything has been scraped from my heart but for her and Innis Lear.”

“I was in your heart.”

“I’m sorry. You knew we loved each other because we wanted it, not because it would last. I kissed you and pressed you down into the earth because you are the island embodied: rootwater shines from your eyes and the wind is always alive in your voice.”

“I’m not the island, I am a man,” Connley whispered back.

“As am I, and also a prince, and you were never a solution for my crown.”

Rowan Lear could be as cruel as the winter storms.

After the prince had gone, the Lady of Ashes enveloped Connley in gentle breezes, warm and earthy, and whispered with great sadness, I always knew he did not love you as I do. You were only ever practice for your stranger sister. Connley didn’t believe it of Rowan, but that did not cushion him from the pain of Rowan’s choice.

And now, here he was, faced with the same choice.

“Say something,” his sister said. Banna Mora leaned back against the table in her study, which served to put them at eye level.

Connley held her gaze. Her eyes were the same mix of green-brown colors as his own, but harder, always sparking and fixed on something; Connley felt like he never fixed on anything. He blinked several times and tried to remain still. His fingers moved, though, slowly as if playing a delicate harp against his thigh.

His sister had just informed him that she’d offered him in marriage to the Wolf of Aremoria.

“She is strong, and will be loyal, and I need her,” Mora said. “You must do your duty, Connley Errigal.”

Indignation halted his ability to speak. That she thought she had to argue pointed specifically enough at how she found him lacking. Of course he would do his duty, of course he wanted the best for Innis Lear, of course he expected to marry and become a father—he desperately wanted to be a father someday. Being a witch—and in love with Rowan—did not discount such things.

“I wish you had asked,” he finally said, chiding very gently.

His sister frowned back at him, a very dour, deep frown that spelled danger.

He held up a hand, and though he knew tears had begun to gleam in his eyes and the timbre of his voice shifted toward thick, he said, “I will marry your knight, if she wants me. But you should have asked before commanding.”

With that he left.

But the hall outside Mora’s suite was blocked by her husband, and Connley hit into him with a small grunt.

“Go with me,” Rowan said, taking his hand.

“You knew already,” Connley murmured as he allowed himself to be pulled through the narrow passage to a turret stair, and up, up to the ramparts. The ocean wind hit them both, blasting the tears from Connley’s eyes and pulling at Rowan’s hair so it rippled and twisted like tentacles against the deep blue afternoon sky.

The prince banished two retainers from the stretch of wall joining the family tower to the guest tower, in order to claim it for only themselves.

Connley freed himself of Rowan’s touch. “You didn’t think to ask me, either.”

“I knew you would agree.” Rowan glanced at him, puzzled seeming. “Was I wrong?”

Though he wanted desperately to say yes, to cry out Yes, curse you, sometimes you are wrong, Rowan Lear, it was not the case. Connley crossed his arms and leaned against the age-smoothed crenellation. From here, the Summer Seat wall cut down in line with the cliff itself, and the high sun washed the rippling ocean vivid blue. A hundred and more feet below, waves clawed at boulders and narrow, tide-filled caves.

“Good,” Rowan said. He lifted Connley’s hand and kissed the dry knuckles. “I have a thing to show you.”

Connley refused to look, but in the corner of his eye he saw Rowan tap a thin book against the rough stone. It was leather-bound and imprinted with pale green and yellow hawthorn leaves. This was the secret book Rowan often carried, but never had let Connley inspect. He turned a shocked face to Rowan, and the prince smiled very slightly. He paged it open and offered the whole to Connley.

It was written in the careful lines of the language of trees; neat, precise hash-marks. Connley read:


Grandson, either my own or that of my granddaughter—it is difficult to say by my prophecies and dreams. But—Grandson. This book is for you, though I did not know it until now, when the large bluebird I dreamed of again and again finally found me this morning. I dreamed of you, too, a child with hair like the sun, brighter than any earth saint’s child should have. How handsome you will be, and tall. Strange that I should dream of you, and strange that all my mother’s blood will be gone from your looks. Do you dream? In my dream you are dreaming, too, spread across a field of gray-green grass, grown to a man, at peace as you listen to the trees gossip. And then in my dream you are in a different land, hearing different gossip, and you are not sleeping, but dead at the crown of her ancient church.

My dreams are not prophecy, understand. They are stories the stars whisper to me as I sleep, apprehensions of my own heart that I cannot discover while awake.

Or sometimes I think they are only what my sister would have me believe. Her voice is so strong, sometimes I speak her name aloud as though to answer. Aefa hates it when I do, and it frightens my family. They fear I go mad as my father did.

Grandson—this is what I need to tell you: there comes a time when the stars will offer no solace, and you must open them. I cannot be certain what it means, but it is the thing I must say to you. That and: Innis Lear must always have a queen. Not a woman, but a queen. A lover for the island, a partner. Listen to Innis Lear, love the stars, partner with the rootwaters.

This is how to be a queen of Innis Lear.

You do not rule, you do not control, you become.



“This belonged to Elia the Dreamer?” Connley touched his mouth, so full of awe when he said her name.

“I was nine when the roses in the garden at Dondubhan revealed it to me. I’ve read it through so many, many times since.”

“Amazing, Rowan. I …” Connley glanced up, smiling.

Rowan touched his lover’s ear, fingers soft as a breeze.

It reminded Connley that Ashling was not going to be pleased when he left the island. His smile fell. “Why are you showing me this now?”

“I want you to believe that I trust you.”

Connley’s lips parted just enough for a soft sigh. He nodded. “Thank you.”

“I wish I could go to Aremoria for you, but I also believe you are uniquely suited for the task.”

“Of marrying Hotspur Persy? I think we’re nothing alike, if the stories are true.”

“Perhaps she is your undiscovered fire,” Rowan said tenderly.

Connley smiled sadly, whispered fire in the language of trees, and snapped his fingers.

Nothing. He scrubbed his palms on his thighs and tried again, but fire still forsook him.

“What I meant, Conn, was you are so purely you, with every part of yourself, that even walking off the island, crossing the water, and digging yourself into Aremoria, you will remain Innis Lear at your core.”

“You’re pretty purely you, Poison Prince.”

Rowan scoffed. “I know what I am. But my ambitions drive me constantly away from myself, and I must always check and safeguard myself, and my emotions. You are like an animal—you know what you need and you seek it out, patiently, without manipulating others or looking too far ahead. You wouldn’t sacrifice others, or ask anyone to sacrifice themselves. You don’t need any hemlock crown or star-sign painted on your cheek to remind you what your ambition serves. It’s a gift.”

“The island embodied. You’ve said that before.” Connley knew Rowan was manipulating him even now, but still wanted to be persuaded. He wanted Rowan to kiss him and push his ribs against the cutting crenellation. He wanted to feel more. Connley wanted the physical sensation, the grounding release—it made no sense that he found such freedom in being rooted in place by someone’s touch. He shivered hard.

Rowan put an arm around his waist and pulled him nearer. It was not the aggression Connley needed, but it helped.

The summer afternoon did not bite with sharp teeth, but only gnawed lazily with salty wind. Rowan murmured, “Listen to Innis Lear by listening to yourself, Conn. Love the stars, become—like Elia the Dreamer commands. That is my mission and I’ve followed it all my life. Listening led me to you, to my power, to battle, and to Banna Mora. It will continue to lead me until it leads me to my end.” Rowan’s hand tightened on Connley’s hip. “At the crown of her ancient church.”

“Do you know where that is?”

“I think …”

“Tell me.” Connley glanced at Rowan, at the angle of his strong nose above the curves of his lips.

“Aremoria. I think her is the first wizard Lear, and her church is in Aremoria. And I believe that before I die I will see Innis Lear and Aremoria joined again. Your marriage is a step on the path.”

Connley could barely even comprehend something so large as that. “Is there a true prophecy?”

“They’re all true,” Rowan murmured.

“The stars all babble now.” Connley caught his breath, recalling the line from Elia the Dreamer’s book. There comes a time when the stars will offer no solace. “No solace,” he said. “Now is the time—she wants you to open the stars.”

“Opening has been a recurring theme in many of these babbling prophecies.”

“The island, too, speaks of it. Open your eyes, the roots sometimes say to me, when I am already awake. They’ve never before. But Rowan, how does one open the stars?”

“Magic,” he said, softly obnoxious.

Cold dread tightened Connley’s throat. “Rowan.”

The Poison Prince stared out at the rippling ocean, and at the sky washed out behind the vibrant sun. Likely he saw far-flung destinies and strategy, too, and the very breath of Innis Lear. “By rejoining Aremoria and Innis Lear. That’s how I open the stars.”

“Oh,” Connley whispered, though it made no sense to him. But he finally realized what Rowan had brought him to this crenellation to understand. “Banna Mora’s quest is yours, too, given to you by the stars and roots of Innis Lear. You think it’s your destiny.”

Rowan’s gaze flicked to Connley for the briefest moment, eyes glinting with fear and friendship. “I think I won’t survive it. But it must be done. Something is wrong between Innis Lear and Aremoria, which is why we have half-made earth saints and the prophecies deteriorate. The island needs me to be its hands in this. I have become enough of Innis Lear to understand that much. There is that very old prophecy, too: The greatest king will reunite Aremoria and Innis Lear.”

“You don’t want to be the greatest king.”

“Banna Mora does. We are the same in that, brought together for destiny.”

The Witch of the White Forest closed his eyes, swayed nearer to his prince, and focused on the press of Rowan’s fingers at his hip and the thin warmth of that sun, the boldest star.




EIGHTY-SEVEN YEARS ago, the queen of Innis Lear stood behind her seated lover, one hand tilting his head to the side, the other delicately shaving his soft beard from his jaw. The razor glinted in the firelight as it scraped against his skin.

They’d crafted this tradition these past thirteen years: the first night this Aremore king spent with her on the island she would shave his beard away, in a ritual to remind them both about the roles they played and the masks they wore. Tonight was his second on Innis Lear this visit, but last night he’d been too upset to allow her near his throat with a blade. Only a few feet from where he sat upon a stool, in a basket woven of river rushes, slept a three-month-old baby, his second son: a secret she’d hidden from him until his arrival.

Anger at himself and at her had put a tremor in his voice and body: at himself for being away almost a full year, at her for not telling him she was pregnant again.

“How could you?” he’d whispered, standing alone last night as she nursed the child. He’d hovered, uncertain, and the queen had glanced up with her horn-black eyes.

“There was nothing for you to do but worry,” she’d replied.

“And if something had happened to you? Don’t I deserve to be prepared? To say goodbye or—or pray?”

The queen had smiled at the squeezing pink eyelids of their son—their last, she knew. His black hair was a wispy puff of curls, and she was glad finally one of her babies would have something nearer her hair than his. “You do not pray, my lion,” she’d said.

Her lover had groaned deep in his throat and folded his arms over his chest. “That is not the point. My own sister died of giving birth, and she was—”

“Stronger than me?” the queen challenged gently, unwilling to let the flare of her own anger transfer through her body into the baby.

“You know I don’t believe that. But you are small and older now, and Ban was nearly your death!”

The words fell like dropped knives between them, and for a moment there was silence in the tower bedroom but for the low whistling of wind at the shuttered window. Winter at Dondubhan was the only time the queen allowed those windows closed. She shifted her shoulder as her little son flailed at her breast with his awkward, skinny arm, and she said, “It is true Bannos and I had a rough beginning, but I knew that Connley would be healthy, and I would survive.”

“By the stars?” her lover demanded, voice quiet with anger he, too, would not express so the baby might feel it.

The queen had shaken her head, though, and sighed.

“Oh, Elia, not by a dream.”

She stroked Connley’s cheek with her brown forefinger: he no longer sucked, and the queen lifted him away from her breast, giving him to his father.

In the king’s large hands the child seemed even smaller, and she watched her lover’s bright blue eyes mellow away from anger. He efficiently swaddled his son while she tucked herself back into two layers of winter robes.

“It is such a Learish name,” the king murmured, studying Connley as he studied all things: carefully and completely. He patted the baby’s bottom, cradling him in an arm covered with a second warm blanket.

“That dukedom is no more, but the name should be honored. Besides, it was my turn,” the queen teased.

“Nor did I even know to be thinking of a name,” he replied with an edge of humor.

The queen leaned her cheek to his shoulder. Most of the rest of that night was spent watching their youngest sleep, holding him when he cried, and the king of Aremoria got to know the variations of his baby’s light brown skin, splotchy and soft, the muddy blue-brown of his eyes, and the delicate grip of tiny fingers.

During the next day a naming ceremony was held, for the queen had insisted upon waiting for her lover to arrive, offering a star prophecy by her own hand as mollification. The sun sparkled in the crystal winter sky and Dondubhan celebrated, with roasted sheep and stewed apples, the queen’s favorite ale and pastries from Aremoria. Long, streaming flags in rainbow colors gave life to the wind, and that same eager wind spread news of the healthy birth of Connley Lear to the cliffs and moors, the forests and mountains and meadows of Innis Lear. His name hung in the air, slipping through the rootwaters like a merry laugh.

Connley.

And so, tonight after festivities, after family and star prophecies and lullabies, when they finally were alone again, the queen went to the small chest of drawers beside her bed and removed a leaf-wrapped bar of olive oil soap brought all the way from Ispania. It was expensive and she saved it for her lover alone (though sometimes, when she missed him, she cupped it in her hands, just to breathe the exquisite smell and pretend her bed would be warm). The queen took it, and the curved razor, and brought them to the hearth where he drooped in a large chair by the fire, head lolled to the side so his gaze could easily fall upon the basket where Connley slept.

“Love,” she murmured, and he flicked his eyes to her, then a broad smile spread through his beard.

They arranged themselves as usual, the king on a stool, the queen standing behind with the soap, water, and blade beside her on the deep stone windowsill. The queen slid her fingers through his shorn, dark hair, enjoying the tickle of its shortness. At this length it did not show his age, unless the sun glinted just right to catch the pale gray hairs, but his beard was different. Though once richly brown, silver had begun to blossom brightly at his chin. The suntanned skin at his temples was sketched with wrinkles, drawn out from his serious eyes. He’d entered his fifth decade of life the year Bannos was born, and finally time was changing him: when they wandered the paths edging the Tarinnish with their children he kept up with them, chasing young Gaela with Bannos on his shoulders, but always after wished to sit down; he winced almost imperceptibly when he dismounted a horse at the end of a long day; and he was often reluctant to climb out of a warm bed in the morning, citing little aches. That, the king claimed, would not be so if he woke wrapped around her every morning; it was not age, but missing her, that triggered his malaise.

The queen stroked his cheek, bent to put her cheek against his, to relish the soft warmth of his beard, memories assailing her with vivid sweetness. He caught her hand. “I love you,” he said.

“I dream about you, too,” she replied, lifting the thread of last night’s conversation as if it had never ended. “And if you’d known, you’d have come without finishing your negotiations.”

“Not if it would have broken them.”

She paused, realizing what she’d done, and said, “I did not mean to say that you would choose me over the good of Aremoria.”

“You made that choice for me years ago,” the king replied too softly.

The queen turned to the windowsill and with the razor shaved off slivers of soap into the clay water bowl. With a linen cloth she made lather. Impulsively, she lifted the heavy iron latch and shoved open the shutters to the night. The Tarinnish ruffled black and silver in the wind, its shore stretching east and north from the point of this tower; yellow firelight flickered from the town of Wellage that spilled away from Dondubhan’s gray-blue walls. The queen whispered, Hello, pretty night, and the wind replied, Hello, Queen.

The king’s hands suddenly gripped her hips and he pulled her slowly onto his lap. She cupped the bowl against her belly as he wrapped himself around her, arms strong and heavy over hers; he kissed her temple, brushed his lips against the thick twist of her copper-black curls, where they rolled behind her ears in an elaborate knot at her nape.

Wind pushed inside, making the tapestries shiver and dance, and the fire in the hearth leapt higher as if to hold heat around the basket where the tiny princeling slept.

The king hugged his queen and he said, “I dream, too, but I am awake for mine, seeking out possible futures for us and our family.”

With a little sigh, she leaned into his firm chest and allowed him to hold her. She closed her eyes. “Tell me.”

His breath was hot against her jaw. “When Gaela turns thirty, you will give her your crown, and I will give mine to Isarnos—by then he will have heirs of his own and Aremoria will be secure. We will go to Tenne-Tiras, just south of Lionis, for half of the year, and here, or the Summer Seat, for the rest. The two of us, or whatever friends we invite—Aefa would find us if we tried to deny her, I know—and our grandchildren or cousins, but sometimes only us. And we will do as we wish.”

“You’ll be so old,” the queen teased. “Will you be able to do anything at all?”

With a laugh, he jiggled his knees, shaking her. “Not yet seventy!”

“My father’s age.”

“Then perhaps when Gaela is twenty. You were able to hold the weight of it by then.”

“I don’t think you will be ready to retire in a mere thirteen years. Your library will barely be finished.”

The Aremore king growled in her ear, and she giggled.

“Let me up, lion, before this lather goes flat. Your beard is a nightmare.”

“I think you like it.” He squeezed her and nuzzled her neck.

But he released her, and she got to work. As she covered his beard with the soft soap, he told her again he’d like to take Gaela with him for a summer, now that their daughter was old enough to learn the sword. The queen lifted the razor and angled it so he could see the sharp blade catch the firelight. “Quiet now,” she said.

And so she shaved away the beard, humming under her breath. The rhythm of slicing, the scrape of steel to skin, lulled her into the peace of familiarity. Little Connley gasped and sniffled as he slept, and the queen knew he’d wake hungry soon. Perhaps she would take him to bed and put her lover behind her, cradling her baby to her breast while she herself was cradled.

Sister, whispered the wind.

The queen startled, glancing at darkness beyond her window.

That name …  beloved name …  continued the wind, with a strange and familiar intonation.

Stepping toward the window, the queen whispered, “Regan.”

“Elia,” her lover said, voice made deeper with kingly command, and the queen remembered she held in her hand a razor blade that curved in her fingers like a massive claw. She gasped and looked at him with wide black eyes.

Blood touched the hollow of his right cheek, just above the clear line of his jaw.

“Oh, Mars.” The queen dropped the razor. She’d cut him.

“Why did you say her name?” the king demanded quietly.

“I …” She shook her head. It was impossible. Her sister was dead for thirteen years. Both her sisters dead so long. But the queen would not conceal it from him. “I heard her voice on the wind. She called me sister and said …  she heard his name.”

The Aremore king frowned mightily, made worse and ridiculous by his half-bearded state. “You are having waking dreams now.”

She denied it with a shake of her head.

“You are too young for your father’s madness.”

“It was her voice in the wind.”

Sister!

Wind gusted, and Connley wailed.

The king strode to the window and slammed the shutters into place.

THE QUEEN WOKE deep in the night, to the sound of her name. It flickered in the fire and drifted behind the slow, quiet pace of her lover’s breath.

Elia. Elia.

Elia.

Slipping away from his warm side, the queen gathered her robes and tied them about herself, then glanced at her sleeping baby, his little lips trembling in a dream.

Out the chambers she went, into the stairway that spiraled down and down, through the lower corridor past night guards, padding silently on bare feet despite the frigid winter that seeped throughout the fortress. She followed her name outside, to the small star chapel built against the thick outer wall, but instead of finding her way inside she ducked into the tight corner where its low roof met the fortress wall, and used the hidden door.

Wind hit her face the moment she emerged onto the rocky shore. Black water lapped at sharp stones, sucking gravel into the lake. Overhead the moon was just past full, clinging high in the east, and the glitter of stars pressed brightly. She read them in a sweeping glance: nothing obscuring the brilliant head of the Dragon and its long wing-spines; there the Thorn, barely showing this time of year; the Star of Hunters and the arcing Salmon. The constellations she expected, present and shouting their silver light.

Elia.

Sister.

She stared at the water: light, a reflection of the moon, a smile of stars. And the ghostly afterimage of a woman, like a slender tree growing up out of the Tarinnish as if the black water were fertile earth.

“Regan,” the queen said again, and then in the language of trees, Sister, why are you sad tonight?

Wind cut at her cheeks, fondling the trailing end of the scarf she’d wrapped around her hair for sleep. It tossed an old smell into her face: bergamot oil, the pure kind she’d not used in years, and then she smelled fire, too, and knew it was a memory from her sister’s funeral pyre: the queen had poured her hair oil into that fire, crying for her lost sisters, their mother, their father.

Elia.

She had to get to the center of the lake. They’d not had a funeral for Regan, without her body, without—

“Elia!”

Hands grasped at her and the queen shook herself, blinking, awake: there was no moon, instead the long tail of the Dragon and the roots of the Thorn, not its crown; the Salmon was a summer star, and—the queen rubbed her eyes even as the king lifted her out of the shallow water, pulling her onto the shore.

Her feet were ice, her throat burning from cold, and her hair unbound because she wore no scarf, not tonight—she’d fallen asleep melting and curled against him, full of his kisses and seed. “Morimaros,” she whispered.

“Worms and—and, fuck. I didn’t even know that door was there,” he said raggedly, and she realized he’d only pulled on trousers, his face pink on one side from sleeping. Little bruises from her mouth darkened his collar and chest. What a mussed pair of royalty they made.

With witnesses, now, too. Four retainers fully awake and armored stood at the narrow tunnel exit, the whites of their eyes shining in shock. And one of the queen’s serving girls—the newest, given the late-night position.

“Come inside, what happened?” the king asked.

She nodded but craned her neck backward even as she went with him, picking carefully on her bare feet.

The surface of the Tarinnish glowed with a small radiant reflection, a lovely, ordinary sight on most nights.

But there was no moon tonight to cast it.




CHARM

Lionis, early autumn

A WEEK BEFORE the autumnal day of balance, called Ah-In-Liss Fel in the tongue of Mothers, Echarmet of Kurake Queen arrived in Lionis.

Charm was eager to experience it in a cooler clime than the desert city in which he’d been born and lived most years of his life. The colors did not disappoint him, for as his barge sailed up the Whiteglass River, they passed hills of such vivid green he murmured a prayer. The blue sky reflected bright in the rushing river, and sunlight glared off gilded fields and the fire-orange and red leaves crowning the trees that skirted the banks to the south.

Moon And Shadow had painted pictures of such glory when she lived in the City of God’s Daughters—Queen Celeda now, he needed to remember her Aremore name. In Es Iniphet Es she had been called Moon And Shadow for the contrast between her white skin and the rich black waves of her hair. Charm was inordinately proud for having discovered the name himself, and more so that Elophet, Great Mother of God’s Third Philosophy, had agreed with her eleven-year-old first-daughter’s-first-son and adopted the title for their foreign guest.

Charm leaned over the edge of the barge; the brisk wind snapped at the end of his robe and even pushed the heavy lapis pendants that hung from his ears. He created for himself a verse of prayer to honor the beauty of Aremoria: So bold the colors they blur in the eyes, and become one Luminous Aspect.

Pleased, he turned to his mother’s-sister Elodisil, and recited the prayer for her.

Elodisil of Elophet Great Mother of God’s Third Philosophy smiled brightly. The sun glowed against her dark brown cheeks. “It is good this land appeals to you, first-nephew. If you would make it your home.”

Because she spoke in the Aremore tongue, Charm followed when he replied, “I would, Lady Aunt.”

“Only aunt,” she corrected. “Lady Elodisil is what the people here will call me, but you may say Aunt Elodisil. And you address Moon And Shadow …?”

“Your Majesty, or Celedrix, unless she gives me leave to say otherwise.”

“And Calepia, the first daughter?”

“Prince Calepia, or Lady Calepia.” Charm answered casually, knowing the answers, but willing to practice so the titles became a part of his inner nature and thus instinctual. His aunt continued her inquiries as their barge sailed toward the bend in the river that would reveal Lionis to them, and them to Lionis.

The barge was painted in stripes of green, blue, and teal, with perpendicular lines of scalding red, and the massive square sails were dyed in sunbursts of the same red, yellow, and royal silver. Just large enough for Charm and his retinue, it was not made for long sea voyages, and Charm had boarded off the coast of Ispania, where the barge made its home in a port belonging to his mother’s-mother. His ship from Es Iniphet Es had been both faster and more grand than this, but unsuited to making the river voyage to the Aremore capital itself.

Charm was eager. To see Celedrix, with whom Charm had not shared drink in three years, and her third-daughter Tigirsenna. He himself had been twenty-two when Moon And Shadow sent for her daughter to come to her distant Aremore home, and Kitty-Cat had been a small warrior of nine. In the intervening time, Charm expected Kitty-Cat to have grown perhaps to be as tall as Charm, for her father was a huge man of Siss-il Queen called Mountain Shadow.

“I see you bouncing on your toes,” Aunt Elodisil chided, but with a smile in her voice.

“I miss Tigir.”

“Lady Tigir.”

“Not to me, surely, mother’s-sister.”

Elodisil inclined her head to indicate her lack of agreement but willingness to let it be what it would be.

Behind Charm, sailors were calling to one another in singsong prayers, to hold the correct rhythm for maneuvering the sails as they bent into the wind to approach Lionis. Charm gave up propriety and dashed to the front of the barge. He gripped the front beam that curved up from the prow into a sun spiral. The wind hit him full in the face, and Charm laughed, offering the sound to the warm, wet breeze. He was a handsome young man with the deep brown skin of the oldest daughters of God and coronal hair which was a mark of his royal status: it grew thickly around his head in a perfect sphere, as if his face were the sun, and it hardly needed shaping razors. For the trip to Aremoria it had been trimmed to a mere few fingers off his skull in deference to the climate. He needed to be able to tend it with only his own hands and those of his two body ministers. The elaborate spike and sun-ray styles of men in the palace at Es Iniphet Es would be beyond him for the time being, though perhaps in years ahead, when he was king of Aremoria, Charm would introduce such fashions to Lionis. If limp Aremore hair could not maintain the glory of a corona, perhaps he would usher in a time of innovation.

Because he was of the daughter-line of the Great Mother of God’s Third Philosophy, Charm did not wear a godscarf as did so many of his neighbors and desert family. God’s radiance could shine upon him freely, without need of the prayers woven into the godscarves to mediate. Instead, he wore gold and copper plates against his neck and collar and silver paint on the lids of his eyes and in a single line that began at his bottom lip and traced over his chin, down his throat, and along his sternum, connecting his words with his heart. His sleeveless robe was vivid scarlet and buttoned with mother-of-pearl latches at his navel, falling down to his knees. Beneath the fine linen, his calves and knees and lower thighs were wrapped with loose hose that tied to a belt he wore at his waist. Sandals with a curved toe protected the soles of his feet and little else. Charm’s heavily muscled brown arms were encircled by a variety of copper, silver, and iron bracelets. It all left much of his skin open to the sun, and his rear and sex organs easily bared, for convenience and the sake of the heat of the desert.

Charm was not anticipating the necessity of Aremore trousers—or the Aremore winter—with any pleasure at all.

His aunt Elodisil wore local fashion already, as she had visited before and become enamored with the layered, soft gowns these rich women wore. Except for her lapis-and-gold hairpiece, equally dark skin, and round brown eyes that matched her sister’s-first-son’s in warmth, she might have been an Aremore royal. Charm took after his mother’s-sister in the shape of his spreading cheekbones, his great crescent smile, and the keen humor for which he wielded that smile. If anyone, it was frequently said in the Hall of the Sky’s Dominance in Es Iniphet Es, could win the heart of an Aremore princess and rule those cold people without losing the thread of the Luminous in his spirit, it was Echarmet of Kurake Queen.

As the white shine of Lionis peeked around the grassy bluff banking the river, Phetira of God came up to Charm’s side and touched his shoulder. “Ah,” she said, a soft prayerful gasp that invoked so many things outside of language.

Charm found her hand with his and squeezed it briefly, then let go. Luminous Phetira was to be touched, never held. He parted his lips to breathe respectfully in her presence, and Elodisil did the same.

Thus did he take his first glimpse of Celedrix’s capital city.

Lionis unfurled itself up both steep sides of the river, limestone buildings stacked against one another like the inside of a beehive. Here and there the intricate streets broadened into avenues where Charm spied the glint of water from fountains and patches of green-and-yellow trees. Near the docks and along the western bank the buildings leaned too near, crushing streets into alleys where the sun never shone. Charm was delighted by the uniform glow; in Es Iniphet Es individual houses were painted in all the colors of the sea and sky, with sun-colors marking the palaces and royal buildings. Only the temples were white like this, and so to him it seemed the entire Aremore city had been built to reflect the Luminous.

Charm’s heart knocked like the tolling bells to mark sunrise, and he knew he had made the right choice all those years ago when Moon And Shadow had promised, “One day I will send for you, my friend and son.” Charm had removed the cuff of silver and lapis from his wrist and given it to her, swearing he would answer the call. His middle youth had been spent listening to her tales of Aremoria, her stories of knights and dragons, of political games, war, sex, and of neighboring Innis Lear, with its terrible magic that made the land itself speak. Charm had known her tales to be exaggerated legends, but he’d also known that in Aremoria men could become kings.

It had tempted him, and Charm was not ashamed to admit so. His birth to the Kurake Queens made him royal, but his cousin would be the Great Mother after his mother’s-mother Elophet, and the best Charm could aspire to would be to Father the children of a cousin Queen’s daughter-line. He was a warrior, blood marked and carrying the shadow of war in his spirit as of two springs ago; he was smart and attractive, and he made friends with ease.

But having been born so near the glory of God, it became necessary to travel farther from home to find a path of challenge to climb.

CHARM AND HIS party were greeted by Enai of Siss-il Queen, appointed ambassador to the queen of Aremoria, and removed from the crowded docks via enclosed wagons pulled by teams of horses. His ministers and baggage would follow shortly. Though he preferred to travel openly and view the city from its arteries and internal organs, Charm understood Enai’s request that they not be seen until their audience with the queen and her family that evening. First they headed to the ambassador’s private residence in the neighborhood of traders, and once they’d rested, bathed, and clothed themselves in the finery appropriate to presenting themselves to Celedrix, Enai would escort them up the broad avenue to Lionis Palace.

And so Charm’s first impressions of the capital were only the smells and sounds that penetrated the heavy canvas roof of Enai’s wagon. Fire smoke and human waste dominated, though along one street he smelled salted meat and boiling vegetation, and along another the air opened up into a lush and layered scent-prayer and Enai claimed they were passing through a district of parks and gardens maintained by the merchants of the city. Charm longed to push open the rear flap and observe the flowers and trees Enai said were so full they could be shaped like coronal hair. Charm laughed in delight and made a poem to the Sculpted Trees of Lionis.

Upon arrival at Enai’s residence, he was inundated by smiles and welcome from Enai’s household. Charm gave them a traditional prayer greeting, lifting his palm to the afternoon sun as if to catch hold of the light and spread it to his fellows. Then he, Elodisil, and Luminous Phetira were ushered in through a peristyle courtyard reminiscent of First Revelation palaces, through a tiled hallway, and separated so that the Mothers could bathe without Charm. Though Phetira was not a Mother, she was Luminous and it was right she go with Elodisil.

The bathhouse prepared for Charm was not empty.

He ducked beneath a luxuriously draped curtain covering the archway and heard the splash of water.

“Echarmet!” called a long-beloved voice.

Charm grinned and launched himself fully clothed into the shallow rinsing pool to embrace Tigirsenna of Celeda Queen. “Kitty-Cat,” he cried happily. In the privacy of the bathhouse there was no need to hide brotherly enthusiasm behind propriety.

Tigir groaned, embracing him with arms grown more muscular.

The two fell laughingly into the water, and if there’d been wrestling, Charm might’ve lost despite experience and wisdom, for his robes, leggings, and bracelets tripped him and weighed him down.

“Let me look at you,” Charm said to Tigir, shoving her away and going to perch on the smooth stone edge of the pool. He began to strip off his bracelets one at a time and hand them to a minister of Enai’s household who appeared with a resting dish for them.

Tigir was still skinny as a night lemur, though she was coming into womanhood: muscles bunched along her arms and thighs, and though her stomach had gained some softness she still had no waist at all. Heat and steam had flushed the girl’s dusky cheeks to a pleasing red-brown, and her lush black curls had fluffed to twice their usual size. Back at home, Tigir had been a favorite of Kurake Queen’s ministers for how easily they could use hot irons to shape her hair into heavy ringlets, like spiraled iron shavings. It was shorter now, the frizzed curls dragging only just past her chin.

As Charm studied her, Tigir held out her arms and turned to show off the line of her back and muscled buttocks and thighs, then with a great laugh she flung herself backward into the shallow pool. It threw up a massive splash, and the ministers murmured in either displeasure or reluctant amusement.

Charm finished divesting himself of ornamentation and peeled his wet robe off his shoulders, then allowed an attendant to help with his belt and leggings and to fit a cap over his corona before he joined Tigir stretched out in the middle of the pool.

The bathing room was enclosed on all sides, with stone floors surrounding the pool and shelves built into the walls. This rinsing pool might comfortably hold ten men and girls, and beyond were two smaller pools; one heated with pipes and technology imported from home, the other deep and cool, and easily drained and replenished. Charm moved there quickly and took a proffered dish of soap scrub. He used it to remove sweat and salt spray from the distant ocean, and several days’ worth of sailing from Ispania. Then he accepted a small towel to wipe the dregs away, and climbed out to sink into the heated pool. It was not nearly as hot as could be maintained in Es Iniphet Es, but it would do. A minister slid a cylindrical pillow under his head as he leaned back into the seat carved into the side.

“That scar, where did you get it?” Tigir slid into the heated pool, sloshing the water only slightly.

Charm didn’t have to open his eyes to know which scar she meant: there was only one severe battle wound; the rest of his scars were rank marks from his years in the army. A circle against his right clavicle for commission, with three sun-rays showing the number of companies he’d commanded. “The Battle of Two Canyons,” he told Tigir.

“I heard of that from Enai. He said you saved your father’s-second-brother’s life.”

Charm nodded but added nothing. He did not like to put the memories into words. Naming the colors, the movements, the danger and pain solidified them again in his dreams. Let Tigir—or anyone—think him humble in his heroism.

They were offered cups of cold wine, and Charm hummed in pleasure at the tart flavor. He’d been hearing of Aremore wine his entire life, but rarely tasted it at home. Tigir drank half her own down fast.

“Tell me about your mother’s-first-daughter. Calepia,” Charm said.

“She’ll love you better if you call her Hal.”

“Hal, then. Yes.”

Tigir twisted her lips and stared at Charm, clearly thinking too hard about what to say next.

“Let the flood come, Kitty-Cat.”

With a scowl, Tigir said, “It might be all the love you can get from her, Charm.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’re …”

Charm waited.

“My mother will murder me for warning you.”

“I’m certain Moon And Shadow would wish me to enter into what situation there is fully informed, so that I can plan accordingly.”

Tigir’s scowl turned into a half grin. “You sound like her.”

Realizing they’d been speaking in the Mother-tongue, Charm switched to Aremore. He needed the continued practice. “Then proceed, Kitty-Cat.”

“If you swear not to call me that in front of my sisters.”

Charm pretended to consider it.

Tigir shoved water at him, and Charm laughed.

“Very well, Tigir, very well.”

“So!” Tigir leaned in, as if to impart a great secret, but her voice did not lower. Whatever confession Charm was about to hear, it was not unknown to Lionis. Charm began to relax. He already was aware Prince Calepia had a wild reputation, and visited the poorer neighborhoods, spending her time with disreputable folk. Charm was reluctant to condemn her for it without discovering the reason. Charity was God’s work, and he imagined a queen only grew stronger by meeting and understanding the lowest of her people.

Tigir said, “All Hal’s lovers have been women. She has no …” The girl changed back to the Mother-tongue. “…  No Mother-desire. Only the lust-of-reflection.”

Charm found himself speechless. It was not a challenge he’d thought to face. The lust-of-reflection was understandable, and most experienced it, of course, but in addition to Mother-desire, as part of a blessed whole. For a first-daughter to have no Mother-desire at all was a disaster for her line.

“I know,” Tigir continued, finally lowering her voice. She patted Charm’s shoulder in commiseration. “But perhaps she’s only not met the right man.”

It took a great amount of hard-earned self-control for Charm not to roll his eyes at the naive suggestion. He knew people were as they were when it came to such things.

Charm pulled himself steaming from the heated pool and offered Tigir a confident smile, belying the uncertainty in his spirit.

After all, he hadn’t come to Aremoria to seduce a prince, but to challenge his ambitions.




CONNLEY

Southern Innis Lear, early autumn

THE SETTING SUN stared back at Connley Errigal, daring him to make his decision. In the east, over distant Aremoria, the moon would be rising.

Tonight was the full moon just before the autumnal equinox. A most opportune moment to act, at a time of perfect balance. A boat waited, packed with a few supplies, and exactly as the sun touched the western horizon and the moon reached up into the east, Connley would step off of Innis Lear and into the waters caging it.

Possibly it would kill him.

My son, my son, whispered the wind, and not just any wind, but the longing voice of the Ashling Lady.

Connley stared at a spot just over the sun, unblinking, until his eyes watered. He did not respond to his lady, for all that he loved her. If he spoke, he might remain, and if he remained now on Innis Lear, he would root into the very bedrock, unable to move, until he died. There would be no freedom in it, trapped in a stillness: his blood required movement.

Moments. New moments.

Ocean waves lapped at the pebbles of this tiny beach just south of the Summer Seat, a pretty song that cut into the breath of the island. Connley had very little in the way of belongings—despite having been born the son of nobility on both his mother’s and father’s sides. Long ago, he’d given up his titles to live in the White Forest with the rootwaters and trees, and the spirit of his lady. He had his clothing, his altar box with various magical supplies, and a long knife. Not even food, though beside the box was a skin of fresh water.

my son my son my

I won’t stay away forever, he promised, his back to the raw, shadowed island. This cove allowed him a view of the farthest curve of horizon, all ocean, waves flickering with sunlight as the golden rays touched every ripple. At the very least, Connley would need to return before the Longest Night, before any hemlock queen died.

my son my son

He glanced east, where the moon would rise over Aremoria, land of rich fields and old, happy forests. That moon would rise, a ball of silver, over the kingdom of his destiny, over the castle where perhaps even now Hotspur Persy awaited him. The Wolf of Aremoria. It sounded like a saint’s tale, and a good one, at that: the wolf and the witch. A story with danger and unexpected love. The witch pulls a thorn from the wolf’s paw, the wolf turns into a prince on the Longest Night, they go on a quest, they save each other before the end. Sometimes one of them dies.

Connley’s heart raced. He did not know how to be a husband, let alone an Aremore one, nor a political pawn. He only knew how to be a witch, and a son of magic. He—

Ash, I’ll come home, Connley swore.

When the full sphere of the sun glanced against the blur of the gilded sea, he shoved his boat off the shore. Wind gusted hard at him, a wail, and tears touched his cheeks as he dashed through the shallows and with a single heave, leapt toward his future and the darkening night.




THE GHOST HELD on to the abyss inside her.

It had always existed—the emptiness, the ruined promise that had most defined her in life, though to say so might have surprised many who knew her, if not those who loved her best.

The clinging loss was what helped her to remember the edges of a life shredded by death, helped her stitch a homunculus of a self together again, to remember a name. Not her own name. A name.

Connley, she wailed, scouring Innis Lear for him again. She’d lost him twice before, and thought, where thinking was possible, it might not happen this time because he said, he swore, to never leave her.

Her fingers raked through the thick canopy of trees, tearing leaves and breaking branches. She stomped and screamed, though no storm followed her wake, across the whole of Innis Lear. (Not near the Tarinnish, never that black lake, where the other one like her drifted and sang.) Her voice grated across the Jawbone Mountains and clawed into the moors, souring milk in pails, shattering glass, driving the birds from their nests in great flocks that blackened the sky.

The crows yelled back at her, and she ripped at their feathers; a silver eagle dove at her, but there was nothing to grasp in its talons, nothing to bite.

Water bubbled up in every well, gurgling with distress, smelling cold and angry.

The Poison Prince of Innis Lear ran from his bed to stand at the heart of Lear’s Teeth and call her by name. He stepped hard onto the island earth, blasting a wave of power from his center, and commanded, Be calm.

The wind died.

The well waters shivered with tiny ripples.

A crow yelled back at him, and its siblings arced in a motley cluster to land on the dark ruin of an ancient keep encircled by a newer, brighter castle.

The Ashling ghost wept.




CHARM

Lionis, early autumn

THE FULL MOON blazed over a brightly lit Lionis Palace.

Torches burned in the People’s Courtyard, warm as day, and long candles glowed from silver sconces lining the grand corridors. Firelight flickered along orange tapestries and velvet drapes, and gleamed against the limestone walls. The night itself was made white and orange, reflecting Aremore glory.

But Charm was distracted from the patriotic display because he’d never been in any place quite so full of men. He’d lived in army encampments along the River of All, visited smoking parlors, and the cat gardens, too: certainly there were places in Es Iniphet Es where men congregated in numbers that overwhelmed the girls and Mothers. On the various ships Charm had traveled upon to arrive in Aremoria, the sailors had been uniformly non-Mothers, their dress and attitude such that he’d had trouble telling the men from the girls frequently enough to stop trying. He’d used formal ambiguous address and none appeared to take offense as a Mother might.

The Lionis Palace reception room, however, was crushed with men in the richly appointed tunics, jackets, and trousers Aremore folk considered particularly masculine in flavor. Their velvets, fine wool, dyed and embroidered linen, gold and polished gemstone jewelry, and leather boots, gloves, and even light coats marked these men to be of the highest class. Women were present, too, in floor-dragging gowns to impede any urgent movement, their jewelry and hair more elaborate than their husbands’, sons’, brothers’, as was fitting at least. The braids looped loosely in ways that would never suit the hair of the oldest people, and Aremore hair colors ranged from yellow and gold to the russet of sunset and gleaming dark brown. Charm’s eyes were more used to searching for nuances in shades of brown and black, subtle bone structure and the tuck of an eyelid, the occasional gray eyes of a Godsman, or melon-pale skin and red freckles a rare prize.

Queen Celeda of Aremore waited at the far end of the reception hall upon a dais hung with orange. The gilded throne behind her was delicate but imposing, with lions carved into the arms and clawed legs. The queen smiled at Charm but said nothing, waiting tall and elegant as a date palm in red.

His aunt was introduced as Elodisil Honored of the line of the Great Mother of the Third Kingdom, the Luminous Phetira as herself, and he merely Echarmet of Kurake Queen, for a son of even a queen’s line needed no further designation. In turn they were given the names of two dozen royal Aremore cousins, councillors, and dignitaries. Elodisil greeted all and spoke eloquently of their easy travels and appreciation of the beauty of Lionis. His aunt offered thanks for the welcome, then on Charm’s behalf, being the highest ranking of their party, she presented gifts from Elophet and Kurake Queen for their well-missed friend and named-sister Celedrix. There were gifts for her children, too: Tigirsenna, the youngest; Vatta, the second-daughter; and Prince Calepia of course.

But the first daughter of Aremoria was not there to receive them.

ONCE THE FORMALITIES were passed, Charm and his aunt were invited to a more intimate conversation with only Celedrix, her children (those two present, at least), and a few of her favored courtiers.

They were led through a hidden side door in a striped wall panel beside the throne dais, into a matching portrait gallery with tall windows that overlooked a courtyard garden. Darkness and firelight transformed the window glass into rippling flames, casting eerie light upon the staring faces of former kings.

The moment the door shut behind them, Celeda smiled. “Charm,” she said warmly, while behind her the portraits watched him. In the unsettling light, he realized he was being judged by a heavy Aremore history.

“Moon And Shadow,” he said in the Mother-tongue. He would not be cowed, for he was worthy of this room and everything it represented.

Celeda stepped forward to embrace him, and Charm gave in gladly. The queen’s slender arms tightened around his shoulders and one hand reached up to his head, but she recalled herself in time: carefully applied yellow and orange clay powder had transformed his corona into a sunburst. Charm wouldn’t have minded if she’d mussed the stripes; she’d been a Father to him for nearly a decade, teaching him so much about action and honor, and he loved her. He’d forgive her almost anything.

They parted and she touched his cheek, then pinched his earlobe just over the lapis ring. “Oh, it is good to have you here. All of you,” she added, including Elodisil and Phetira in her welcome. Phetira murmured a prayer of introduction, and Elodisil leaned forward to brush her cheek to Celeda’s.

“Vatta, come here,” the queen said, holding out a pale hand to her second-daughter. Vatta’s skin was a breath darker than her mother’s, though her hair was the same. Her face was more oval and soft, her eyes tilted down toward her nose as her father’s must have. If her looks were any indication of Prince Calepia’s, Charm would be well pleased, however little desire might be mutual between them.

“I am glad to meet you, Princess Vatta,” Charm said.

Her cheeks flushed prettily as a glassflower. “I have heard much of you from my sister and mother, Prince Echarmet, and every word of it to your credit.”

Charm smiled and bowed over her hand in the Aremore fashion. It caused a ringing in the intricate silver harness he wore over his red linen. The metal molded in careful strips to his torso, shaping him handsomely, with the added function of armored protection, and across his back provided latches for the sheathes of his Sun and Moon swords.

Vatta, too, wore red, as did Celeda and Tigir—though theirs was a hotter tone, close to the burnt orange of their flag. He liked that they wore complementary colors of state, as if he were already part of the family.

“I apologize for my first-daughter,” Celeda said coolly, though the glance shared between Vatta and Tigir belied her calm. “Calepia is deliberate, and her rule will benefit from such a trait if she manages to find a sense of duty.”

Aunt Elodisil offered Celeda her bright moon smile. “Kurake was much the same as a youth, though she found her way when duty necessitated it.”

The queen nodded in appreciation of the kindness, and ministers burst in then with crystal glasses of wine, trays of snacks, and some stools.

Charm perched carefully, glad the seats were backless, and it occurred to him Celeda had expected his swords, and planned for them. Affection warmed him, and he lifted his wine to salute her, reciting a family blessing in the Mother-tongue. Celeda lifted her glass in return, as did all those in the room, and then Charm gave his best translation for Vatta and any who were not fluent. It took several more words and fell less gracefully from his lips, but he managed:

“The blades of a single sword that cut in two directions never meet each other, but always guard each other’s backs.”

Vatta clapped, pleased, and Tigir asked her mother if she might train again with the Moon and Sun swords.

“Perhaps with Charm himself,” Celeda said, “If he would be so generous.”

“I would love it, and the princess Vatta, if she is interested,” Charm said.

“Oh yes, Mother.”

Celeda agreed, and shot Charm a brief look of approval.

The warmth in his spirit near glowed. Anything that Prince Calepia presented would be a worthwhile challenge for the reward of this family. Charm asked if Celeda sill practiced with her own swords; he was surprised she did not go armed and adorned, for she was a great warrior both here and at home. In fact, it had been Celeda who put a sword into his eleven-year-old hand when she first arrived in Es Iniphet Es, looking for shelter, friends, and purpose.

They had become each other’s purpose in many ways. And here, twelve years later, their efforts would come to fruition. She—and Aremoria—would gain a son of Elophet’s daughter-line, and Charm a crown of his own.




PRINCE HAL

Tenne-Tiras, early autumn

SOME CLAIMED THE Witch Elm of Tenne-Tiras had been a sapling when the furious wizard Lear cleaved her island from Aremoria a thousand years ago. Those of the Royal Libraries expert in trees thought it unlikely the elm was so ancient, though they admitted there were occasions in which they could not explain certain arboreal phenomena, especially when the trees in question grew near springs, beside old standing stones, or carried names like the Witch Elm of Tenne-Tiras.

The exact age didn’t matter to those who believed the tree to be blessed by earth saints or possibly the final resting place of an old king of the earth, now dancing and drinking in one of the castles beneath the hills. Folk of Tenne-Tiras village welcomed pilgrims and seekers of healing to their valley and pointed such people in the direction of the narrow path through their cow fields and past a grotto of flowering willows, to the crumbling well and gnarled old elm. Many came to pray or give offerings in order to keep happy the earth saints, though fewer now than two hundred years ago. The worship of the dead and prayer to the earth saints was no longer officially practiced in this country, relegated to only the most devout family lines, the most subtle farmers, herb witches who understood the relationship between respect for the land and stewardship of it, and the whims of bored nobility.

Or in this case, a reckless prince and her foolish companions.

Hal had wandered the forest for hours this past spring, listlessly hunting for the storied tree before thinking to ask any of the local folk for directions. They’d enthusiastically showed her the path.

It was a full moon tonight, and silver fingers of its light reached through the limbs of the surrounding trees. Crickets buzzed and a trio of frogs chirped at each other from three different angles. No other sound penetrated the shadowy grove; even the wind was still. Every subtle shift of Hal’s boot or shrug to resettle her cloak made a grating noise in the silence. Beside her, Nova held just as quiet, though while Hal’s silence was reverent, Nova’s was disinterested.

The Witch Elm rose at the north of the grove, with wrinkles and fissures in its gray-brown trunk giving it a glow of wisdom. This time of year its sharp leaves remained green, but its flowers had gone, replaced by tiny seeds encased in winged pouches and clustered along its branches. Those seeds shivered in no wind Hal could feel.

Candles had been secured to the roots and boles like natural altars, stuck in place with their own melted wax. Ribbons in blue, white, and yellow hung from the tree, tied with pendants and little bells. It was said that when the bells rang, the Witch Elm granted a prayer.

There were candles, too, pressed along the rim of the well in the center of the grove; a stubby, short thing built of crumbling limestone. The candles were set in the four cardinal directions, just over carved hash-marks in the language of trees; Hal did not know how to read them, though she guessed they said, daywise, nightwise, starwise, earthwise, which were the ancient words for east, west, north, and south. Still what they were called in Learish.

It was desperation, she acknowledged, that brought her to this witch tree, desperation and a ridiculous spirit. Riot, her mother would say. Saints and wormshit, her mother was going to be furious Hal was gone from Lionis tonight, but it was the closest full moon to the equinox and every star priest and itinerant iconographer and even a royal historian she’d pinned down in the library agreed that the best time to reach the earth saints was at a full moon near one of the quarter marks. The historian had offered to show her an annotated list of encounters with earth saints, but Hal only had time to ask how often the human in question survived. It had been a discouragingly low percentage.

Hal needed this to work.

She needed help.

With a huff of effort, Lady Ianta shoved her way into the grove and planted fists on her fat hips. She tilted her face up to the highest crown of the elm. “Hello, friend,” the old knight said in a rumble, then yawned, showing her teeth and tongue. Ianta rolled her neck and took a skin of sack from her belt. She unstoppered it and dribbled some onto the dry earth at her toes. “What a night, Hal. Here is a taste for Saint Elegar, whose heart was found in six pieces, at six different trees in ancient Aremoria, all beating still.”

“Morbid,” Nova murmured.

“What do we do?” Hal asked Ianta, ignoring the other woman.

“Do what I do,” Ianta said. Hal followed her to the well, where Ianta leaned over and spat into the depths. Ianta waited for a long moment, staring down as if she might see her destiny at the base, or find a reflection of distant water. Her wide-brimmed hat shifted, and Ianta moved fast to catch it, then tossed it to the earth and shook her hair out. The voluminous silvering curls bounced.

Hal leaned over the rim of the well, too, and spat. They did not do this in Lionis, at the cathedral well, but she’d read about it. She glanced across the moonlit grove to Nova, who shrugged and remained leaning against a young oak near the path. A shift of her glance downward taught Hal the younger woman was nervous.

“Now, this.” Ianta carried herself to the north face of the elm. She handed Hal her skin of sack, then pulled from her pocket a bundle of leather she unwrapped to reveal a glass vial and a mound of dried petals. She scattered the petals and knelt upon the leather with a grunt. The knight’s hair turned to threads of moonlight and her round cheeks puffed as she took a deep breath, held it, then let it stream out in a long sigh.

She held out her hand for the sack, took a long drink, then opened the vial and poured out a dark line of liquid onto the roots of the tree. “Blessings, from one old bitch to another.” Ianta laughed. She put a palm to the elm’s trunk. “I ask you to hear the words of this sad friend, to keep me in health as much as I earn, that I may live to see Hal on the throne. I ask you keep Celeda strong, because that one always misjudged her friends, and she needs her strength for the next few years. All the stars cry foul and danger, and Celedrix is no star-ordained queen, to weather upheaval alone or well at all.”

Taking another drink, Ianta spat her sack onto the roots. “My waters and my heart, to yours. I ask you, saints of the earth, to be patient with your faithless country. There are still folk who remember you, even in the palace itself. Like this prince, who comes to ask you for blessings tonight, her virgin appeal. Be kind to her, and do not whisper to her of death: let her dreams be peaceful ones.”

“Ianta,” Hal whispered, overcome with affection and shame.

“Come here, Hal, and talk to her. Give her your hand, and your honest request.”

Feeling foolish, Hal knelt and put her hand next to Ianta’s on the gray bark. “Um.”

After a moment of continued silence, Hal took a long drink of the sweet wine. With sack gentle on her tongue, she closed her eyes. “I ask—I ask you to listen to me, for I am your friend. Is King Morimaros one of you? I want to know what he—what you—want from me. I want to bargain.”

“Wormshit, Hal, don’t say that word.” Ianta shoved her with her thick shoulder. “You can’t bargain with earth saints. I thought you came out here to ask for a blessing! I thought you wanted to be respectful.”

“I do respect this, that’s why I’m afraid of them!”

Nova said, her voice a thin snap, “You shouldn’t fear anything, Prince of Riot.”

Hal curled her fingers harder against the bark, then with a small cry of frustration dropped her hand onto her thigh. “Please, earth saints, I’m the prince of Aremoria—like she said, the Prince of Riot, and a prophecy named me a lion, the lion. Morimaros appeared beside my mother and stared at me. I know you want me—us—to be something, to do something, and I want to do it for Aremoria, with Aremoria. But I don’t know how. What does Aremoria need from me, saints of the earth? Do you want me to break? More than I—than I already have? What do you really want? If you’d just tell me, maybe I could help you!”

Wind gusted, ringing the Witch Elm’s tiny bells; moon-white seedlings shook free and drifted down over Hal and Ianta. Hal laughed, a little hysterical, but Ianta sucked in a worried breath.

The prince used the tree to climb wobblingly to her feet. Her temples throbbed and the sweet remnants of sack soured in her throat.

Ianta grabbed her shoulder. “You need to calm down.”

“Why?” Hal jerked free. She flung out her arms. “There’s nothing to be calm about,” she cried as loudly as she could. “A man just arrived in Lionis to be my fucking husband, and the woman I love abandoned me, and my oldest friend is probably plotting against my mother, and even if she isn’t she’s gone, too! Nobody will let me just drink and whore in peace like they do you, they expect me to be a prince, and I have to be, Ianta—for the sake of this whole land! For the sake of my mother and sisters, who will die if we aren’t strong. I never got to choose this, but now if I don’t do it perfectly everyone I love could die, I’ll die, and here I am talking to a tree! A tree! If—fuck!”

She put a hand to her chest; it felt as though she’d been knocked back, a weight crushing her sternum. She froze, trembling with the effort to breathe, and closed her eyes. The noises coming from her choked and gasped, like a dying horse—Hal was on the battlefield again, surrounded by blood and screaming, her body a hard, smooth weapon and Hotspur at her side. They screamed together, shoulder to shoulder, pummeling their way into the enemy forces. Pain radiated through every motion, and the heaviness of armor and stink of death.

Then it was gone, and Nova was there, hands on Hal’s face. “Hal, hey, Hal, what is it, why are you breathing like that?”

Shoving away from Nova, Hal hurried to the well; she grasped the rim in tacky, icy hands and leaned into it as if nothing else could keep her alive. She breathed. She counted, in-two-three-four-five-six-seven-eight-nine-ten and out-two-three-four-five-six-seven-eight-nine-ten and when Nova touched her again Hal managed to rasp, “No, please. Don’t—don’t touch me.”

Nova backed off.

Moonlight streamed around Hal. The darkness there, the peace, it was unlike war. But in that night there was space for her dreams—and every blink brought the streak of blood, the king’s gurgling final breath, the thick rug under her muddy boots and Hotspur’s hand in hers—

squeezing, squeezing—

squeezing—

until Hal couldn’t feel anything at all.

The prince opened her mouth to taste a long, careful breath; cool autumn air, wet rocks, the sweet flavor of rootwater.

Wait—no, that was only her mouth filling with saliva as her gorge rose.

Hal sank to her knees, retching at the base of the well. Her torso clenched, and she knocked her temple against the rough limestone, pressing hard. Her fingernails scrabbled in the earth.

What if she’d puked into the holy well? Tears filled her eyes, her nose burned with the fumes of her bile. She spat, wiped her mouth, and laughed.

“Hal,” Nova murmured, crouching nearby.

“I have to marry him,” Hal moaned.

The sound of pouring liquid drew her gaze back to the Witch Elm. Ianta drizzled the rest of her sack out over the roots, splashing the trunk. The clear sugar-wine gleamed like silver. Hal’s gaze focused on it, the rest of the world a blur.

“You can still have lovers,” Nova said gently. “You can still be you, inside your role.”

“I don’t want lovers, Nova. I don’t want women. I want—” Hal stopped, closed her eyes tightly.

“Hotspur,” Nova snapped. “If she loved you she’d take what she was allowed instead of proudly running off. I take what I can get of you, and it’s enough, because you’re enough!”

It was more words than Nova usually spoke, and she stopped abruptly.

Hal sat up, putting her back against the well. Nova breathed fast, and Hal knew if she looked, even in the moonlight it would be obvious how upset her lover was by the pink streaking her neck and the set of her mouth. A good lover would apologize. A good prince would gently rebuke her familiarity.

But Hal was good for nothing.

“Leave me alone, both of you,” the prince said.

For a long while she heard them breathing, gathering Ianta’s things, and then Nova paused, but a grunt from Ianta dragged her on. “We’ll see you at the keep in the morning,” Ianta said. “Don’t make any bargains tonight.”

When the noise of their leaving faded, Hal took a relieved breath and leaned sideways until she landed on her shoulder on the earth, then rolled onto her back. The ground was cold and felt damp, though there’d been no recent rain. She splayed her arms and let her legs relax, finally opening her eyes.

The moon filled the sky with silvery light, making the layers of elm branches pure black. Hal felt as if she rested under a dome of dark lace. The stars beckoned from beyond, and the moon was a distant promise. Once she’d told Hotspur that the moon was nothing but a big old rock, just powerful enough to glow and shine so brightly she could read by its light on clear nights. Just a silver stone, a jewel in the sky, pulling the attention of all the world. When I am queen, I will make the moon your crown.

If Hal died here, how long before her bones and flesh were swallowed by the grass? By the dirt itself, drawing her down to the bedrock for a permanent rest? She’d go from thirst, her skin dry out perhaps. Starve, eventually.

Or a wolf—a real wolf—might come and bite into her stomach, snapping her in two.

Hal imagined it, the slinking predator, the sudden growl and pain, the blood gushing. She’d bring up her hands and dig them into the beast’s thick fur, not to push it away, but hold it close. Through the pain, through the stink, and maybe the scrape of that wolf’s tongue on her guts would lull her into peace. What if it didn’t hurt, or the hurt did not last? After the initial flare, would there be a flood of numbness because her body couldn’t take the saw of teeth and tearing?

Perhaps the wolf would have pups, and they’d lap at Hal’s blood while it was warm, taking her heart blood into themselves. Tiny wolves growing taller and stronger, with Hal’s blood pumping through their veins. Hal’s heart, in six fleshy chunks, but beating still because those little hearts beat still. When they scattered to find mates and families of their own, the heart of the prince of Lionis would live in pieces.

A smile touched Hal’s mouth, there at the foot of the forgotten holy well at Tenne-Tiras, and she drifted into sleep.




BE CALM.

THE COMMAND RIPPLED across the water to distant shores in the wake of a witch’s boat.

Beneath the hills of Aremoria, eyes opened.

Eyes of emeralds, and eyes of cherry stones, eyes of pink granite and eyes of molten iron. Eyes of cornflower petals.

BE CALM.

THOSE WORDS SHOT across ancient, broken roads, leaping over shattered lines of magic, and they knew. The one from Innis Lear was strong enough already.

BE CALM.

NOW, AN EARTH saint hissed, pleased. Her emerald eyes never blinked once they were open. In another root-wrought castle, the saint with cherry-stone eyes agreed. Send him now. Push it faster.

Now.

Now.

Now.

But I like him here with me, said the youngest, (the newest), and though his eyes were made of cornflower petals they somehow became sad.

THE MOON DRIFTED low in the west, drawing thin clouds behind it in a great arc like a royal train. On Innis Lear they called such clouds a mourning veil after their shape and color, and when seeming attached to the full moon, it prophesized the arrival of mystery. What sort of mystery only a star priest might say, after noting which constellations touched the edges of the veil, which were obscured, and which flew ahead unscathed. Tonight, the Salmon nosed low, its tail vanishing in the moon’s corona; the Tree of Thorns shone bright, only partially obscured along its roots, and a single thread of the veil stretched far enough north to just glance across the bright sparkle of Calpurlugh, the most constant star in the sky.

Perhaps this mystery was an old one, then, of the sort that connected history to the living. A mystery of spirits, of bloodlines and promises made on battlefields, the clash of brothers and the birth of a dreamer.

Just as the moon touched the sleek black horizon, casting long shadows sharp as swords across this old holy well in the south of Aremoria, the Witch Elm of Tenne-Tiras shivered.

Bells chimed.

The thick bark of the elm rippled. In a great pulse, the elm tightened its roots, causing a tremor in the earth. Wind slipped in, curious, to flutter the long, serrated leaves. At the north face of the tree, a bole spiraled thick and ugly, waist high on a grown man. It tightened, knotting itself worse, and the elm groaned. Then the bole stretched and pulled, pushing out at all sides, slowly widening until it opened in the middle like a mouth.

Fingers gripped the edges, rough, dirty, and tan, darker than the gray-brown bark, darker than the moonlight. The fingers became hands, and those hands shoved at the bole’s lips, forcing the mouth wider and wider. An entire arm reached out, then a shoulder, and a wild, shaggy black mess of hair covered in leaves and flecks of dirt.

This creature climbed out, and when its chest was free, it bent and tumbled the rest of the way, spilling onto the earth in the lap of the elm tree like a fumbling, long-legged colt.

It was a man.

He moved into a crouch, more feral than human, and did nothing but breathe for many long moments.

His back gleamed in the fading moonlight, scarred and scratched from war and magic. His curving spine pressed up through skin and every vertebra could be counted; he was lean and muscled, nearly hairless but for the thatches on his head and at his groin. As he slowly unfurled himself again, he lifted muddy hazel eyes to the sky, then shivered violently. His stomach was ruined by scar tissue, and his right shoulder and chest, as well. Other scars wrote words in the language of trees, and a spiral over his heart.

It was not a man, but a wizard.

He stretched, rolled his neck, squeezed his eyes closed, then opened them wide; he opened his mouth, too, bared his teeth, touched the tip of his tongue to his lips as if remembering the taste of his own skin. He splayed his fingers, arms out, bounced on the balls of his bare feet, regaining balance. Rooting himself in flesh again.

The wizard touched his palms to his chest, found the hash-marks of the language of trees cut there, paler than the rest of his skin. He explored his body, sliding his hands along his hips, then up his torso to his neck, finding the sharp corners of his jaw, his cheekbones, his dark brow. He touched the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, then slid fingers back into his hair, pulling it out and together, smoothing it somewhat. It hung past his shoulder blades, the ends broken and tattered.

Then the wizard stood still, hands fallen to the sides, cocked his head, and listened.

Wind blew gently; the wizard smiled and murmured a fond Hello.

It had been a long while since last he’d walked these hills, though until he met a living human to ask, he’d no way of knowing exactly how long. Years, surely. He felt them in the stiffness of his joints and the dullness of his memory. As he moved through the trees, met folk, touched the walls of cities or drank rootwaters, more would return to him. His name, his family, his service and loves and losses.

But he did know his purpose.

When the star roads blaze, bring the lion’s heart home.

That was the only riddle, his instruction from the ones below.

It meant little to him. When it mattered, he would understand; he always did. That was the way of the service to which he’d been bound.

The wizard yawned. He rubbed his face. The wind laughed at him, reminding him with its cool, insistent fingers that he needed clothing.

He went to the well—there was always a well nearby when this happened. It was a stocky, pale thing, and poorly kept. Even if he’d not known the accent of this Aremore wind, the state of the well would’ve taught him he was not on Innis Lear. They did not neglect their holy wells on the island, not since—not since—

The wizard sighed. He’d remember eventually.

When the star roads blaze, bring the lion’s heart home.

A body sprawled beside the holy well, and the wizard paused in surprise. It was a young woman, he thought, dark of hair, pale of skin, and very pretty. Her clothes were rich, if dirty. The wizard sniffed; that was certainly the smell of vomit. He knelt and held his hand above her mouth. She breathed.

Her eyes flew open and she leapt at him, grabbing his arm, then she flung her body against his. They rolled, and she pinned him quickly, forearm pressed to his throat, knee in his belly.

“What are you?” she demanded, voice hoarse, brown eyes intense with fear. But she did not shake, and her strength was solid.

The wizard approved, liking the sensation of that strength over him, holding him against the earth. He snapped: seven flames appeared in the air, arcing over both of them.

The woman’s mouth fell open and she looked from the fire to him, then back again. But she didn’t release him.

The wizard liked that, too.

She stared at him, taking a pair of very long, deep breaths. Then she removed her arm from his throat and said, “You’re naked for an earth saint.”

He shook his head, no.

“Perhaps—a wizard?”

He nodded.

“Well.” She got up, tearing off her jacket. “Here, I suppose.”

The wizard wrapped himself in the offered garment. “What is your birth star?” His voice was dry and rasping.

“Uh, the ass end of the Lion of War,” she said, and it seemed to be a habit, for her mouth tucked up in a self-deprecating smile.

Dawn pushed against the trees behind her, lightening the sky. The woman glanced over her shoulder at it, wincing. She rubbed a hand down her face. “I could be dreaming.”

The wizard put his hand on her shoulder, pressing to convince her he was no spirit. He glanced at the nearest flame; it hovered just higher than his eyes, orange as the Aremore flag.

“Right,” she said. “Magic.” And then she laughed. “Fucking magic. Well, I’m Hal Bolinbroke, and I’m going to go have a massive breakfast, and probably an entire bottle of wine. Come share it with me, wizard, and tell me your tale.”

They left the grove of the Witch Elm, heading toward Tenne-Tiras keep, and as the sun rose the bole in the face of the elm knotted tightly closed again, and wind whistled across the mouth of the holy well.




PRINCE HAL

Tenne-Tiras, early autumn

THE NAKED WIZARD did not offer Hal his story. He barely said a word, and refused to give a name, although Hal could not be certain if it was obstinance, or the famed reclusive nature of wizards, or simply that he himself could not remember it.

Or perhaps he’d never had one at all.

As they walked to the Tenne-Tiras keep, Hal made no effort to hide her curious staring. The wizard was older than her by at least fifteen years or more, putting him near forty. Fine wrinkles made darker with dirt showed at the corners of his eyes, which were muddy-brown and green—though sometimes she caught a ghostly silver light in them, like will-o’-the-wisps—and he seemed perhaps to have some Third Kingdom or Ispanian in him by the way his skin refused moonlight. He had a crooked nose and sharp jaw, and unassuming lips. His hair was long and rough and desperately in need of washing. All of him, truly, needed to be scrubbed seven or eight times.

She’d never heard a story about a wizard dirtier than a boar in a rainstorm. But Hal had heard stories of wizards living in magical groves, or hermitlike witches who made homes near holy wells. She just hadn’t thought any were left in Aremoria.

It nearly caused her to dance in place. The earth saints—Aremoria!—had sent her an answer. She grinned at her wizard and asked questions about his magic, about Morimaros, about the Witch Elm, about Aremore wizard lines, and he told her nothing, shrugging one bony shoulder as if it didn’t matter. When she mentioned the last wizard being gone from Aremoria for at least a hundred years, he startled her by asking the name of the king.

“Celedrix,” she replied. “For two years now. My mother.”

The wizard eyed her for a long moment, paused in his walking, and then nodded to himself as if choosing to believe she, this messy fool he’d met sleeping near her own vomit at a holy well, might in fact be the heir to the crown. Then he said, “How long since the nineteenth year of Segovax of Aremoria’s rule?”

“Oh, ah, he died twenty-two years ago, and he’d been king for twenty-three years, so …  twenty-six years ago was the nineteenth year.”

“That is how long since I last walked these forests, then,” he said, seeming sad.

Hal was too starving and hungover to disbelieve. She dragged him with her through the gatehouse of the keep and through the corridor into the family hall, then remembered he was naked, and she was a disaster, so called out for baths and fresh clothes to be sent up and then told the steward they would come down for as much food as could be prepared in half an hour’s time.

“There’s a messenger from your mother,” the steward said, apologizing with a grimace. “You are to return to the palace at Lionis immediately, to meet with Echarmet of Kurake Queen.”

“Oh, worms,” Hal said, putting a hand to her suddenly throbbing head. “Did Ianta and Nova already go?”

“Nova, yes, did not even sleep, but Lady Ianta has not gotten up yet.”

The wizard watched it all, bemused, and said, “I would go to Lionis with you.”

Hal shrugged and groaned and told the steward nothing was changing about what she needed in the moment; after getting clean and eating she would drag herself back onto a horse and they would go beg the queen’s indulgence.

And so it happened as she instructed. She did not think about Echarmet of Kurake Queen. After washing, Hal sank down into her bathwater and held her breath.

If she sucked in a lungful, how long would it take to die?

Too long, and too painful.

The water, she guessed, would be heavy and cool inside, filling her stomach—no, her lungs. Or would it burn? Anything burned when breathed badly, she knew from choking if she laughed too hard while drinking or swallowed sack down the wrong pipe.

She wondered if the wizard could breathe water, and if so, would he teach her?

Dressed in a plain riding suit and chewing a hunk of bread, Hal went into the guest room to find two young women helping the wizard tie up a dark brown jacket. The laces were tight under his arms, as well as up the front, to better fit it against his slight torso. They watched him as though he were a feral kitten; adorable, but prone to slicing their fingers.

The wizard thanked them gently, and Hal noticed his Aremore was perfect.

They’d brushed his hair and even maybe trimmed it, for instead of the brambly, tangled mass it had been when he appeared, it was woven in three thick braids against his crown and temples, then bound back simply in a tail past his shoulders. Hal supposed he was handsome, in the way of men. 

“Do you ride?” she asked, and he nodded.

Together they ate in the family hall, surrounded by dogs and the steward who had a dozen questions for Hal to haphazardly answer—though she cared, truly, about Tenne-Tiras, she didn’t know why it mattered if they bought mackerel or salmon, when there would be no guests to speak of. Hal did say that yes, she thought she might come here for the winter, thinking to herself it was very likely she’d want to escape the palace if Echarmet of Kurake Queen haunted her footsteps in Lionis. Or if her mother tried to send her to the March.

The amount of food the wizard ate both comforted and unsettled Hal; spirits did not eat, after all, and he enjoyed the dark wine and the lentil mash particularly, but it seemed, indeed, as if he’d not eaten in years. He thanked the servants and the steward, and when he was cutting into the heavy barley bread with the table knife Hal realized his hands were scarred at the knuckles and his wrists corded, and in fact the way he held himself put her more in mind of a soldier than a wizard.

Not that she knew how wizards would hold themselves; she only imagined they should be more elegant or willowy than this small, coiled man. She did know soldiers, though, and that was what he seemed to her, now that he was clean and clothed.

The day was beautiful and the road clear, and as Hal and her new wizard headed west to the Whiteglass and then joined the northern road into Lionis, Hal felt an unusual lightness surrounding her. To her left the river gleamed blue and gold, spooling slow and deep between gilded banks; to her right fields spread just as bright, filled with workers taking the first harvest of barley and wheat. Hal waved and stood in her stirrups to call out greetings to the ones who paused, though they knew her not—why should they when she rode with no retinue, with only a red jacket and her mother’s black hair and no crown? Her sword was a fine one, but no more so than any rich traveler’s. She sang at them when she knew their harvest songs.

She and the wizard were delayed for nearly an hour when they came upon a wagon being drawn by a raggedy mule who’d twisted its leg in a furrow in the road and brayed, pulled, and cried, desperate to free itself of the harness. Hal immediately drew up and leapt to the ground to help the driver unleash the creature. But it was the wizard who went unhesitatingly to the mule and whispered at it like the wind through rushes, palm out, until the mule relaxed and lowered its head, sides heaving. The wizard unyoked it and bent to the mule’s injured rear leg. He kept up his low whispering, pinching along the beast’s long muscles, then said to the driver, “It will heal if you keep it cold and wrapped and don’t allow her to strain herself.”

The driver thanked them awkwardly, staring at the wizard with an open mouth, and Hal gave him a coin and promised to send back a few men from the town ahead to clear the road.

Hal grinned at the wizard as they rode on, and he glanced at her but made no expression. The wind blew and he tilted his head to listen; Hal laughed in sheer delight.

More and more they were not alone, as traffic joined them on this main road into the capital. Most were on foot, though there were wagons full of nobility arriving for Halfsies Day, the equinox festival, but more wagons carried goods and trade, and a once small force of the Queen’s Army rode up from a smaller path, sounding like thunder. Everyone, including Hal, made room for them to push faster toward Lionis. None of them knew her—she did tuck her face away from them—and the wizard eyed her curiously. But if he planned to tell her nothing at all, she could do the same.

Hal did not last very long in that game, and soon asked the wizard what the wind of Aremoria said. The wizard replied, “Not very much, but I’ve asked nothing of it, either.”

“If you asked, would it answer? Is it the same language the wind speaks on Innis Lear? Is that where you were last?”

“The wind has long liked me,” he said, as if it were all the answer Hal required.

She groaned but was pleased; wizards were supposed to be mystifying. “I’ll have to call you something, when we arrive at the palace—you are going to the palace with me, aren’t you? The gate guards will want a name.”

He shrugged that same shoulder. “It will work itself out.”

“Will you fly in like a bird? A broad-winged crow?”

“I do not shift my shape, Prince Hal.”

“Oh well.”

At the city gates they entered easily, and left both horses with a royal ostler in the wall barracks, so they could move faster through the narrower side streets that would bring them to Lionis Palace less obviously. As the white walls of the palace loomed ahead, rising over the slate roofs and row houses, peeking between gardens and blocking out the sky, Hal’s steps slowed. The castle wall on this east side had a very small entrance, guarded by regular palace soldiers, and it was used only for personnel. A soldier in orange recognized Hal coming, and wasn’t even surprised. He banged his gloved fist on the door and inside another soldier would be unlatching the heavy bar. Then the outer soldier grasped the handle and pushed it slowly open.

Hal turned to prepare the wizard again to offer some kind of name at least, but he was gone.

The prince hesitated for a moment, glancing around, and then laughed in delight, thinking the wizard would fly in after all. She did not doubt she’d see him again.

So keeping that spring in her step, Hal saluted the soldier and dashed through the tunnel that led directly into the outer bailey of Lionis Palace.

Because she was clean (relatively) and smelled of nothing worse than horses, Hal chose to slip into the residential wing of the palace, which was not, interestingly, where the queen and her children lived, but where anyone else lucky (or wretched) enough to be invited to stay within the thick white walls was put. Hal knew her betrothed would be in one of the largest suites and she made her way up the spiral stairs two at a time to stretch her legs and strengthen her knees; her weight and armor training was not nearly so regular as it ought to be anymore, and so she found ways to compromise. At the top, she ducked into a conveniently empty guard cut-out to catch her breath. She unwound her hair and ran her fingers through it: the thickest parts at the base of her skull remained damp from her bath at Tenne-Tiras, having been wound tight for the ride. For convenience she left it loose, knowing the waves would catch the light nicely.

She strode down the center of the corridor, past whitewashed walls and long floral tapestries, and put on a smile. She set her left fist against the pommel of her sword to hold it firmly at her hip.

Prince Hal was feeling rather full of herself and almost eager to meet a far-traveling fellow prince when she arrived at the arched door behind which Echarmet of Kurake Queen and his retinue were housed.

She glanced a question at the palace guard stationed at the curve of the corridor, and he said, “The prince is inside, Prince.”

Hal thumped her fist against the wooden door three times.

It was answered startlingly fast, with a little jerk, then swung inward to reveal a woman who was most certainly not a serving maid. She was as tall as Hal, with cool brown skin only a few shades darker than Tigir’s, and a narrow face entirely filled by round gray eyes.

“Oh,” Hal said.

The woman was beautiful and understated, wearing only a long robe that turned her body into a simple shaft of gray and pink stripes, with the palest lines of orange embroidered at thick cuffs, collar, and ankle-brushing hem. The slippers on her feet bared her toes, and rings circled near half of them. Dark brown braids wound around her head, twisted with a thin orange scarf, the silky ends of which fell behind her left ear. The woman wore silver paint in a style Hal had never seen on any of the ambassador’s household, nor the Third Kingdom traders who frequented the Quick Sunrise: a single line began beneath her bottom lip and drew itself down over her chin and along her throat, vanishing into her robe. Too bad Hal wasn’t expected to marry this woman.

“I’m Prince Hal,” Hal said belatedly, though the woman had done nothing but stare gently and block the way in. “Greetings,” Hal added in the language of the Third Kingdom.

“Prince Hal,” the woman said soothingly in Aremore. “Hello.”

Then the man who could only be Echarmet appeared, chin up arrogantly, eyebrows raised. This one held all the drama Hal couldn’t find in the woman’s demeanor: he was vivid dark brown, with wide shining cheeks and bright brown eyes. Hal’s age or just older, and his hair grew in a solid black pouf around his skull. His vest was red as blood, draped off muscled shoulders and open down his chest to button at his navel. Tight little swirls of black hair dotted his pectorals and stomach. His arms …  worms and stars, but Hal was absolutely sure he could lift her fully armored over his back.

Her fingers tightened on the pommel of her sword.

“I am unadorned for company,” Echarmet said in flatly accented Aremore.

It was true: he had on no paint, nor the rings or plated collars or arm-bands Hal had expected, his legs were wrapped but loosely, and his bare toes sank into the rug.

“As am I, Prince Echarmet,” Hal said after a swallow of nerves. She smiled. “I hoped to greet you informally, without the expectations of onlookers. For your ease.”

“Perhaps I prefer the ease of ritual formality,” Echarmet said.

“Do you?”

Silence reigned a moment, and the two princes stared.

The beautiful Third Kingdom woman smiled and put her hand upon Echarmet’s shoulder, but only long enough to touch her other to Hal’s tense fist, resting against the pommel of her sword. Then the woman folded her hands before her belly.

Echarmet relaxed very slightly, and Hal glanced at the woman, sensing a priestliness about her. A glow of unaffected mystery rather like that Learish star reader, Era, whom Hal had never tracked down.

“This is Luminous Phetira,” Echarmet said. “A Godsman.”

“Charm and I requested an afternoon refreshment,” the Godsman said by way of farewell, slipping past Hal to walk down the corridor. Hal turned nearly in a circle to watch, surprised and charmed.

She spun back to Echarmet. “I’m thirsty,” she said, entering. Hal heard the gentle thump of wood as the door shut.

The suite opened into an airy sitting room with tall balcony doors open wide so the early autumn breeze fluttered in, drawing with it the garden scents of juniper and the roses climbing the wall below. Hal breathed deeply, glancing up at the stone molding and painted ceiling. Stars at the peak, clouds drifting away toward the edges, a sunset in the true west and sunrise in the true east.

A broad hearth, unlit, took up the south wall, surrounded by small couches and two high-backed chairs. The low table was set with coffee and a plate of crackers, cold meats, dried fruit. Wine had been decanted as well, though it was coffee in both delicate clay cups.

Rooms branched to either side of the hearth, closed off by curtains woven in dark ivy colors.

Hal unbuckled her sheath from the belt and set her sword up on the mantel, just beneath an old icon of the star saint Asmore, who visited the moon in his dreams and claimed it was a lost heart of the earth itself, thrown to the sky to save it once when the entire world was aflame. He was often depicted with dark skin, and Aremore philosophers debated whether he’d been born in the First Kingdom or merely turned black by all the wisdom he held. Hal honestly couldn’t decide if whoever had assigned Echarmet this room was a genius or held questionable opinions about his people.

“Meant to comfort us, I assume,” Echarmet said, stepping beside her as she studied the cracking old art.

“Does it?” She slid him a crooked smile.

“The knowledge that someone looked to my comfort is comforting.”

Pleased by the riddling response, Hal lifted one of the coffee cups and tossed the liquid into the ashes of the hearth. She smiled as she poured wine in its place, then plopped down onto the pink half sofa, propping her elbow on the higher arm.

Echarmet sat, perched rather like a huge bird in a tiny cage upon the edge of a tall-backed chair. He seemed at ease when he picked up his coffee, knees spread, shoulders relaxed. He eyed her as if he had all the time in the world.

Hal drank wine and affected her best lazy-cat demeanor. She wasn’t sure whether to engage in light flirtation and conversation, or to dive directly into politics. If only he would begin.

But she supposed he was a guest, and so it was more princely of her to choose. Everything would go smoother if they were allies, or at least not grating against each other like badly shaped gears. “You said Godsman, but was Luminous Phetira not a woman?”

“Your language is insufficient to properly translate.”

Hal grinned. “To properly translate her rank, or her sex?”

“Both.”

“Would you explain? I studied avust I-xih for many years, and remember there are more designations for men and women, girls, mothers, fathers in the regular language, even outside formal prefixes.”

Echarmet grimaced, showing a slice of white teeth. For a split second Hal worried she’d offended him or miscalculated, but the irritable pull of his mouth turned into an irritable smile, and that smile lingered in his voice as he said, “It is nearly impossible to have such a discussion in Aremore, because we best translate our gender designations as infant, young man, girl, man, Mother, father, and Father. To begin.”

“You said father twice, but mother once. I guessed you would have more sorts of motherhood in a place like …  the Queen …  dom …  of God’s Third Daughters? Is that the true translation of Es I-Eles-Xih A Es? I know it has nothing to do with our words Third Kingdom.”

Echarmet said, “The three references the word Xih, which you translated as queendom, but that is not accurate, for it is not a word associated with Mothers.”

“Dynasty perhaps? A bloodline?”

His eyes brightened again, and Hal felt connected to him, both of them fully engaged. He said, “The change between the First, the Second, and the Third Kingdoms was not to do with new ruling Mother-lines, but new philosophies. And so perhaps Es I-Eles-Xih A Es is …  the Third Philosophy Since the Revelation of God.”

Hal blew out a heavy breath, impressed, and glad there was more wine. “There’s nothing in the name of your land, your philosophy, to indicate you are matriarchal?”

“Just as there is no word for why our feet remain upon the ground instead of floating into the air.”

“Huh.” Hal lifted the decanter and swung it in Echarmet’s direction. The prince of Kurake Queen considered, then nodded once, firmly. She poured, then tapped the rim of her cup to his. “To articulating ourselves.”

Echarmet drained his cup.

Hal poured more and said, “So Luminous Phetira is a Godsman, even though she is a woman.”

“Only in Aremoria is she a woman. We have none in Es I-Eles-Xih A Es. Only girls and Mothers.”

“And Godsmen who were born girls?”

He inclined his head slowly. “Some. Infants become girls or young men, and girls in turn become Mothers, or remain girls, though they both may Father someone.”

“Might I call Luminous Phetira a girl?”

“If you intend to disrespect her relationship with God.”

Hal brushed her hands at him in denial. “So girls remain girls unless they become Mothers.”

“That is oversimplified, as are most such things in Aremore, but yes. Though a girl might also become a Father.”

“And why do you have fathers and …  Fathers?”

“Any man may make a child with a Mother, and so be a father, but a Father …  a Father-with-emphasis …  acts. Your mother is very much a Father to me. She taught me of who I am, of war and thinking. I think of her, in the Mother-tongue, as such, though she did not father me.”

“But she is my mother, Echarmet, and she neither mothered me.”

“She is a Mother, for Mothers are created by Motherhood, a thing that wakes in them with the getting of a child. Here you say a child quickens, but in my home we know it is a Mother who changes, who becomes life.”

Hal lifted an eyebrow. She was growing uncomfortable with this continued discussion of motherhood—and Motherhood. It seemed rather unequivocal, and Hal preferred avenues beyond the strictly anatomical to determine her fate. “I’m not sure my mother ever did, based on how I turned out.”

The Kurake prince actually laughed. “It is true, you do not …  ah …”

“I don’t reflect well on Celedrix’s mothering instincts,” Hal said sardonically, eyes wide, hardly believing he’d stumbled into such an insult.

“Hal,” he said with utmost seriousness.

“It’s all right. You’ve heard stories of me, Prince Echarmet, rumors of my lack of contentment, and here I skipped your welcome feast and showed up unannounced, to your discomfort and displeasure. I know I am no good heir.”

He said nothing but pressed his lips together. Hal did not speak on, allowing him the space to decide how to proceed as she poured more wine.

“Tigir likes you very much,” Echarmet finally said. “And she is a sister to me. I would have you and I be kin, as well, and request that you call me Charm.”

Hal smiled crookedly. “Charm. My newest sister likes all manner of terrible things. But she likes me because I’m a soldier—a knight. I drink, I laugh, I fuck, and I can beat her face into the ground with sword or fist, or even on the tournament field.”

“I have heard, too, of your prowess as a warrior.”

“If only I were meant to be a soldier, not a queen.”

“Perhaps.” He picked up his cup, seeming to study the maroon ripples. “Perhaps you can be a soldier, and then a commander, and then once you are comfortable with as such, then look to the crown. It may be a more successful leap from soldier to commander to queen than from soldier to queen.”

Leaning back, Hal chose to give in to her baser instincts and tease him again. “Meanwhile, you shall be an excellent king of Aremoria, for you have successfully proved your skill at being condescending in our language.”

For a moment, Charm froze, lips parted, wine halfway to his mouth. Then he set his cup down firmly and reached for her hand. “I would very much like to be king of Aremoria, Calepia Bolinbroke.”

Abruptly saddened, Hal allowed him her hand, even turning it over to touch palm to palm. “That makes one of us,” she murmured.




PRINCE HAL

Lionis, early autumn

THE RELUCTANT HEIR returned to her palace rooms with a light headache but an even heart. Last night’s escapades; her cold, sick sleep at the witch tree; plus the morning’s magical delight; travel; and then this complex new relationship with Charm worked to balance one another out so that Hal was neither cranky nor calm nor happy. Just a bit tired.

She begged a small page to take word to the queen that her daughter was in the palace, had already enjoyed an afternoon with Prince Charm, and now went to her chambers to sleep until supper, at which point she would join her mother and family to bear whatever lecture awaited. The boy’s eyes widened at that, and Hal promised he didn’t need to include her final sentiment, but if he did, Celedrix wouldn’t chide him for it.

Once in her rooms, Hal immediately began removing her belt to drop her sword on the sofa. She glanced to the balcony out of habit, thinking perhaps she’d drag a pillow out there and the hearth rug, too, and take her nap where she could hear the wind and the busy bustle of the palace all around. It was a fine enough day, and the chill of arriving sunset would wake her in time to eat with her family.

But a movement outside froze her in place. Hal took up her sheathed sword again and ever so slowly and silently drew it. Nobody should’ve been on the balcony; they’d have to get through her private chambers first, and only her attendants were allowed in here without her. Or, she supposed, her mother.

A grimace wrinkled her mouth as she shoved open the door and stepped firmly out, naked sword in hand.

It was the wizard.

He stood in the shady corner of the marscote, a half-circle balcony of white limestone, its railing carved into a thick vine of stone roses.

“Wizard,” Hal greeted him, lowering her sword in relief, and then she looked down at the People’s Courtyard below; it was the largest of the palace yards, paved with huge, slate tiles. All the palace residents could fit into it, plus hundreds of citizens of Lionis itself. In the old days, the king might address his people from this balcony. Isarnos the Protector and Vatta Persy had been married here, where huge crowds could cheer and bear witness.

Hal supposed she might be standing in the very place of her own soon-to-come nuptials. She sighed, but before she could say more, or lean disconsolately against the rail, the wizard spoke.

“This is where he died.”

Spinning, Hal stared. The wizard’s forest eyes were sad, his mouth soft with nostalgia. Both hands hung loose at his sides. “Who?” Hal asked, but she guessed.

“Morimaros.”

“Do you know what happened to his body?” The best stories involved Innis Lear, and sometimes magic, though Hal preferred the romantic notion that Morimaros had sailed back to the island in his final week, knowing his death approached and wishing to be buried at his lover’s side. In that version he left a loyal retainer to pose here in the palace until his death was announced. But if this wizard was to be believed, that was wrong. Wouldn’t Mora gloat to hear? She’d always insisted Morimaros would never have willingly died away from Aremore soil.

The wizard frowned. “I do not know,” he said slowly, “but I should.”

“Are you hungry?” Hal asked. “Thirsty? Did you fly up here like a raven?”

His expression lightened. “I am thirsty.”

Hal laughed and said, “I will feed you and water you, and beg for crumbs of your magic in turn, good wizard.”

“Am I?” he murmured. “Good?”

The prince studied him in the long shadows. “Aremoria is good, our wind and birds and trees, and Morimaros was good, and you were theirs, weren’t you? His, and Aremoria’s? It’s how you know this place.”

“Perhaps I killed him here, and spirited his body away.”

The words came so tenderly it took Hal a moment to understand, then she went cold.

“But,” the wizard said, “I’ve not come to kill you. That is not the riddle that whispers in my mind.”

Prince Hal loosened her grip on her sword again, forcing herself to be calm. “What is it that sings to you?”

The wizard studied her a moment, then gazed beyond her at the southwestern sky. He stepped forward so that light caught in his eyes, and the shimmer of silvery will-o’-the-wisp appeared again.

“When the star roads blaze, bring the lion’s heart home.”

Hal’s lips parted. The lion. It was a new prophecy, then? Or an additional one. For her? How could she be certain? Had she asked the earth saints and the Witch Elm for aid and their answer had come in the shape of this wizard? She clamped down on her sparking emotions and said, “That is …  obscure.”

He smiled at her, genuine amusement in the breadth of his lips. Wrinkles showed at his eyes, and he seemed realer again, more embodied. A small, coiled man with the demeanor of an army scout, not a wizard or earth saint or half raven. “It is that,” he said.

“Does it mean this lion will die?”

The wizard tilted his head. “Perhaps.”

“What if …  I’m the lion?”

He stepped nearer to her, and Hal’s pulse popped. She stared back at his ghostly eyes.

The wizard asked, “Do you know where your home is?”

Hal thought of Hotspur before she could stop herself. “Lionis, of course,” she said, dropping her mouth into a half-cocked grin. “I’m already home.” She spun a jaunty dance and fled inside.

What was happening in Aremoria, and why were the priests, prophecies, and long-dead wizards of Innis Lear gathering here?

The dragon, the wolf, the lion. The lion, the lion.

As the prince set her sword down and carefully went to the shelf where she kept her honey liquor, she imagined them together again: Hal, Hotspur, and Banna Mora.

What she only recognized later that night, as she closed her eyes to sleep, heavy with wine and flushed from arguing with her mother, was that the place she’d conjured for them to meet again was like no place she’d been in her life: a massive gray-blue fortress lined with moonlit snow, and beyond it a black, black lake, too black to reflect the sweep of stars above. The three women had faced one another on the shore, while the water lapped hungrily at their feet and a frigid wind chewed at their words.




HOTSPUR

Lionis, autumnal equinox

THE LAST TIME these five women stood together it had been to kill a king.

Today Hotspur felt similarly dire, as she waited beside her mother and Vindomata. They faced Lady Mata Blunt, Earl Ithios, and Her Majesty Celedrix.

Two and a half years ago, Hal Bolinbroke had counted among their party, bringing the number of regicides to six.

Now the queen posed before her throne, regal and tall in a deep red robe of state and black mantle. A thin silver coronet wound in her heavy hair, cool and overwhelmed by the bold fire of her authority. At her side Lady Mata wore a fine dress, no armor. The orange drapes behind the throne dais haloed them the glory of Aremoria.

Hotspur tugged at her sword belt, readjusting it to pull less awkwardly against skirt. Hers was a strange outfit in honor of the holiday, half dress and half riding armor; a deep brown leather vest laced tight and punctuated with steel diamonds and delicate-looking but functional pauldrons capping her shoulders. Her hands were bare but for three bright rings: one gold stamped with her personal crest, marking her lord of the Red Castle; one an emerald passed down from her grandmother; the final one a gift from this very Celedrix. Her midnight green skirt was split for riding and flapped against her black boots as she strode ahead of her mother and aunt, uninterested in holding back, fearless in the face of deep unease. It was she who had been summoned by the queen, she who had received an offer from the queen’s rival, she who had refused to submit to either. Her sword had been polished and sharpened, then hung in this open scabbard to display the Errigal-iron blade. Her hair was caught up in several braids, and bound against the nape of her neck with green netting and pearls.

Impractical, all of it, for the vest held her too tight for flexibility but wasn’t heavy enough to block a real attack. The best of neither world, then, and Hotspur ought to have simply worn one of her court gowns. But it was Halfsies Day, and Vindomata had insisted upon these martial additions to remind Celedrix with every glance that the Persys had put her on her throne.

Hotspur itched to demand of the queen why she’d been ordered here, but Vindomata gave her no chance. The duke spoke first, calling from halfway down the chamber: “Why, Celedrix, do you bring us here to this cradle of your authority and not welcome us as the friends and intimates we were and thought ourselves still to be?”

The queen stood tall, her slender shoulders made expansive by the black mantle. “Because I am Celedrix, as you are Mercia, regardless of whatever we once were.”

Hotspur stopped, flushing with anger at both the queen and her aunt. She said, “And I am the Wolf of Aremoria, and have done nothing to deserve the censure of my queen.”

“Yet censure is what you assume.” Celeda lifted one thin, dark eyebrow and glanced at Mata of Ithios, who was her cousin. The queen’s royal mother, Vatta Gaunt, had been the eldest daughter of Segovax, and his fourth son, Matomaros, had fathered Mata.

Mata said, “Hotspur is ablaze with her recent victories, and looks for enemies even in the most friendly heart.”

“And my excuse?” Vindomata asked in a voice as cold as Rusrike winter.

“Habits you cannot throw off,” the queen said. “Even in peace.”

“Peace? I have no peace, Celeda. My sons are dead.”

Silence stretched as the queen watched the duke of Mercia. Motes of dust clung to the rays of sunlight shining through rippled panes of window glass.

Hotspur gritted her teeth, and strove for calm as she looked away. The prince should be here. Their sixth. Hal should be here. Hotspur caught only her own reflection in the tall, gilded mirrors.

Caratica stepped forward to the first shallow stair of the throne dais, her cane making no more sound than her soft boots against the marble floor. “It is good to see you, Celeda,” Hotspur’s mother said, a soft smile pursing her lips.

The queen paused, then returned the smile. A weighty rope of years, murder, loss, and delicate loyalty connected their mouths, making their expressions mirrors to the other: one silvered and bloodred, the queen; the other green and hobbled by old injury, but certain of her footing.

Caratica said, “My daughter does not withhold prisoners from our queen.”

Hotspur burst out, “I denied that ridiculous man, not you, Celedrix! For all he represented the queen’s command, he was a poor popinjay and—and had you been there, my queen, you would have done as I did. He approached me on the field, as I tended my wounded and gave final farewell to my teacher and friend, Sir Corio de Or.”

The queen frowned, knowing the dead man well herself, and again met her cousin Mata Blunt’s look of sympathy.

Hotspur took this as leave to press on. “I was weary, tired, and in a rage of grief at Sir Corio’s death, and when your man came he demanded I give him Douglass then and there—and he did not even know his duties. He knew nothing of Burgun burial practices, and he must, to negotiate in your name!”

“It sounds,” Mata Blunt said evenly, “as if you censure the queen herself for her man.”

“If she nominated him personally, she deserves the censure,” Vindomata said, shocking every woman and guard in the room with her boldness.

Caratica murmured her sister’s name, but Hotspur was fully on her aunt’s side in this, and she declared, “He told me if not for all the blood, he might have been a soldier himself!”

Mata Blunt, who was short and stout and impossible to move when she chose to stay, snorted a laugh. “I do know Briginos of Dun, and believe this of him. Perhaps we ought to take Hotspur, and her accounting, over his. She was with us, and has been with us—he was not and has not.”

The reminder of their rebellion alliances hung like garlands around all their necks. Hotspur began to smile, thinking maybe, maybe she’d not have to accept Mora’s proposal, that they could salvage this—if only Hal were here for the exact right joke or teasing comment to move Celeda and Vindomata nearer to each other’s hearts again.

“Yet.” Celedrix brought her hands together with the appearance of casualness. “Yet Hotspur continues to deny us her hostage.”

Hotspur clenched her jaw. She held herself back as the queen stared at her, evenly and hard. Her mother had said of the queen, having known her from long decades of friendship, that Celeda only appeared casual when she was anything but. Her temper, in truth, aligned more with Hotspur’s, but the queen had learned to hide it. Hotspur began to speak, and the queen held up her hand. The garnet in the Blood and the Sea caught the afternoon sun pouring in; it flared, a tiny drop of blood.

One of the pages stationed behind the throne, on a stool against the rear wall, leapt up and dashed to his queen with a limp piece of paper. Celedrix took it and smoothed it open. Without glancing down at its content, she said, clearly reciting what had been read often enough to require no further reading: “…  and I beg of you, my queen, to send to Innis Lear for our dearest Banna Mora of the March. Not only for the urgency with which we must now defend our border against Burgun, but for the sake of friendship and history! She is our friend, and yours, and Aremore in her heart and soul, as I am, as your daughter is, reluctant though she may be to claim so. Bring Banna Mora home, on my life, my loyalty …”

The queen’s voice trailed away.

Hotspur lifted her chin in frustration and pride, careful to keep her hand off the hilt of her sword. “I mean every word, still.”

Her mother sighed softly, and Vindomata smirked.

Celedrix said, “I know your game, Hotspur Persy. You would hold Douglass and his Burgun men from me unless I send for your friend Banna Mora.”

“I do not presume to hold my queen hostage as is held my friend! The two are related only in similar circumstance, firstly that I have hostages—none I hold away from you—and second in that Mora is a hostage. That is all!”

“You are counseled by your aunt, then, to play a dangerous game.” Celeda stepped off the dais to put herself directly in Hotspur’s face. “You are sharp, Hotspur.”

“Only to cut your enemies, Celedrix. Banna Mora is not such a person!”

“She proves herself to be so, and on that barren island let her starve.”

“No!”

“Rowan Lear attacked our shores, unprovoked, taking her hostage.” Celeda spread her hands. “Yet Banna Mora married him. Chose Innis Lear. Shall our coffers be emptied to redeem a traitor home?”

“Yes!” Hotspur stomped her boot in emphasis of her passion. “No! I mean—she is no traitor, even if she beds a foreign prince. And if she is wed, then maybe not a hostage at all, so could return home without any need of ransom. Invite her home!”

“And if she has plotted with Innis Lear? If Banna Mora let them into the March? If even now she—”

“My queen—” began Caratica, while Mata Blunt reached out to grasp the queen’s shoulder.

Celedrix continued with false calm, “Do you plot with her now, Lady Hotspur? Is that why you are so keen to deny me your prisoners? You are not subtle.”

Even Vindomata slid Hotspur a warning, but Hotspur cried, “This is madness! I have no need for subtlety. Mora was loyal to you, and to Aremoria! When did she so much as hint at betraying thoughts? When did she attack you or your heir? Never! She held the March loyally, with strength, and she deserved a loyal, strong response!”

Celeda’s hand snaked out and gripped Hotspur’s jaw, forcing the younger woman’s chin up. The press of her fingers pinked Hotspur’s skin instantly. “Send me your prisoners with the speediest means, Isarna Persy, or you will hear in kind from me.”

The queen thrust Hotspur away. “Caratica, you have my leave to depart with your furious daughter and your sister. Send us your prisoners, and speak no more of Banna Mora where I may hear.”

Caratica took Hotspur’s arm as Hotspur sputtered and said, “If saints of the earth rose up to demand it, I would not send my hostages to you now!”

Celedrix glared silently, refusing to respond to such childish words, and Caratica hissed at Hotspur, dragging her daughter away with an ease that belied her injuries and the desperate tremor of her hand on her cane. Vindomata followed swiftly but with much more dignity.

Hotspur flung free of her mother and stormed to the doors, shoving them open with all her strength. She dashed into the hall, growling at a lady with elaborate yellow braids; the woman murmured in fear and hurried past on delicate slippers.

“I will speak of Banna Mora as I like,” Hotspur said.

“You will behave.”

“Aunt.” Hotspur leapt at Vindomata for succor, but the duke retained her cool expression.

“It is interesting to see Celeda settle in to being at odds with us. She is no more subtle than she accuses you of being, Hotspur.”

An understatement for all time! Rage spun through Hotspur—how dare the queen refuse to consider bringing Mora home, making this instead about Hotspur’s loyalty! And how dare she be at odds with Mercia and Perseria! After everything Vindomata had lost. Hotspur clawed at her head, tearing loose the net of pearls. The pins jerked at her hair, burning her scalp, but she threw the pearls to the floor. She’d gotten herself ridiculously dressed for this, ready and even willing to discuss that cursed Briginos and Douglass and the border battles of the summer, the March and how it held secure. She’d been ready to deny Mora’s letter and marriage proposal, spend the equinox festival with the queen, here at court, being the bright weapon sheathed at the queen’s side as she ought. But this would not stand! It was as if everything had been designed to provoke her!

Where was Hal?

“She fears Mora,” Vindomata said, coming to Hotspur’s shoulder.

Caratica mirrored her sister at Hotspur’s other side, and said, “The only wonder is that Celedrix did not dispose of the girl sooner.”

“I told her to,” Vindomata murmured.

“Mora was loyal!” Hotspur cried, throwing free of them to pace down the hall, glaring at the pages stationed beside the throne room doors and snarling with bared teeth at palace guards. She cared not if they heard her defend Banna Mora of the March—they should all be defending her! Banna Mora would have been their queen!

“Be calm, Isarna,” her mother demanded, voice low with authority.

“It would be better,” added Vindomata.

Hotspur whirled on her aunt. “Celedrix only is what she is because of you, Aunt, and you, Mother, and me and Ithios, and Vindus and Dev, and all the soldiers who died—does she throw us aside now? You, Vindomata, are the one named King-Killer, not her. You lost everything! Your sons, my cousins! She lost nothing, only to gain everything. How dare she? Especially when her own daughter—”

Caratica slapped Hotspur.

Shock silenced the knight more than pain or shame.

“You will calm yourself,” Earl Perseria said, “or you will leave us.”

Vindomata touched the flaming pink mark on Hotspur’s freckled cheek. “I would rather you remain, and listen.”

Seething, Hotspur ground her teeth. “Listen to what?”

Though Hotspur’s mother had turned her back to them, head bowed, fingers tight on the head of her cane, her aunt stepped even nearer and put her mouth to Hotspur’s ear. “Let Douglass loose, Hotspur—if he is not your prisoner, you have none to send Celeda.”

“But—”

Vindomata gripped the back of Hotspur’s head, holding their skulls close. “Listen!” she whispered. “Douglass will owe you, and you will accept his friendship—then Burgun will be sided with Perseria and the March, and you will marry Banna Mora’s brother.”

After what Celedrix had said of Mora herself, naming her traitor for wedding the Learish prince, Hotspur understood exactly what Vindomata suggested: make them all traitors. “I don’t want to start a war,” she said firmly.

“That is not the inevitable outcome.” Vindomata leaned away and let her hand trail down Hotspur’s neck with tenderness. “What it shall certainly do is show Celeda that we are not to be bullied. We are as great a family as hers, and could challenge her should we choose to. Remind her, as you said, that we put that crown on her head. We are the King-Killer.”

“That much power will force her hand,” Hotspur replied. “She can’t allow us to stand as even the promise of a threat.”

“She needs us still,” Caratica said sadly and softly, rejoining her daughter and elder sister. “Hers is a precarious position, because she did steal her crown—with our help—and she has not yet fully consolidated the will or grace of the Aremore people. It is not enough to bring trade and hold the borders.”

“If she’d embraced Mora instead of sidelining her, it would be better.” Hotspur’s voice rose again, but she pressed her mouth shut at the censuring glares from the elder women.

“If her daughter were not such a wastrel,” Vindomata said darkly.

Caratica said, “When Prince Hal marries the Third Kingdom prince, this will be moot, for he is bold, and strong. He will buy Celedrix time, even against us.”

“You met him?” Hotspur gaped. “Is he so impressive?”

“We were introduced when I went to the Third Kingdom five years ago.”

Hotspur did not know what to say.

Her mother continued, “Ardus would be with us, in the north.”

“The priest?” Hotspur frowned. Suddenly she did not like this language. With us. Nor did she like involving priests in their politics, for priests ordained new kings. Ardus’s brother had died in Celeda’s coup, alongside Vindomata’s sons. He would be eager for blood.

“Yes.” Caratica met her daughter’s hot blue gaze with a knowing calm.

Heat grew up Hotspur’s neck, flushing her cheeks, and her palms felt clammy. “I beg mercy,” she said, falling back, turning, moving quickly down the vaulted corridor.

“Hotspur,” called Vindomata. “Come back. Attend us.”

She could not.

Two and a half years ago, she’d been ordered to join her mother and aunt in rebellion. Just as Hal had been commanded by her own mother. It had been swift and decisive, and Hotspur never questioned the point or purpose. She’d not needed to. But she was a grown woman and could no longer unthinkingly obey.

To rebel again, Hotspur had to choose it with open eyes.

Her split skirts dragged at her knees and shins as she moved. She lifted them with ring-adorned fingers, grasped the pommel of her sword, and ran. Disrupted, messy curls streamed behind her. Hotspur Persy became a streak of green and red dashing through Lionis Palace to the outer bailey.

None stopped her as she passed through the gaping main gate, beneath the sharp-toothed portcullis, and burst into the city like ballista fire.

Hotspur slowed, veered west off the wide Royal Avenue, and caught her breath in the lee of a white-stone building. The sword whispered in the base of her skull.

It was festival time, and the air of Lionis lifted sharp with celebration.

The Shadow-Half Festival was called thus for the simple reason that it fell exactly between the Longest Night in winter and summer solstice, and Aremoria never had managed to extract itself entire from the wheel of the year. Elsewhere, such as on Innis Lear, this harvest time lent itself to darkness and feasts of death, to placating the spirits of the earth and readying oneself for the harsh winter. But in Aremoria, where the monarch was the sun, where star prophecies were written for babes as naming gifts then forgotten by adults, the Halfsies Day—a diminutive term coined no doubt by some drunken students—signified a chance to be someone other than who one was every other day of the year.

Rich folk tattered their skirts and put grease in their hair; the poor took circlets of ribbon or rags or autumn flowers and wore them like crowns. In the streets, those with such self-crafted crowns were bowed to and given grandiose titles, all merry, and those neither rich nor poor might wear masks of half white, half black or ears made of paper to seem like a wolf’s or elephant’s. Children gave their parents chores and parents cried and harassed their children. Women who never left home without dresses and coiffed hair put on trousers and their brothers’ shirts. Men seen every day in masculine uniform painted red on their lips and eyelids.

Aremoria faced the winter with laughter.

It was said by some in the villages, by older men and women who remembered their own grandmothers’ tales, that once on this day people had traded futures—my star for yours, this holy bone for another—and it was a time to reshape your destiny, to beg the saints of earth and heavenly bodies for new paths, new opportunities. Before Morimaros the First was king and molded the national faith closer to his own, made stars into witnesses not actors, and put earth saints to bed like slippery children.

Hal had adored Halfsies Day. She’d told Hotspur of plotting her costumes for weeks, seeking out the most elaborate, meekest of ideas for herself, then herself and Mora, and eventually all the Lady Knights: lambs with fluffs of unspun wool glued to their shirts; babies in huge wrapped diapers over their clothes, feeding each other sacks of milk. They’d put on mud and rags to blend in to the forests, with staffs of oak and necklaces of bones and feathers—they’d hissed and whispered at each other like tree-tongue wizards.

And last year, when Hotspur was still in Lionis, still burning with Hal, she’d showed up at Hal’s room wearing a Bolinbroke tabard with boot-black streaked in her hair, carrying a wooden sword and swaggering. Hal found red lip paint and dotted a hundred freckles across her own cheeks, and put on the green of Perseria, then went about yelling at everyone, demanding the dogs behave with more honor, challenging horses to duels. Oh, how they had laughed that day, and how they had spent the evening and night: blissful, languorous, inside each other.

This afternoon, in the crisp autumn wind, Hotspur heard the sound of Hal’s laughter, felt the echo of a kiss at her nape.

If Vindomata and Caratica succeeded in putting Hotspur in opposition to the queen, it would forever set her against Hal.

The wastrel prince deserved it, deserved to have her future swapped for some other, but Hotspur did not wish to be the one who put such into action.

As Hotspur wandered the upper neighborhoods of Lionis, she wished desperately Banna Mora were here, and Hal herself, and even that drunken Lady Ianta. Perhaps she could find Ter Melia, the only Lady Knight who served still in the palace. But it wouldn’t change anything.

Curse Celeda! Hotspur thought, fists tightening. She glared at passersby, flushed and pink and mostly unrecognizable. Those who knew Hotspur of Perseria knew her in silver raiment, helmeted, and riding a warhorse. They knew her with sword in hand, fire-orange hair braided tightly and bound beneath a mail hood. Bloody and triumphant, not this young woman in a gown, with costume leather armor, distressed and uncertain.

It was Halfsies Day indeed.

The streets were pressed with people heading to evening entertainments or returning from courtyard parties, all in bright spirits, brighter clothing. Some had painted their faces into masks, half red, half gold, or with a cat’s whiskers, or the scales of a fish. Hotspur was impressed by the trend: only a few years ago everyone had still used paper masks.

She paused abruptly enough that a man slammed into her from behind, cussing, then apologizing, then cussing again. Hotspur stepped away, ignoring the onslaught.

Before Hotspur could think again of the queen, or that seditious letter from Banna Mora, or this rebellious net tightening around her, before she could cut or burn or rage her way free, she had to see Hal again.




PRINCE HAL

Lionis, autumnal equinox

BOLDLY STRIPED BUT tattered banners decorated the courtyard behind the Quick Sunrise and cheering filled the air—roars of pleasure and surprise, or the occasional horrified booing as the Prince of Riot and her shadow wizard wrestled.

It was an impromptu, drunken match, and the celebrating crowd had shoved aside benches to make a square before the stone well that sank down to the hidden channels that fed Lionis. Most buildings in this low neighborhood did not have wells—they used the nearby river—and some quietly credited the presence of the well for the success of Miss Quick’s establishment. In all probability the well had nothing to do with such bounty, but Ianta certainly would not have purchased the grounds to the north and south if not for it. The old knight still ended every visit to the Quick Sunrise by pouring the final drips of her sack into the well, or if she’d forgotten to save some, spitting over the edge. It was a perfectly casual bit of heresy.

Ianta sat on the low stone edge of the well now, cheering on her prince, and beside her perched the muscled prince of the Third Kingdom. Ianta wore, in honor of the Shadow-Half Festival, a short cape of deer fur, still spotted; it covered only her shoulder and arm, and she stroked it with her other hand, imagining the poor small creature, hoping its spirit had returned to the wind. She thought it a wonderful Halfsies, for she was the opposite of a delicate prey animal, being rather huge and adept at killing. At least, once upon a time.

The Third Kingdom prince had, for the occasion, put on a full complement of Aremore attire: boots, trousers, shirt, and tunic—though the tunic hung unlaced now, thanks to the hot day and sweet sack in his blood. He’d even acquired the binding underthings worn here, and did his best not to shift uncomfortably because of what was, and wasn’t, hanging correctly between his legs. His black hair puffed around his skull uniformly, and he’d powdered it half white, half gold.

Most of the folk in the courtyard wore painted animal masks and ivy crowns, ruffled capes, and all the tumultuous, vivid colors of Aremore autumn. They drank, ate from Quick’s heavily spread sideboard—money from Hal and Ianta both had laid the groundwork for this day’s celebrations—and had been dancing, arguing, and crying insults back and forth until the moment that nameless wizard had murmured some soft thing none but Prince Hal heard. Her brown eyes popped and she insisted they wrestle. The winner would teach the other better grappling.

It was clear the wizard would win.

But to the approval of all, he dragged out the fight. Hal made such glorious, exaggerated faces when headlocked or pinned or when she nearly twisted the wizard into a hold.

They wrestled in only trousers and boots, shirtless, and Hal had unwound the Third Kingdom godscarf from her head—her Halfsies costume, naturally, to complement Charm’s—and insisted Ianta’s squire and her lover Nova help her wrap her breasts tight. Charm had said in his booming voice that in his homeland, the prince would spar as naked as her wizard, and Hal joked that they weren’t even married yet for him to already offer his wife’s breasts to the sight of strangers. The humor hit home with most of those present, but Hal intended it for Nova, who’d yet to forgive the prince for her behavior at Tenne-Tiras.

The wizard, upon presentation three nights ago, had lit all the candles in the Quick Sunrise with only a whisper and snap, then refused to perform further—therefore nearly everyone agreed he had to be quite powerful. Charlatans and witch-priests from the Rusrike or Ispania begged opportunities to prove whatever meager prowess they claimed.

It entertained Hal that everyone called him the wizard, or simply wizard. Ianta called him a fox once, clever and guessing, but his response had been too bland to offer any confirmation.

The wizard’s wiry arm curled like an oak root around her neck, holding her chokingly tight to his chest. She twisted and hooked her leg back around his knee, pulling them both down again hard. He grunted, turned, and flipped onto his back, dragging her with him so despite her being on top, he still held control.

Hal relaxed into the hold as if he were a bed, and she grinned, moaning as if with immense satisfaction. She felt the wizard’s stomach and arms stiffen, but they were surrounded by uproarious laughter.

Blue sky stretched overhead, a dome of perfect autumnal light, but soon it would dim purple, torches would light, and Hal would be late for her mother’s festival feast. She hoped she could convince Charm to skip with her and thereby avoid Celeda’s censure.

“You’ve lost interest?” the wizard said in her ear.

Hal turned her head and kissed the corner of his mouth.

Sighing at her antics, the wizard released her. She rolled onto her knees, sparing a glance to check that her chest remained bound. The wizard snapped up into a crouch, still coiled and ready.

Hal stood, held out her hand, and blessedly a cup of sack was thrust into it. She drank, then lifted it. “To my wizard, who now must teach me his moves!” Wiggling her hips to change the meaning of the words, Hal tipped the cup at him. He slowly stood, all controlled energy, and took the cup from her. They both knew the flirting was performance, and truly he did not seem to mind.

The wizard drank and handed the cup back to her, then bowed as a servant to a prince. He went to collect his long shirt from the woman who’d begged to hold it for him. Shrugging it back on, he said, “You have too much to learn for a lifetime of teaching, Prince.”

“I’ll teach you, Hal,” Nova said, and kissed her.

Glad for the touch, the casual flirt after a week’s tension, Hal kissed back and smiled against Nova’s cheek, adding a peck that was no act, only a glad gesture for a lover. She took Nova’s hand. “Sit with me, and let’s see who else will perform.”

“If only,” called Ianta Oldcastle from the well, “we had someone present who could challenge this handsome beast with his Sun and Moon swords!”

It was Charm to whom the knight looked, and despite his Aremore attire, he’d not left off the harness that crossed his chest and secured his two curved swords to his back.

“Charm has promised to instruct my little sisters with those swords,” Hal said. “So, one day we’ll have Tigir come and show us.”

“Not Vatta?”

Hal pulled herself straight, put on an overly serious face, and raised her chin. “Lady Vatta does not perform like a clown,” she said, stretching her voice a tad higher.

Charm said, “It should be admired that she takes swordwork very seriously.”

“Oh, Charm.” Hal smiled like a villain. “I will take your sword as seriously as I must, for the good of Aremoria.”

Nova groaned and Ianta smacked her own forehead, and half the crowd shrieked laughing. Hal flung out her arms and bowed with a smirk. Such jokes were all too easy to come by.

The Third Kingdom prince met her twinkling gaze and shook his head slightly. But the corner of his wide mouth twitched. He bore her teasing so well, Hal was forced to like him. She still did not know what she would do with him.

As a pair of women—sisters, Hal thought—took the impromptu stage to sing a riddling song, Hal shoved herself between Ianta and Charm, perching on the well with her knees wide enough that Nova could sit on the ground and lean between them. The wizard stood across from her, shrugging into his plain leather jacket. He might seem almost civilized. Except he’d braided little bone-and-bead charms into his thick wild hair, and that pesky silver ghost light in his eyes, which none seemed to notice but Hal.

“This is a grand song,” Ianta said, clapping her hand on Hal’s thigh. Hal leaned against Ianta, humming along the countermelody. It was a story of twins who played at being one person so long, even they forgot who they were apart, until the night both arrived at an assignation with their lover, and the man was shocked, then nearly died with double the pleasure—perfect, ribald, appropriate for Halfsies Day.

Hal finished her cup of sack, gratefully accepting the dregs of Charm’s when he noticed hers empty. So very solicitous he was, charming, indeed, and stolid. Here her mother had served her a consort on a platter: handsome, good, ready, and ambitious. Not cruel, only as violent as Hal liked in her warrior-lovers. She ought to be thrilled, but thinking of bedding him, again and again, him sticking inside her, wove in Hal a special tangle of nausea.

Sometimes, when drunk enough, Hal envied those women who welcomed any sort of body to their bed. But most of the time she was glad to disdain masculine flesh—Ianta, too, had never bothered with men.

Hotspur said once, If only one of us were a man, wistful and easy, as if it would solve all their problems.

In the courtyard of the Quick Sunrise, Hal’s guts clenched, and every time she stopped cheering, drinking, being loud, her throat went tight. It was the day, she told herself. The day’s festival only, nothing else.

She ought to have stayed in bed today, huddled and aching from missing Hotspur.

But Ianta would know why, and so Hal had forced herself out, forced herself to play and dance and tease Charm and Nova both. She could do it.

At the end of the sisters’ performance, Ianta herself heaved up off the well’s rim and strode to center stage. “Good folk of Lionis, I am Ianta Oldcastle, lady of knights, friend to kings and princes, lover of women and seeker of magic, wind-whisperer, sword-crusher, and—”

Hal threw the remains of sack in her cup at Ianta, laughing. “What will you perform, oh mighty giant?”

Ianta drew herself up with exaggerated dignity. “A tale of greatness born, from a century ago,” she began, drawing it out to turn and eye people at every edge of the courtyard stage.

“Morimaros the Great!” cried Nova, knowing the start of this tale. Her call was echoed by many, and Ianta flapped her hands for quiet from her audience.

It was Ianta’s favorite story, of the battle Morimaros won against Diota when he was no more than Captain Mars, commander and soldier. His identity—that he was the heir to the throne—had been known to only a few friends. From the battlefield he’d emerged with glory as his mantle, but before his soldiers came a royal messenger with white flags. The king, Morimaros the First, was dead, and his son now was king. The messenger cried it loud for all to hear, summoning Mars to take the ring, the Blood and the Sea, and put off his everyman-self, his facade of simple soldier. He must now be King Morimaros.

Would that Hal could rebirth herself from obscurity as Mars had. Whether Prince Mars had built his legend deliberately or not, it was one of the best tales, and everyone loved him for working as a common man for a while, even a hundred years later.

Charm leaned toward Ianta, listening—oh, he had never heard the story! Hal smiled, clutching the rim of the well. All eyes were riveted to Ianta. If Hal leaned back, if she fell softly into the black pit of the well, how long before it would be noticed?

Nova would realize, would feel the empty air where once Hal’s legs rested to either side of her shoulders. Nova would mourn, knowing there was no point to gathering rope to climb down and down into the dark where Hal’s body crumpled, curled like a babe in a cradle, at the base of the well. Embraced by black water.

It sounded peaceful to Hal. Noise would find her, but muffled, and for an hour or so every day the sun would pierce down the shaft. That was all the sun a prince like her needed.

Hal called for more sack and fisted her hand in Nova’s hair to anchor herself to life. Nova tilted her head back, lips parted, pale eyes begging. So Hal kissed her. She licked at her tongue, planted kisses along Nova’s jaw—her hands she held to herself, working nothing but mouth parts.

Beside her Charm shifted, and Hal wondered if he liked it or only grew angry. Before Hal could choose to press or withdraw from her lover, that name she could never ignore darted through the noise of the courtyard:

“Hotspur!”

Hal jerked her head up, and there Hotspur stood, framed by the arch of two columns supporting the balcony above. The crowd had parted, and it had been Ianta who’d said the other knight’s name with surprise and pleasure.

Hotspur was still the most beautiful creature Hal had ever seen.

Fury pinked her cheeks and her fire hair straggled around her square face, braided and messy, falling in chunks nearly to her waist. She wore a dark green dress and a leather vest studded with silver that bound her breasts flat, pinching in her waist. Her sword pulled at her hips. Hotspur’s bright eyes pinned Hal, gouging her, and Hal’s lungs constricted.

The knight—the wolf, Hal’s mind flailed—stalked into the courtyard. Hal stood, inadvertently nudging Nova out of her way, and stepped off the well, to the uneven cobbles of the courtyard. “Do you—do you want a drink?”

“No, I do not want a drink.” Hotspur pressed her mouth shut, grasped her sword’s pommel with one hand, and said, “I want—I want you …”

As Hotspur sputtered, Hal’s heart sparked, warming.

But Hotspur added, “I want you to not be here, I want you to be better—I needed you today, and you should have been at my side.”

“I’ll go now, anywhere you say,” Hal said, bursting forward the final steps. She did not quite touch Hotspur, but her hand fluttered at her side with wanting to.

“I don’t need you now, Hal, I needed you hours ago, facing your mother’s summons.” Hotspur’s voice rose. It needn’t, for not a single person in the entire courtyard breathed: they leaned in, desperate to hear.

“Are you—are you all right?” Hal hadn’t known Hotspur was in the city, and of course nobody at the palace had told the prince Celedrix had sent for Hotspur.

Hotspur sneered. “It’s not me you need to worry on. If you’d been there, Hal—if you weren’t such a degenerate, a—a drunk! Look at you, here!” Hotspur flung her arms around, gesturing at everything. “And dragging your—your— You should be at court, performing as a prince, even if you can’t manage to make yourself one in actuality.”

“But she is a prince, Isarna Persy” snapped Nova, appearing there beside them. “And you shouldn’t speak so baldly to her. She’s your better.”

Hal felt gutted at the words, knowing them false; she deserved Hotspur’s censure. She couldn’t stop staring at the delicate lashes framing Hotspur’s eyes, at the trailing freckles.

Those angry eyes narrowed on Nova, and Hotspur nodded. “Nova Irris. How disappointing to find you here, too, fallen with Ianta and Hal. You could be amongst my retainers, or my aunt’s. You could still be in the queen’s service if you’d tried.”

Nova scoffed. “I was to be a Lady Knight, and when that title was torn from my future, I followed who I loved. I refused to settle for a consolation prize.”

“Instead you settled for sour wine and gutters.”

“Being with Hal is not settling, it is rising.”

“Nova,” Hal said carefully, shifting away from her: Hal buzzed, she floated; she was not fully present in her body. This was not real—no, she was supposed to meet Hotspur again alone, and sober, or at least calm.

Hotspur saw the shift, saw Hal remove herself from Nova’s protection, and shook her head. “See, Nova? Hal will not claim you when it is hard. She will not be loyal.”

The words were a hammer against Hal’s heart, freezing rain on her head, dripping down her body.

Nova said, “You left us. Hal never even had a chance to stand with you. You left!”

Hotspur only shook her head again, watching Hal.

And Hal understood why. Though Nova did not seem to notice, they were not speaking of themselves. “I argued for ransom, again and again, all winter,” Hal said. “I tried. I did try, Hotspur.”

The energy around them crackled as folk grew anxious—some could not hear, and others would defend their Prince of Riot. Hal sensed Ianta standing to the side, her attention sorrowful, longing; and burly Charm nearby, curious but there at Hal’s back. She did not deserve his support.

“Try!” yelled Hotspur. “I don’t care if you begged or argued! I don’t care what you said or think you said to try and convince Celeda to bring her home! Everyone knows what you are now, Hal, everyone—Prince of Riot! Drunk, whoremonger! Irresponsible! You might have made the most eloquent pleading speech on her behalf, and it wouldn’t have mattered, because the reason Celeda needs her gone is you!”

Hal backed away.

But Hotspur stepped in again and hit the side of her fist on the bare white skin above the godscarf binding Hal’s chest. “If you were a better prince, your mother would have no reason to fear Banna Mora!”

Chaos erupted, calls of horror at the name, or cheers because the people remembered Mora, missed her—everyone’s opinion was divisive.

There was nothing Hal could say. Hotspur remained there, fist against Hal’s chest, and she was trembling—or Hal was, or both of them. “I came here to see you,” Hotspur said, quieter now.

“I miss you,” Hal said, only her voice didn’t arrive. Her lips moved, her tongue, but there was only sack and disappointment and fear inside her.

Hotspur’s hand fell out of its fist, and she slid it up Hal’s neck until a rough thumb touched oh so lightly to Hal’s jaw. Hal moved nearer, almost gasping. Hotspur leaned up, her mouth bent in a sad, full frown.

“My Hal is dead,” Hotspur whispered.

It was like dying, to hear it.

Hotspur turned her back on Hal. Away she strode, finished with this battlefield, eager and ready for the next: Hal recognized that walk. This battle was over for Hotspur, while Hal hadn’t even chanced an attack, or formed a strategy. It was over, and she hadn’t known it was coming.

“Hotspur!” Hal croaked, reaching desperately after her.

The fiery knight glanced over her shoulder, and there were tears streaking her cheeks. “I wanted you to choose better, Hal Bolinbroke. That’s all I wanted, today, of all days—for you to find your better half, and to be her.”

And then Hotspur was gone, piercing through the crowd like the sword she was, and Hal couldn’t breathe. Nova spat an insult, Ianta sighed, Miss Quick shared around more cups and poured more wine. Charm stared after Hotspur, and there was enough admiration in his confused brown gaze that Hal nearly cried.

But tears weren’t for her anymore.




THE WIZARD SLIPPED into a shadow and followed that ferocious light through the Quick Sunrise, and onto the ramshackle street outside. He kept sight of her bright hair as she determinedly pushed through celebratory crowds, up and up toward the palace, but he could’ve followed her over miles for the eddies and spikes she cast in her wake, churning the wind. That was why he followed, he told himself, that and the sword at her side, the whispering, eager sword whose name he remembered. Unlike the wizard, the sword still bore the same name it had known for a hundred years.

There was a third reason the wizard followed Lady Hotspur, the real reason: Choose better.

The wizard had heard such a command before. Lifetimes ago, during a storm.

Choose me, and everything, that other queen had said.

He hadn’t obeyed.

The more he remembered, the more he identified with his lion prince, and he wondered if somehow, this woman would help Hal more than he himself had been helped. Or if Hal could accept what he had not, before the end.

The wizard followed Lady Hotspur out of the city, then stopped. She rushed and raged away, setting off to the north, and his place was here, close to Hal. But he thought, as the woman pulsed and burned, that perhaps his lion did not carry her heart within her own chest.




BANNA MORA

The Summer Seat, autumn

IT WAS LATE. Mora’s head buzzed with the voice of the ocean wind, wordless but heavy with meaning. She’d shared her plans with Queen Solas and her sister, Ryrie, then eaten her fill of their dinner and shared drinks, listening as the sisters told stories about the deaths of the great queens. Queen Dalat died for love and star prophecy, to save her daughters; Elia drowned in the Tarinnish, drawn there by some voice in the wind; Gaela died midsentence, in the great hall, when her heart stopped; Astora by a stray arrow, the shooter never named—was it murder, accident, earth saint? This, Solas did not know, but it had made her queen. Ryrie told five different stories of the future, predictions as to how her sister would die, but they were full of teasing and dramatic proclamations, and Ryrie insisted she herself would die in bed. Though Mora sat ill at ease, she found herself drawn in, picturing the queens’ bloody or simple, watery or violent or peaceful deaths as the sisters goaded each other.

The folk of Innis Lear were dire in their humor.

She did not ask how they imagined she herself would die. The answer was fire. But Mora did not intend for it to be until this child in her had grown strong and ready to inherit a joined crown of Aremoria and Lear.

Only at the end did they mention their imaginings had been spurred by one of the many prophecies whispered across the island: The hemlock queen will die.

“Is that a …  the hemlock queen is the queen of Innis Lear?”

“Any queen made by the hemlock ritual,” Solas said with gentle danger.

Mora stared openly at Solas, and the queen held her gaze, then casually sipped her wine. “How do you joke about this prophecy,” Mora asked, furious, “when you take them so seriously, too?”

Solas laughed sweetly. “I know I will die, one day. Everyone shall. And if the stars see it, Mora, I cannot fight it. I can only plan, share, protect myself. My sister knows, my retainers know, and we make peace with the possibility. But we do not give in to it. Do not worry, I promise not to poison myself, and I do rather hope the prophecy will reveal some other answer than my death. Though I would rather it be mine than yours.” And the queen’s gaze softened. She knew, somehow, of Mora’s condition.

If Mora died before the Longest Night, so would her child.

Queen Queen Queen, the wind whispered in her ear as she climbed the stairs to the tower room she shared with her husband. Retainers in dark blue, with bright stars on their tabards, waited in shadowy nooks at regular intervals, and Mora was trailed by two women ready to help her out of her clothing and into a bath. But when she reached the chamber door, she asked the retainer there if Rowan already had retired. At the positive response, she dismissed the women and entered alone.

The door sighed as she closed it behind her. Darkness shaped the room into slick shadows and pockets of blackness. Rowan had not lit any fire, but moonlight drifted in from the bedroom. Mora walked slowly, stretching her neck as she went, and touched her still-flat belly.

Rowan stood with his back to the door, hands on the stone sill of one of the three windows opening out of their bedroom. Moonlight transformed his hair into a veil of silver that spilled over the thin blue robe hanging off his shoulders. The hem billowed slightly in the gentle salt breeze. Otherwise her husband was naked. Beside his hand a bowl of tiny white flowers bloomed, brilliant as stars. Hemlock. He always had some, even before he’d poisoned her; kept it fresh by gathering new clusters at every dark moon throughout the year, for hemlock always bloomed on Innis Lear. To him, he said, it served as a reminder of the island’s star-fed power; to Mora the hemlock was a reminder that her husband had betrayed her once already.

“I’m pregnant,” she said.

The pronouncement dropped hard onto the floor between them. Many things had been hard between them lately. Mora tried, but most days she was too coldly angry at him. He knew why, and did not press.

Turning now, Rowan stared at her. His eyes seemed black and silver in the glancing moonlight, and his lips parted; he said, “What?” and came to her, crossing the woven rug on silent bare feet.

“I’m pregnant,” Mora repeated.

His face transformed to certain delight and he touched her cheeks. Mora shivered but allowed the touch: he slid his fingers delicately down her neck, over her breasts, to her stomach where his hands became pale spiders, long-fingered and exploring. He gripped her hip with one, splayed his other hand across her belly, and sighed.

His cool breath smelled of some gentle, bitter drink. It danced along her jaw, oddly familiar. Rowan reached for the laces of her doublet, deftly unknotting them and slowly drawing them free until the left side was unbound, loose under her arm. Mora remained still but for placing her hands on his shoulders. Sex was the one thing between them that hadn’t changed since their wedding.

But as Rowan began on the laces under her right arm, his fingers slowed. He drew a deep breath and held it. His eyes blinked lazily, then again, and it took a slight moment before he opened them again.

“Rowan?” Mora said softly, putting a palm to his cheek. It was cold, but then, the wind sliding in through the window was cool and spiked with salt.

“I …” He shivered very slightly. She’d not have noticed if she hadn’t had both hands on him.

Suddenly Rowan dropped to his knees. He swayed and licked his lips.

Mora’s gaze darted past him to the windowsill and the hemlock. That was the familiar smell on his breath.

Her husband gripped her hips, fingers digging in to hold himself upright. In the darkness, his hair seemed to glow and he whispered something in the language of trees: she thought she heard her name, and the word for stars, then rootwater.

Stunned, Mora stepped away from him, shoving his hands free of her. The sudden movement affected him like violence, and he jerked back, falling, and caught himself rigid against the floor. His shoulders bowed; his back arched. He groaned quietly.

Hot blood rushed in Mora’s veins. It was a roar in her ears, her body’s own furious language. Rowan was dying at her feet. She could allow it.

Mora barely breathed as he shuddered and slowed below her, as he stretched out his arms, sprawling on the floor, loose robe flared like dark wings. Rowan rolled onto his back, mouth open, and stared up—no, through the ceiling toward the starry heavens, gaze sharp. Air hissed through his teeth like whispering leaves.

He deserved to die by this poison, for having given it to her unawares. And Innis Lear would not punish or ruin Mora. She understood deep in her gut. This would be the judgment of the island. Her judgment. Even Solas would grant this right to her, and Ryrie Lear and Owyn Glennadoer. Perhaps this was the prophecy, for wasn’t Rowan a hemlock queen, too?

Queen queen queen, whispered the wind, ruffling the hemlock blossoms hard enough three petals broke free and tumbled off the sill.

The bedchamber was a black well, both swirling and still; Mora’s feet were sturdy on the ground but her blood raced and spun; she was hot and cold, jagged and soft.

Rowan Lear deserved to die for what he’d done to her.

But Mora did not deserve to have to live without him.

Tears burned down her face as she stepped over her husband. Beside the hemlock bowl rested a similar pewter bowl half filled with clear water. The surface rippled; there in the center was a shivering reflection of the moon.

Mora lifted it in both hands, awed and breathless, feeling as if she lifted the moon itself between her palms. She returned to her numb, quiet husband and stepped across him, one foot on either side of his hips. There she crouched, kneeling over him to set the bowl on his chest. She dipped a finger into it and touched his mouth; his lips were cold.

“Rowan,” she murmured, and then lifted the bowl to her own lips to drink. The rootwater tasted like floral perfume, like smoke and rainwater, lightning and wine. She gulped it down, but for a swallow, and then bent over Rowan. Mouth tingling and full, she kissed him. She kissed with all her heart: anger, betrayal, lust, and hope. Need, as well, and that elusive spark of love.

Rootwater spilled over his tongue from her own, and she did not stop. Mora kissed his mouth, his jaw, down to his neck, pushing aside tangles of moon-gold hair. She dragged her hands down his chest, finding every swirl of light hair, every scar, every ridge of muscle. She licked his collarbone, scraped her teeth against his nipples, tasting his skin because it was hers to do with as she liked. And Banna Mora moved to kiss him again, then spilled the last of the rootwater from the bowl against his chest and lips. “Rowan Lear,” she said, an invocation.

Breath puffed from his mouth and his eyes flew open. He grabbed her hips, and Mora kissed him harder. One of his legs lifted beneath her, nudging her tighter to his chest, and she felt his arousal against her inner thigh.

Mora stood, despite his soft cry of distress. She shoved off her boots and unlaced her trousers, peeling them down and away, and her stockings, everything until she was naked below the belly.

Rowan watched her from the floor, dazed, a shadowy flush across high cheekbones. His body was limp and lazy, but for that erection. Mora settled herself atop him once more, wishing she had another sip of the rootwater to smear across his belly and loins. She slid herself along him instead, laughing triumphantly to think she did not need any island water; within her was a well of her own: fertile, dark, longing.

Her laughter pulled a smile across his mouth, and Rowan touched her bare knees, not helping so much as stroking her skin as Mora located him between her thighs. She moaned as she moved, letting her head fall back at the pleasure, the victory.

Their cries mingled in rhythm, becoming a duet with the wild ocean wind, a conversation beyond the language of trees.

Rowan grasped her hips again, surging up to sit, wrapping his arms around her as she shook and laughed, kissing his forehead. She ran her fingers through his long hair. Her ears rang.

Her husband slowly finished his earlier project of removing her doublet, then gripped the collar of her shirt and tore it down the middle. Mora laughed again and helped slip free. A film of sweat coated her entire body. She held on tight to Rowan, with every muscle, relieved in his embrace. He sighed, pressed his cheek to her shoulder. He said a thing in the language of trees, and the wind blew, translating for her:

I am yours, Banna Mora.

“Yes, you are,” she said.

“Hold on to me.” Rowan gave her a moment to comply, and then climbed to his feet; Mora hugged him with arms and legs, clinging like a tenacious vine. He moved through the moonlight to their bed, then toppled over.

Mora lay naked and cooling, limp with aftershock but already wondering how long before her knees would hold her upright again. She would go to the windowsill, knock that fucking hemlock into the ocean, and then bend out toward the sky. She would invite Rowan to join her there, bury himself in her again as she gave her hair to the grasping fingers of the wind and cried and laughed with the great white moon.

“You look very pleased with yourself,” he murmured, spreading his hand across her sternum. His hand was hot.

Looking, she met his eyes. The thick, straight hair falling around them both had twisted into sweaty waves at his temples. “You nearly died, Rowan Lear.”

He kissed her, slow and deep, as if to suck any last drops of rootwater from her teeth.

Mora made a fist in his hair and pulled him back. “Why?”

“Poison,” he whispered.

“You said it was for queens. After all this, you would take the throne from me?” Mora tried to push heat into her tone, but doubt obfuscated her anger.

Rowan sat beside her, crossing his legs. He touched her forehead where a crown would rest, then petted her curls. “I have taken hemlock monthly for …  years.”

She looked at him as if he were mad; perhaps he was. They said kings on Innis Lear always succumbed to madness.

“The island purifies my blood, transforms it into rootwater,” the prince continued. “So long as it accepts my sacrifice, I know it accepts my service, as well as my actions.”

Breathless with shock, or horror, or perhaps an awful admiration, Mora sat, too. “It’s a test? To be certain Innis Lear …  agrees with you.”

Rowan shrugged delicately, seemed to remember the blue robe still hung off his shoulders. He peeled it off and tossed it to the floor where it lay like a rippling pond sprung up from the castle stones. “Would you like to join me?”

“I will not. I passed your test once, and the island did its magic. I am satisfied; are you not?”

“Banna Mora, I am immensely satisfied with you.” His voice thickened and then his gaze lowered to her belly.

She allowed herself a small smile and took his hand, touching it to her skin just over the mound of her well. “Soon he will push back.”

“He?” Rowan’s startled eyes flew to hers.

Mora opened her mouth but found nothing to say.

“Well, my aunt will not be pleased.” Rowan himself sounded pleased and amused.

“It is only a word that slipped out,” Mora protested, knocking his hand away. “I may have a daughter.” She turned onto her side, but dragged him down behind her. Rowan complied, wrapping around her, hugging her flush to his front. His breath stirred the curls at her temple.

For a time they were silent, as the wind tickled the hemlock at the window and the moonlight changed course, passing the night. Finally, Rowan said, “You considered letting me die.”

“You poisoned me once.”

“I love you. I knew what you were.”

Mora closed her eyes. “You did not trust me.”

“I do.”

“Now that neither of us has a choice.”

“I was born without choices: I am what I am, and reach for that which I reach, Banna Mora. You reach for the same.”

“My crown was stolen from me.”

“We will reclaim what you are owed.”

Mora hummed. “You are careful with your words.”

“When I speak with the breath of rootwater and hemlock, it is important not to invoke without specificity.”

Laughter burst from Mora, startling even her. Her husband grumbled and bit her earlobe. His hands wandered down her belly, up again to her breasts.

She said, “You’re a hemlock queen, too. You could be the one the stars mean. Or me.”

Rowan’s hands fell still. Mora’s body tightened, her skin and her guts, and it seemed even her womb thickened into a hard rock of fear. “There are so many messy prophecies these nights. Who told you of that one?”

“Your mother.”

Slowly, Rowan nodded. “If it is a true foretelling, yes. I could be the one. Or you.”

“Who has felt safe in a thousand years,” she whispered, quoting an Aremore poem.

Her husband turned the line into a melody, and lulled her to sleep with his song.




HOTSPUR

Northern Aremoria, autumn

IT WAS A perfect autumn day, blustery but jewel toned from the sapphire sky to the topaz fields, trees dripping garnet and amber where they no longer were green. Hotspur could not push through her fretting and fury to enjoy it, however much she tried.

She’d been alone on the road for six days, and in two more would be home to Red Castle, or if she turned north, Annyck in a handful of hours. She was hungry and cranky, endeavoring not to impress her mood through her seat and into her horse. Hotspur patted the mare borrowed from Vindomata’s Lionis stable. She was a hard worker and did not complain of these long days or the foraged food.

The horse did not deserve Hotspur’s moods.

For stretches of time, Hotspur breathed easily and let her mind wander to the winter, to fires and cold winds, to rebuilding the damned barracks fence and putting her retainers through winter exercises. Trekking to Annyck for the Longest Night supper, and her promise to Corio that his wife and daughter would be warm and cared for at her own hearth this season. Only unexpectedly, her thoughts would shift to Hal Bolinbroke half-naked, practically having sex right there in public, drunk and reluctant and yet still so charismatic and handsome that every person was inexorably drawn to her. If Hotspur had stayed in Lionis last autumn, would Hal be better?

Hotspur had to let out a growl or cry of sheer frustration and hurt when her thoughts slipped along that path. Hal Bolinbroke could not be her responsibility!

She thought, too, of setting Douglass of Burgun loose, sending him home with a promise of friendship, so that then she could tell Celedrix that she no longer had hostages. A workable, certain strategy, but so slippery and non-confrontational when all Hotspur wished for was direct action. She ought to be able to press her advantages, lay out the realities, and a smart, capable queen would simply agree with her.

Bolting from the city had felt dangerous and rightly so, then pushing hard and harder up the north road until the sun vanished and the mare’s sides heaved. That brought Hotspur up with guilt and she set camp immediately, pampering the horse with a running commentary on what a beautiful, endearing, sweet creature she was until she was relaxed and sated. Then Hotspur saw to herself, but she didn’t sleep. She paced all night, putting herself through exercises when sleep proved impossible. By dawn the sweat had dried and she trembled with physical exhaustion, so managed to doze for an hour or two.

So most of the nights had gone—Hotspur still did not know what to do that would not end her entire world.

Go home. Free Douglass. Write to Banna Mora accepting marriage to her brother.

It put a cringe on her face whenever she thought of it. She felt her choices were being taken away from her, yet did not know exactly what she would choose if she could.

Tears burned her cheeks again as she turned her strong little mare off the road. She wiped them away before they stuck and dried. More followed, and Hotspur did not care. This raw emotion deserved its time. When it was over, she would bury her love for Hal Bolinbroke. She knew exactly where.

The tree grew a half-day’s ride southwest of Red Castle, the old oak tree with limbs so heavy they leaned down against the earth. Its trunk was as wide as the spiral stair at Annyck, rough and deep brown, with boles and gray scars. It put out wide-fingered leaves and oblong acorns. This time of year those leaves were uniformly yellow—like stained glass. Hotspur thought she’d roast some of the plentiful acorns and see if she could sleep between the thick roots. The whispering sword might go quiet so near the bosom of its creation. The last time Hotspur had been there, not only did the tree gift her with this sword, but also with a sense of knowing herself and her destiny. She’d cried to the storm that she only wished to be as strong as the roots of Aremoria.

Hotspur dismounted, never doubting the mare would follow at her leisure, and pushed into the bright, summery chapel of the oak’s gold-leafed branches, arching like rafters, dipping down again toward the earth.

But she was not alone.

A young man crouched at the heart of the oak’s grove, focused on the beginnings of a fire: sticks and dry leaves in a circle of small stones. Only his did not burn, and he used no flint or steel to spark it. He held one pale hand over it as if the fire might light itself with the power of wishing.

Hotspur tilted her head, inspecting him. He’d clearly not heard her approach, and so mustn’t be a forester; she’d not moved quietly at all. He was clean, newly clean, but his jacket less so. Mud streaked the cuffs, splotching along the hem. His trousers were cut in Learish style, the knees darkened green with grass stains. His boots were muddy, too. In fact, this traveler seemed to have been on the road for a long while. Rips scoured the chest of his linen shirt and the left shoulder of his jacket. There, to the side, a wool cloak spread, half hanging from the oak. He must have found the stream a quarter mile west of here and washed his body, but few of his clothes. A good choice, if he’d not known how cold it would grow when the sun set.

Black hair curled thickly around his head. His skin was tan, from either birth or the sun, she couldn’t tell; his full lips frowned, and Hotspur thought him rather attractive, if young and helpless seeming. He reminded her of someone, or perhaps they’d met as children. It was that sort of familiarity: distant and remembered, rather than intimate.

Beside him on a small cloth were two dozen acorns.

The man whispered a single sharp word, snapped his hand over the built fire—and nothing happened.

He sighed.

Wind shivered the oak in a similar sigh, then puffed at his curls, and the man startled, then suddenly looked up and directly at her.

“Hello,” he said, his voice full of surprise and something more …  open. In his angular face, his dark eyes were like shadowed moons.

She said, “This is my oak.”

“Um,” he responded, glancing up at the brown-and-gold lattice ceiling. His lips parted and his lashes batted against the bright, filtered light.

Hotspur suddenly felt ridiculous for saying such a thing. “It’s on my land, I mean,” she corrected herself irritably. She’d intended to be alone here, with the oak, her memories, and her sword. Rage, cry, and then bury her heart under the roots. How could she even begin to let go of Hal Bolinbroke and her childish dreams with a stranger taking up space and—and even preparing to roast acorns, which had also been her intention!

But the man looked at her again and smiled. “Perhaps I was waiting for you, then. I was wondering why she wished me to remain.”

Curling her mouth in distaste at the personification of the tree, Hotspur glared. His smile was so innocent, though, so simply pleased, her glare fell to pieces. “Did you soak the acorns?” she demanded, stomping the rest of the way into the grove.

“Ah, I planned to, but the fire is taking some time.”

“How have you survived without being able to make a basic fire?” Hotspur dropped her saddlebag with a thump and dug into it for a flint. In mere moments she had flames licking at his tinder.

The man watched her instead of answering, and Hotspur felt a flutter of interest: he was lovely and maybe could provide a way to bury Hal. Hotspur did not partake of any of the usual spoils of being handsome and admired, titled and successful. Men flirted with her, but as with Douglass she put them off. She’d never been with anyone but Hal, for none but Hal had tempted her, and those few times she’d considered it, there seemed no benefit to forcing herself to find some desire. Hal was too bold in her memory, too glorious and amazing, and those memories had been everything to Hotspur.

Perhaps to banish them, Hotspur must take more determined steps. That certainly had been Hal’s plan. Besides, if Hotspur were to marry Mora’s brother, making herself less inexperienced with men could prove advantageous.

“I’ll fetch water,” she said, waving at the acorns. If they didn’t soak, they’d be too bitter and twist the stomach.

“I was going to boil them,” the man answered softly.

“Now we can,” she answered. Then she left to find her horse and tromp through the forest with the pot to collect fresh water.

When she returned with the full pot and refilled drinking pouches, nudging the mare ahead, the man had built up the fire and cleared the grove of deadfall. His cloak hung better secured, rather like a bright blue backdrop, and he’d laid out more food upon the acorn cloth: mushrooms and blackberries.

“I have no meat,” he said.

“No wonder you’re so skinny.” Hotspur set the water down, assuming he’d see to the nuts, and she loosened her saddle, dragging it off the horse to prop over one of the low-swooping oak branches. She rubbed the mare down and tied a feedbag with the last of the oats to her head. They’d be at Red Castle late tomorrow, and there was a good meadow off the road for grazing.

The man had stood, and when Hotspur wiped sweat from her brow and shucked free of her leather jacket, he held out a handful of the berries.

She plucked one and ate it: the flavor was full and perfect. Better than she’d expected for this late in the season.

“The brambles know how to hide the best,” he said softly. His accent lilted Learish, and Hotspur felt a low reluctance to ask his name.

“Thank you,” she said, wondering how to do it flirtatiously. Hal could flirt with the subtlest flick of her brow or a shift in tone. Hotspur ate another berry, slower, and studied the man’s eyes: mostly shards of green and darker green, a center of brown.

He did not blink as she did so, holding her gaze with a solidity that grounded her to the earth.

Hotspur forgot what she was doing, then came back to herself with a little gasp. Her skin prickled; this was danger. She found the hilt of her sword and gripped it.

The iron’s tingle started up in her skull, faster and more scattered than usual.

The man’s lips parted and his gaze flickered down. “It’s Errigal steel. And …  burning.”

Frowning, Hotspur leaned away. “It’s not hot.”

He narrowed his eyes thoughtfully, put his hand toward the blade but didn’t move nearer. “I mean …  it says …  it burns. It is eager, the sword is eager to burn, and likes you.”

“Oh no.” Hotspur laughed. “My sword does not speak.”

The strange young man appeared unconvinced.

He was a few inches taller than her, and nearly the same width. She wondered if there were muscles under that shirt or just skin and bones. The shape of his shoulders suggested some strength, but enough for her?

Hotspur wasn’t even certain herself what that meant. She scowled.

“I can make a fire,” he said.

It startled a laugh from her, and she glanced at their already burning fire. “I think we’re taken care of.”

“I only meant to tell you, so you know. I can. Just not with magic.”

“I can’t make a fire with magic, either,” she said generously.

The man watched her as she took large steps to that very fire and plopped down, having forgotten for a moment she was supposed to be flirting. Oh well, either he’d like her as she was enough for an affair or he wouldn’t. She patted the ground beside her, lifted her brows invitingly, and then proceeded to dump his collected acorns into the pot of water. Then she set it in the fire.

He joined her quietly, kneeling. “Are you Lady Hotspur?”

Blowing hair out of her face, she nodded. Her reputation frequently preceded her. His hands danced against his thighs, then he wiped the palms. She clearly made him nervous, and so Hotspur tried to think of a way to seem less intimidating.

She put her hand on his. His skin was cool, his knuckles only a little rough. But when she turned his hand over and skimmed her fingers along the pad of his palm, the heel of his thumb, she found callouses—from hard work, farming or such.

Beside her, the man shivered. Good. Hotspur glanced at him without lifting her head, hoping it seemed coy and flirtatious. His staring had taken a turn for peaked, though his lips remained slightly parted.

Just kiss him, she told herself. Take what you want.

“Don’t you want to know my name first?” he whispered.

“Not really,” she said, watching his mouth.

“It’s Conn.”

Such a plain name, hard suddenly and then opening up with a round, filling sound. “Conn,” she said. It was as short as Hal’s name, but lower, as if when she said it the name came from her gut and not her spirit.

With a smile, she lifted her eyes to his, then startled at the look in them: hungry and horrified, both. Why would he—

“Oh, fuck,” Hotspur said.




CONNLEY

Northern Aremoria, autumn

SHE SEEMED EMBARRASSED as she leaned away.

“Connley Errigal,” she said. “Mora’s little brother.”

Connley couldn’t keep the flash of irritation from spidering across his expression before he controlled it and nodded. “We’re the same age.”

“What? You’re not twins.” A flush spread behind her freckles.

“I mean, you and I.”

Her bright pink mouth pulled into a grimace, and her teeth seemed so moon-pale.

The grandmother oak sheltering them trembled once—with laughter, Connley thought.

He’d been in Aremoria for two weeks, slowly moving north and east toward the Perseria border with Burgun, and carefully avoiding the March and any sense he might have had there of his Aremore family. There’d been enough to occupy him: learning the broad, slow dialect of these trees, sleepy as they were. Some he had to nudge into speaking, others snapped to attention as if they’d been dazed for decades. The magic here flowed slow and thin, and the wind barely muttered unless he coaxed it into a passion. But the forest fed him, and when he wished something sweeter or heavier, there were some coins for trading he’d brought with him from Innis Lear.

Four nights ago he’d begun to hear her calling in his dreams: the old oak, her voice creaky and gentle, nothing like Grandmother Sin’s strong demands. Connley had veered in her direction, glad for it, for anything as familiar as a tree’s request. He was used to being alone, living off the forest, performing favors for the roots and wind when such things needed human hands and tools. The oak had welcomed him and invited him to rest, to sleep here, partake of her nuts, and showed him the path to good tubers, edible fungus, and berries.

He’d not expected Lady Hotspur to crash into his little grove, nor that she would be so graceless and compelling.

It had only taken a second to guess her name, for why else would the grandmother oak have drawn him here: all the wind of the world seemed to know Connley’s destiny. That and the wild red hair, the clenched jaw, the warlike leather and weaponry—and the Errigal sword. Only the nobility of Aremore, or the very rich, owned such swords, and only the star-blessed were beloved of those swords.

Then she flirted with him, and Connley forced his name on her, and now here they were, awkwardly sharing a scavenged meal. Hotspur had supplemented it with hard meat from her saddlebags. For the first time in his life, Connley wished for wine, or something stronger like the cold burn of Taria liquor.

The sun lowered, putting bruised violet light against the golden oak leaves, and in the glow Hotspur’s hair seemed less like fire, more like slipping tendrils of molten iron.

They nibbled in mostly silence, and then Hotspur made up her bedroll and sprawled onto it. Rolling to her side, she propped her head with her arm and said, “So. You are in Aremoria, though I know your sister has had no reply from me—accepting or otherwise her proposition for our future.”

Connley drew his knees up and wrapped his arms around them. He wished to remove his boots and dig his toes into the warm earth beside this crackling fire. The smoke billowed swiftly up, caught in eddies that drew it through the fine network of oak branches. “You were more interested in me before you knew my name.”

“What?” She made a sour face. “I’m very interested in you. I just asked you a question, didn’t I? Why you’re already here?”

“I meant,” he said, struggling to keep looking at her instead of staring into the fire, “that you were close to me, touching me, and now you are all the way over there.”

She glared, her lips turning white at the edges. “I was thinking of something casual, a—a fling. But things can never be casual between us.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re to be married—we must find a way to be allies, or better, friends, I hope!”

Connley’s stomach turned over and he struggled to remain calm. “To be any of those things, we’ll need to communicate better,” he said. And when she said nothing, he continued, “Why were you thinking of a casual affair with a stranger you met in the forest, especially when you’re promised elsewhere? Is that …  what you do?”

Hotspur sat swiftly. She did not look at him. “No,” she said firmly.

“I don’t, either,” he said, then instinctively offered some little surrender by confessing even more. “I’ve never been with a woman.”

She groaned. For a moment, it curdled Connley’s blood, and he thought he should get up and go home—all the way to the White Forest. Dig himself a hole beside the navel well, and remain with Lady Ashling forever.

But then Hotspur said, so softly he almost missed it, “I’ve only been with women. One woman.”

The relief cooled him slowly. “Oh.”

They sat in silence for a long while, the entire time the sun finished setting, and long, dark shadows stretched away from their fire. The grandmother oak creaked as she settled in to the night. Connley closed his eyes and listened to the humming of crickets and frogs, the waking owl nearby—he wanted to reach out to it, whisper images to it. Beneath his shirt his feathers tickled his belly. The wind murmured of a family of foxes hunting a new burrow, for their last had been felled in a recent storm, and the wind whispered of deer hunkered down and sleeping rabbits, the pack of wolves several miles away still sated by yesterday’s kill. Nesting squirrels and songbirds tucked into forked branches and ferrets in hollow boles. The wind called this oak grove a nest, his nest.

“So you’re going to marry me?” Connley asked through the darkness.

“Yes,” she answered right away.

He stared up, desperate for stars, but the oak leaves shifted gray and black overhead, layers and layers of scales entirely hiding the luscious night sky.

“Are you going to marry me?” Hotspur asked.

“Yes,” Connley whispered, because there was no other choice to make: not for himself, his island, his wind, or his heart. He thought of Banna Mora’s stubborn face as she insisted he would like Hotspur; he thought of Rowan’s haunted eyes, suddenly focused with passion; he thought of Ashling’s longing voice, My son, my son. And he thought of the harsh roots of Innis Lear, the precious rootwaters that tasted like freedom and tears both, washing him clean of any trespass, any regret.




PRINCE HAL

Lionis, autumn

SOLDIERS CAME TO the Uncourt, wearing the colors of the queen.

“Prince Calepia, your mother requests your presence,” the captain said, his command echoing off milky stalactites.

Hal sat up from her recline on the makeshift throne, slamming her feet to the ground. This sanctuary was supposed to be safe from her mother, from responsibilities: here she was the Prince of Riot, her people were people of the gutter, low and merry folk who cared more about feeding their families than politics.

She tried not to think about how feeding their families was politics; knowing that truth was a curse of her education and the shackles of a title she did not want.

Plastering on a grin, Hal swept to her feet and spread her arms, calling, “Good folk of riot—even the queen herself occasionally needs a slice of mayhem, and luckily, she birthed such a one. Nova, do take the throne.”

Her lover bowed, slinking into the wide chair to take up a pose like a stooping hawk. “My word is your word tonight,” she purred.

“As is right in the Uncourt—the unnatural becomes nature’s course.”

Nova narrowed her eyes, parsing the flavor of insult, but snapped her teeth at Hal.

Lady Ianta was not yet awake, and thus yet unaware the Uncourt had even gathered.

The prince went with her mother’s soldiers.

TO HAL’S SURPRISE, she was led to her mother’s private suite. The soldiers kept at her heels, and she appreciated they did not put her at the center of their formation like a prisoner. But she did imagine the swift cut of a knife in her back, and how she’d arch and stumble, then fall silently to her knees, clutching her breast as she died. Despite the vision, Hal smiled brightly at those they passed in the yard and corridors, though that smile faded as the magnitude of the situation layered itself upon her shoulders.

Her mother played a heavy hand by sending soldiers to Hal’s Uncourt, and Hal truly knew not what to expect. It had been just less than four weeks since the equinox, and Celeda had been quiet with regards to her eldest daughter. Relieved, Hal thought, that friendship blossomed between herself and Charm, though Hal continued to refuse any meetings that might address official marriage rituals.

The chamber doors were gilded and guarded by additional soldiers in orange tabards, carrying tall spears. A standard bearer—a young page—bore proof the queen was inside.

Hal entered to a burning hearth, but otherwise this reception room was unattended. She glanced longingly at the sideboard with its array of decanted wines and liquors.

“Come in, Calepia,” her mother’s disembodied voice drifted out from the study beyond. The arched door gaped open. Never a coward—so she told herself—Hal strode through to find her mother seated at the long, dark desk, her back to the windows.

Hal stood straight, waiting. This room was darkly paneled and draped with purple tapestries. Proof of the queen’s comfort was in the relaxed single braid drawn over her shoulder and the simple day robe she wore, free of jewels and lip paint. Only the Blood and the Sea circled her forefinger as Celeda tapped a final line of signature onto what Hal assumed was a letter. Then the queen blotted the ink and leaned back in her chair.

Her mother regarded Hal for some time, while Hal herself struggled not to shift. Sunset carved the queen in black lines of silhouette, melting the panes of glass behind her in red and violet strokes.

“Mother,” Hal said finally, frustrated. Then she closed her lips until Celeda would speak—even if that meant the end of their lives waiting.

Celeda tilted her head and said, “I have been thinking of late, wondering truly, why it is that my own blood is the cause of so much of my grief. If I believed in fate, Hal, I might believe that some star had taken an interest in punishing me for my misdeeds, and discovered the directest way to pierce my heart is through my first daughter.”

To that, Hal did not know what to say.

“After midnight if I cannot sleep, or in a slip of temper,” the queen continued, “I wonder how it is possible all this degradation and waste you have fallen to can possibly exist in the same blood as gave life to great kings. Before I returned you were spoken of with admiration and respect—known to be bold, and for youthful transgressions only, not your current shame. Your sisters are not so ruined as you. I myself have never been enticed toward riot. Your father was the most even-tempered man I have ever had the privilege to know. Where did this come from? It must be a furious star.”

“Stars do not control us in Aremoria,” Hal managed. Worms, she wished for a drink.

The queen stood. “You have lost your seat at my council, Hal. I’ve given it to Vatta.”

Hal exhaled in distaste. Vatta only took officially a role she’d played already for months.

Celeda walked to her daughter and finally Hal saw her mother’s face clearly: tight lines shaped her eyes and her brow pinched with tension. Something weighed on this exchange, not merely another lecture and dressing-down of a recalcitrant heir.

Hal nearly asked, but Celeda continued, “The March is yours, though you neglected that ceremony, too. You will take a modest army and relieve Vindomata of Mercia of its command. I expect no real resistance, but prepare yourself for Mercia to be stubborn and play the transfer of power to their best advantage. You will spend the winter there, and in the spring return to Lionis for your wedding—and it will be a magnificent celebration of Aremore beauty and renewal. You may only remove the March from your name upon the birth of your first child. I am not concerned with your input, or what you would prefer. You will hold the March, Hal, and you will marry Charm.”

“Mother—”

“If you do not agree to all of this, right now, I will remove you from your title completely, and give that to Vatta, too. You will not be allowed to remain in Lionis, but be banished. I will do it, Hal, do not doubt me. There is no room for weakness in queen or prince. I’ve allowed your obstinacy too long.” Her mother walked sharply away, flicking her braid over her shoulder to dangle down her back like a hangman’s rope. It was as if Celeda could not bear to even look at Hal.

The young Prince of Riot parted her lips but said nothing. This had been her plan, to sink so low there was no level else to which she could sink. Here was the bottom, if her mother believed it so wholly she would give the crown over to Vatta. For the space of a heartbeat, Hal considered throwing something at Celeda, making this fall permanent. Banished, she could run to Hotspur.

Banished, Hal could be anything she wished to be.

Except a lion. Except redeemable or worthy of Morimaros’s legacy. Except a servant of Aremoria. How could she abandon her country? Never look into the knowing eyes of Prince Mars’s portrait ever again—or those of her long-missed mother? And worse—Hotspur would not want a fallen Hal. She’d said as much. Even Hal did not want such a creature.

Hal took a shaky breath. She said, “I thought I was pleasing you, befriending Charm.”

“It is not enough that you play his friend, and drag him into your malfeasance. He is better than that.”

“Better than me, you mean,” Hal said.

Celeda sighed sharply and returned to her desk, lifting a letter. She thrust the letter at Hal, and, startled, Hal took it. The writing was formal and elaborate, a scribe probably: date and angle of the sun, and royal address.

“Read it aloud, Calepia,” her mother commanded.

“Ah, it is to you, and …  oh.” Hal’s stomach trembled and began the slick process of dissolving. “Isarna Perseria, earl of Red Castle, declares her marriage to—to Connley Errigal of Innis Lear, and requests the certification and blessing of the Aremore Crown, our most bright sun. Included here are the customary marriage tithes for our queen, as well as a more personal gift for thanks. In the spring …” Hal could not bring herself to go on. She stared at Isarna Perseria, earl of Red Castle, declares her marriage. Her eyesight blurred, and she panted softly. Could one die of such a quiet moment as reading a letter?

“They will attend us at Lionis in the spring,” Celeda said, expressionless. “And this winter visit Innis Lear and Errigal.”

Hotspur, married.

Hal knew her lover well enough to be certain a married Hotspur was so far beyond Hal’s grasp as to be wind and rain. All had been over between them, and yet here was further certainty, and Hal felt as though Hotspur had sent this letter specifically to her, to cut her again. The letter fluttered to the rug as Hal’s fingers loosed their grip.

As the letter fell, her mind raced past her own heartbreak. Political implications, like arrows, thudded hard into her chest.

This was a death sentence.

To her mother—Celedrix and her line.

This Hal had never expected! Hotspur siding against her. Hotspur might rant and criticize, but become traitor to her queen? To Hal? It was impossible.

“My brightest warrior turned against me,” the queen was saying. “Gone to Innis Lear, with or without my leave—see how she gives me so little room to maneuver here? Gone to where Banna Mora is, and married to Mora’s brother. That is a new dynasty they will create. So, too, has Hotspur freed Douglass of Burgun, neatly removing him from my possession and ingratiating herself to Burgun itself, for I assume she got no ransom. And her mother most recently went to Ardus of Iork when she left Lionis. I feel rebellion building, as I built myself when I landed upon Aremore earth again, only as I was then, so is Hotspur now.”

“Mother,” Hal whispered, staring down at the letter; it lay open like a dead sparrow against the richly dyed rug. She saw blood streak across it, splattering her boots, and pinched her mouth shut against a whimper.

Suddenly Celeda was there—her slippers interrupted the violent vision. Blood vanished, the sticking moan of a dead king vanished, the ghost of Hotspur’s hand in Hal’s own—vanished.

The queen asked, “Why do I even tell you of my enemies, Calepia, when you are my dearest foe?”

It cut through Hal’s distress, and her head snapped up. “What? No.”

“Your horror at this letter is selfish, and if she asked you, you would go to Hotspur and fight against me.”

“Do not think that!” cried Hal, thrusting forward to grasp her mother’s shoulders.

Celeda remained silent, body rigid. Those accusing dark eyes, so like Hal’s, held steady. The queen neither shrugged her daughter away nor embraced her. All was cold and stiff between them.

Hal said, blinking fast to banish tears, “I beg you, don’t believe this of me, no matter what Hotspur is—was—to me, or how I am now. I …  Mother, I know what this news means. To us! To Aremoria! I would not ever go against you. My—my queen, and mother.” She let go and sank to her knees. “I will die a thousand deaths before I betray you.”

For a long moment, Celeda was unmoved. Then she said, with near tenderness, “More than a thousand will die as a result of this.”

Hal kept on her knees, chin tilted toward her mother. Her heart ran wildly; she would not think of a married Hotspur, a traitor Hotspur, a slain Hotspur. Nor remember I wanted you to choose better or My Hal is dead Hotspur. All Hal would think of was proving to her mother and queen that she loved her, and no matter what else, Hal would do everything in her power to keep Celeda on the throne. The only option besides the crown is death, for a queen.

She saw Vindomata’s sword again, slashing, and the burst of bright death in the blood of Rovassos King, only now it was her mother whose neck flowered in blood.

No—Hal closed her eyes in anguish. “Mother,” she whispered, and felt the feather-light touch of fingers to her brow, then skimming along her cheek to her chin. Hal looked, and her mother’s eyes were occluded by watery grief.

“This foolish affection,” Celeda murmured, and flicked a tear from the corner of her left eye.

Hal had to stop this. She felt it as if a sudden gaping hole opened beneath her. A death of desperation, drowning in her own worthlessness—if she could not save her mother and Hotspur—

“Let me go to her—to them,” Hal said wildly.

Then she firmed her voice before her mother could protest: “To Innis Lear and meet with Banna Mora and Hotspur. Let me prove to you who I am—who I can be.”

“They might murder you, then, instead of me.”

Hal shook her head. “No, of that I remain certain: Hotspur will not kill me.”

“But Banna Mora, or ferocious Glennadoer, or Solas Lear—what might they do, my dove? Or Vindomata of Mercia, who hates me now, and would take my children from me as she imagines I took hers.”

“You’ve already put Vatta in my place in your council; if I die you will exchange me for a better heir.” She tried to imbue her voice with nonchalance.

“Do not be flippant, Calepia. Hal.” Celeda tugged at her daughter’s chin, and Hal stood for her mother’s embrace. It felt good, and also terrible. As Hal slipped her arms around her mother’s waist, she battled her own tears.

What was Hotspur thinking, to openly align herself with Innis Lear and Banna Mora? The Wolf of Aremoria could not rebel against Aremoria!

“I swear to you, Mother,” Hal whispered in the queen’s ear, “you will be queen for years yet. You’ll see. Let me do this; I will bring Hotspur back to us, and she will drag Vindomata to heel.”

Celeda laughed softly, bitterly. She pushed back enough to see her daughter. They stared across inches of sunset-dark study. Lanterns needed to be lighted. “Vindomata will never give up.”

“Nor shall I.”

“Even if you must kill your wolf, Daughter?”

Hal shuddered. “I—I won’t let it come to that.” But even as she spoke it, Hal knew. This would end with someone dead.

Death haunted Celeda’s gaze, too. “Hal …”

At her mother’s strange, uncertain pause, Hal felt a chill. She smiled. “Mother?”

“No.” Celeda smiled tenderly in return. “I will tell you when you return home to me from Innis Lear.”

Triumph surged and Hal’s face lit. “Thank you—thank you, you’ll see, Mother!”

“It will be official. I will arrange it all and send word to Solas of Innis Lear to expect you. As congratulations, we shall say, for her nephew’s summer vows, and our Hotspur’s winter ones. And your spring ones.”

The reminder of Hotspur’s marriage cooled Hal’s head, souring the moment. But Hal bowed to her mother and left then, for she had much preparation to make.




HOTSPUR

Innis Lear, late autumn

WITHIN DAYS OF her arrival on Innis Lear, Hotspur learned three things: there were too many cats in Connley Castle, her husband was considered strange even by his family, and the island itself did not seem to like her much.

In hindsight, she should have expected the cats.

They married quietly at Annyck. Connley wore the cold winter blue of the Errigal dukes, and allowed rings to be placed on a few fingers. With white paint he dotted a small constellation up on his left temple; with black ash he streaked a tear-line down his right cheek. Hotspur wore polished chain mail over her best Persy-green dress and put red on her lips for her mother’s sake. She drank too much, and her husband kissed her forehead when he put them both to bed, whispering in gentle Aremore, “Maybe we will dream of each other.”

Hotspur rarely recalled her dreams.

Preparations for a winter abroad kept Hotspur busy, and she dragged her husband briefly to Red Castle for a week where she could leave instructions for her retainers and staff, and meet with her army. After much deliberation, she decided to take her first aide, Sennos, with her to Innis Lear, and twenty retainers. It was an official visit, after all, and Perseria must make much of itself to the barbarian islanders. Besides the warriors, they would have attendants and a handful of cousins.

She also set Douglass free. He grumbled about her wedding, gripping her wrist too hard, and Hotspur only sighed as though bored. If he chose to act the ass, that would be answer enough to the question of whether they could be allies. Douglass loomed over her and said, “You will break him.”

“Innis Lear breeds survivors, they say.”

The prince of Burgun sneered but released her.

Though Connley carried himself with the hardened ease of every Learish person Hotspur had ever met, he was no warrior. With his lack of weaponry but for a dagger, his long tunic and soft boots, loose curls, pretty face, and gentle attitude, he simply offended Douglass. To be spurned in favor of such a man rankled the prince. Hotspur liked the effect and considered it a bonus. One of the few gracing this marriage alliance.

“No doubt you’ll go home to countless willing bedmates,” she teased, expecting a carnal response.

Instead Douglass said, “Oh, I do not think I shall return home …  yet.”

And he had not, accompanying their party west to the March, where Hotspur showed her new husband to her aunt, and held her breath for approval. She’d instructed Connley to stand tall, to focus on Vindomata instead of allowing his gaze to drift or his attention to wander into the wind. And not to talk to the wind, for to everyone watching his one-sided whispering conversation appeared as madness. Especially when he frowned a little and said the trees here were so sleepy, they’d lost the cadence of their own tongue.

Vindomata had eyed him up and down and asked, “How are you with a blade?”

“Passing, my lady,” Connley said. “But I am no warrior.”

“Your sister is great.”

“So she was trained to be; I was raised a witch.”

The Mercian duke sniffed. “Does your magic translate onto the battlefield? The soldiers of the March claimed a wizard accompanied Owyn Glennadoer here and used obfuscating magics to fool Banna Mora’s scouts as to the number and placement of his armies.”

Connley frowned. “I have never tried to hide an army, and so could not say if it were possible.”

Vindomata slid her niece a cool, disbelieving glance. It had been either a very innocent answer or very shrewd avoidance. Hotspur shook her head: the former, certainly, for the one thing she understood already about Connley Errigal was his inability to lie.

They were still in the March when orders came for Vindomata to relinquish the keep to Celedrix’s commander, in the name of Prince Calepia, the new Lord March.

“Celedrix knows it’s to be war, but will not declare it before we do,” Vindomata said, pleased. “I will withdraw myself when you sail, but most of my men will remain under this new commander.”

The fourteenth night after their wedding, Connley said to Hotspur, “You are terrifying, but I would like to ask you a favor.”

She’d paused at the edge of the bed. Hotspur had already been undressed by one of her girls and wore only a long nightshirt, though at home she was more used to sleeping nude. But she and Connley had yet to acquaint themselves with each other’s naked flesh. They slept together only because Connley had balked at taking separate chambers, claiming he did not wish to be viewed as incapable by her family and retainers, and Hotspur agreed it best they keep their awkward lack of marital bliss a secret. When she broke his body down into separate parts in her imagination, she did feel desire, as she had beneath the oak tree. Only there were so many complications, and Connley seemed similarly confused.

So, when he asked for permission to ask for a favor, she said, “Yes?” rather too harshly.

Connley spoke no more for a long time. Hotspur swallowed the mistake and turned to face him, frowning guiltily. He was standing across the low bed, in a similar long shirt, with a pinched brow and his hands hanging at his sides. Lonely as a man could look. It was dim in their inner bedchamber, lit only by the quiet orange fire.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

It crooked his mouth into a smile, but a small one. “I did say you are terrifying.”

“What is your favor? I’ll give it to you if I can.”

“You can.”

“Well?” She flipped her hands impatiently.

“May I call you Isarna?”

“Why?”

Connley studied her for a moment, lips just barely parted, hinting at how much he wanted this. “You’re my wife, and we have not—shared anything just between the two of us.” He gestured vaguely at the bed. “I would like something intimate, for only myself.”

“My name,” Hotspur murmured, oddly disbelieving. She felt lightheaded at the thought that use of her birth name was a gift she could bestow. “All right,” she whispered, before she could be afraid of giving so much.

He licked his bottom lip and blinked those dark-moon eyes. “Isarna,” he said, testing.

Hotspur shivered. Abruptly she climbed into the bed and curled on her side, back to Connley. She dragged the heavy wool blanket to her chin and closed her eyes tightly as he got in behind her and pulled the fur over their feet. Hotspur concentrated on breathing evenly, wondering if she should turn and embrace him, or reach at least for his hand. But her eyes prickled with tears and she did nothing.

Connley remained quiet. There was no wind tonight, and the fire settled without crackling. She huddled, unbalanced though the mattress was perfect and soft, her feet warm.

Suddenly, Hotspur said, “Connley, what shall I have from you?”

“What do you mean?” he answered immediately; he’d not been dozing at all.

“You have my name, alone to call me, but I have nothing similar from you,” she whispered.

“Oh. What shall I give you?”

Hotspur turned over and found the gleam of his eyes. She tucked her hands under her chin, fists full of blanket. “I don’t know.”

“I …” Connley’s voice trailed into a sigh. He reached for her and put cold fingers on her cheek. “I’m in love with someone, since I was fourteen.”

It was quite the thing to confess to one’s new wife. Hotspur’s eyes widened in surprise but she said nothing.

“A prince,” Connley whispered. “Someone I could never have lived happily with, forever. So it affects me, but not …  us.”

His large eyes held such tragedy, Hotspur thought she might cry for the both of them. She did not say, Me, too, husband.

In the near week since that night, they’d not had so intimate a conversation again.

The afternoon they sailed from the Marchtown port to Innis Lear, Hotspur had stood at the prow of the ship, arguing with Vindomata about how to broach certain martial subjects with Banna Mora. Suddenly, cries of surprise had lifted from the pier. Hotspur had leaned over the wooden rail to see her skinny husband carefully lowering himself into the ocean. Her mouth fell open. He’d removed his tunic and trousers, and piled them under his discarded boots. Every muscle of his back and arms shifted visibly as he climbed down the stone column, half submerging.

Hotspur clenched her jaw and simply watched.

Connley dipped underwater. For a long moment he was gone.

“Errigal,” called Douglass from atop the pier. He stomped a foot against the wooden slats. It had seemed as though Connley vanished underneath.

Yelling from the opposite side of the pier drew her attention, and Hotspur moved farther onto the prow of the ship to see: yes, there was Connley swimming carefully toward the retaining wall. One hand pulled him along through the surf, the other lifted something small into the air, keeping it well away from the sea. Water streamed from his heavy-hanging curls.

As Connley made his way to the wall, everyone stared. A few sailors around Hotspur murmured superstitious prayers; Douglass strode to the retaining wall, joining a small crowd at the ladder that plunged down into the ocean there. The tide was in, so the waters licked high enough to carry Connley and whatever precious thing he held nearly to the top rung. Sailors bent over to haul Connley up, and Douglass shoved his way nearer.

Suddenly, Douglass’s laughter rose bold and strong. “It’s a fucking kitten!”

Connley glanced out at the ship, dripping and naked but for a loincloth and the leather cord hung with very wet feathers. Hotspur could not read his expression.

He said something, and the crowd parted, except Douglass, who put his chest in Conn’s face, speaking. After a moment, Douglass, too, moved from Connley’s path, and with a bright grin called out to Hotspur, “The little thing crept out there, he says, when the tide was low, and trapped itself in the underbelly of the pier. None of us heard anything, but the wind told your husband, Lady Hotspur.”

She grimaced as Connley handed the creature to a woman beside one of the fish carts.

Vindomata joined Hotspur at the rail and said, rather amused, “You’ll need to bed that sort of airy behavior out of him.”

Hotspur made a sound even she could not define: frustration, embarrassment, incredulity.

Her aunt knew how to interpret it. “You haven’t slept with him. Hotspur, stars of heaven, he’s your husband three weeks.”

“We married fast to solidify this alliance. Everything else we can do at our own pace.” Hotspur spoke through her teeth to keep quiet.

“Loving a girl when you were young does not necessitate giving up men.”

Hotspur turned sharply. “I am attracted to him,” she hissed.

“Then why wait?”

“Because I …” Hotspur closed her eyes and drew a deep breath before she yelled. Her hand found the hilt of her whispering sword.

“Get it over with, Hotspur, purge this hesitation and all will follow.” Vindomata sounded both tender and impatient.

“It would’ve been easier with Douglass,” Hotspur complained viciously, eyes tracking again to Connley Errigal. He’d returned to his clothing on the pier and was currently tying the laces of his trousers. His hipbones were sharp, poking out of the band; she imagined putting a hand there, in the hollow.

“I did not think you liked the prince of Burgun at all.”

“I don’t, but …  he at least would not have cared about my hesitations, once we were married.”

Vindomata laughed. It startled Hotspur into looking, for such an easy sound was rare from her aunt. Mirth painted itself across Vindomata’s face. “You mean to tell me you are complaining that your husband respects your desires?”

Now Hotspur knew her cheeks were aflame. “Hurry up, Connley,” she yelled down at the pier.

His head snapped up. No smile, just that same calm, blithe expression. He glistened with water droplets. She saw him say, Isarna.

Later that night she told him cats drowned all the time.

THE WIND OF Innis Lear gusted without cessation and enveloped Connley the moment they were ashore. He smiled sweetly and spoke in the hissing tree tongue. Fallen leaves shivered about his ankles, rising in a brief whirlwind of gold and faded green-brown. He turned and held out his hand to her.

Hotspur took it, knowing his whispering now was introduction: her to the island air.

Little blue butterflies that should have died in this cold end of autumn drifted down like tiny shards of the sky and flounced lazily around his head. Three landed on his shoulder, casually batting their wings.

“Worms,” Hotspur said, unsettled.

Sennos stiffened at her side, and two young women who’d come as Hotspur’s attendants clutched each other’s hands.

“Welcome to all of you,” Connley had said, his smile bright.

Connley.

Hotspur thought for a moment she heard his name spoken by the wind, joyously, eagerly—but then they were surrounded by Learish folk, Errigals and queen’s retainers, messengers and servants and townsfolk at home in Port Comlack. It had surely been one of them, calling out.

The trip to Connley Castle would take three days, directly north, and they spent the first night at Queen’s Keep. Hotspur slept not a wink, for every time she drifted off, something hissed in her ear, shocking her awake again like the sting of a wasp. Connley could not hear it, though he remained awake with her to listen.

She rode exhausted, and could not find her favorite white gloves. In Aremoria it still had been fully bright autumn, but here winter bit harder and faster. Though the sky was clear and the constant wind not too freezing, the sunlight itself was crystal cold.

Connley thrived. He rode beside her when he could stand it, otherwise looping off the trail and finding them again in an hour. Hotspur went with him sometimes, asking about the land. He told her the names of trees and scrub as they climbed along the eastern edge of the White Forest, up into karst plains. But when he was not answering her questions, Connley talked openly with the wind in the whispering tree tongue. He smiled, winced, spoke fast as if arguing, and even once laughed. The Errigals ignored it; Hotspur’s party openly avoided Connley. Hotspur herself could hear the words tucked into the wind’s replies, though she did not understand.

A bird pooped on her shoulder the second day. As they lunched beneath the shelter of some oaks, an acorn pelted her on the head. It hurt for such a tiny thing, and there was no squirrel nor gust of wind to explain it.

Her coffee as they rose the third morning was shockingly cold. She took a second sip and poured it out in a fury. Steam drifted visibly from Sennos’s cup. Her captain eyed it, and offered his to her, but she screwed up her face in refusal.

Hotspur complained to nobody, especially not Connley, nor the acting duke of Errigal who’d greeted them at Port Comlack and escorted them to his ducal seat. He was a broad man with an easy smile and a booming voice, a craggy unhandsome face that he compensated for with kindness. Connley’s uncle, he called Hotspur his niece and said he looked forward to sparring against her talkative sword.

Could everyone on Innis Lear hear the blade growl?

“No,” Connley said, when she asked. “Only wizards and witches and maybe a few with iron magic in their blood, like Errigals.”

That was a relief, she supposed.

Connley Castle spread broad limestone arms in concentric walls around a low grassy mound and a black ruin that had once been a fortress keep. Built only two hundred years before, the modern castle was an elegant, sprawling citadel in Aremore style, with slate roofs, glassed windows, and more concern for accommodation and grandeur than defense. Oddly, no village spilled from the base of the castle walls. The nearest town was in a valley to the south, Sker, and quite large. Errigal told her it nearly rivaled Astora City in Taria dukedom, the largest city on the island, and perhaps in another generation Sker would overtake the other.

Here Hotspur was treated like royalty returning home. The entire castle had been garlanded with golden wheat and pinecone wreaths, while thorn twigs bright with vermillion haws decorated the doors. In the great hall fresh rushes covered the floor and the hearth burned sweet-smelling juniper. Hotspur was bedecked with hard berries strung into necklaces, as was Connley, and three young women asked to weave charms into her hair. Bemused, Hotspur allowed it. This place reminded her of Annyck at the midwinter holidays, except for the cats blinking from every corner and twining between her ankles as she walked. Her smile was unforced, even after her annoying, sleepless days of travel. She took Connley’s hand, to the obvious pleasure of his uncles, aunts, and cousins.

Sin Errigal presided, insisting Hotspur and Connley drink spiced honey wine with her and sit in fur-covered chairs at the fire. The hall was narrow for a castle this size and ribbed with pale stone pillars, but the crush was alleviated by the reaching height of the ceiling, some three stories overhead. Hotspur began to sweat right away, and laughingly divested herself of her traveling leather and mail right there with everyone.

“No airs, this one,” the acting duke of Errigal said to the entire hall, adding his booming laugh.

Connley’s eyes gleamed quickly from the alcohol, and he took up Hotspur’s hand again once she was stripped down to her wool shirt and trousers. Quietly he said, “You look very Learish,” and it was difficult for Hotspur to tell if it pleased him or was merely a statement of fact.

Hotspur held on to him with one hand and her mead with the other, concentrating as she was introduced to a stream of Errigals. Sin Errigal had five children, all of whom had lived long enough at least to produce seventeen grandchildren for her, most of whom had children of their own, and in one case, grandchildren. There were a total of three men named Errigal who occasionally went by Rory: the acting duke, his eldest son, and Rory the Youngest, who along with Era Star-Seer were the twice-great-grandchildren of Sin. Hotspur thought to herself that at least such a prolific family did the world the favor of giving them all the same name: if one forgot, guessing Errigal or a feminine version thereof would offer close to a two in three chance of being correct.

One of her new cousins, the youthful, freckled Era, promised Hotspur a prophecy for her marriage, since that was a tradition she and Connley had neglected in Aremoria. Connley, who was mostly ignored by the sprawl of family—the way a worn and familiar pet is ignored (the way most of the cats were ignored)—accepted on his wife’s behalf. They were interrupted, however, by the late arrival of a young prince of Innis Lear, who charged into the great hall with a helmet under his gauntleted arm.

Hotspur knew him. He was Mared Lear, the prince who’d disturbed the tournament to deliver that cursed prophecy.

Mared grinned wildly as he pushed through children and gathered cousins. His pale face was long and sharp, his lips pink and thin, and his dark eyes merry. He’d been out with retainers, and his light brown hair was flattened and mussed from helmet and sweat. “Lady Hotspur!” he cried. “It is more than an honor—sorry, Grandmother,” he added quickly to Sin Errigal, dropping to his knee to kiss her cheek, then popped back up with the restless ease of youth.

“Mared,” Connley said, for Hotspur’s benefit.

“I remember,” she said. Though she knew him to be older than her, his spirit seemed nearer that of a newborn colt.

“We’ve met?” Mared’s expression broadened into horror. “I could not possibly have forgotten so—”

Hotspur took pity. “I was at Queen Celeda’s tournament.”

“Oh!” His enthusiasm sparkled. “In that case, I’m delighted to formally meet you, and please, you must tell me about Twin Oaks, in your own words. I will perish if you don’t.”

Hotspur said, suddenly wondering if this was the prince Connley loved, “I’d rather not be the cause of death of any islanders my first week here.”

The prince laughed. “Good, then, you’ll tell all of us about the battle strategy, and we’ll make poems about it.”

“We will eat first, young man,” Sin declared in her creaky, loud voice.

They did—it was easy to see that whatever Sin demanded occurred in Connley Castle. Mared and Rory the Youngest, Era Star-Seer—who had to be the youngest star priest Hotspur had ever encountered—entertained her and Connley, though mostly her, while the benches and tables were arranged and trenchers brought out. A massive pig had been roasted and was presented with a short prayer to the stars and roots of Innis Lear.

It was perfect. Hotspur ate, drank, told her best tales of battle—triumphant, frightening, and intense—and in turn convinced Sin and the duke to tell her a few stories about Connley. Mared Lear gossiped enthusiastically, not only about her husband, but his cousin Banna Mora, and their childhood he’d shared, for Mared had been fostered here with the Errigals. Though Mora had left for Aremoria when Mared was seven, he’d grown up with Connley, about whom he knew all the strange tales.

None of the stories bothered Conn at all. Hotspur was glad of it, for she preferred a husband unashamed of himself and his past, but the stories were as weird and Learish as stories could get, lacking only earth saints. Apparently, her husband had learned lullabies from the wind itself, charmed ravens into the castle to eat from his hand, and once he’d been found inside the deep navel well in the inner yard of the castle. It was several adult-lengths deep and filled with water enough to drown a grown man, yet Connley had fallen in as a four-year-old child and been missing for hours. When finally someone thought to ask the wind, the frantic adults were directed to the navel well. His laughter could be heard echoing up the black stone channel. As his mother called for rope and his father prepared to climb down, the waters themselves rose. Cradled, safe and wet, by the rootwaters of Innis Lear, Connley was delivered up into his mother’s arms. Hotspur turned a disbelieving eye to her husband, who listened with an unfocused gaze, either remembering or seeing through the great hall into, perhaps, the dark center of Innis Lear that once he had looked upon as a child.

Hotspur experienced a sudden urge to ask if he’d touched the beating heart of this wild, living island.

Instead, she only smiled very slightly at him and shook her head in wonder.

She went to bed that night secure in knowing this family, outrageous as they might be, was willing to include her. It was almost enough to replace the great love she’d lost.

When she woke in the morning, rolling to stretch, a painful jerk tore at her scalp: her hair was caught on something. Groaning softly, she kept her eyes closed and reached up to feel.

Her hair was a disastrous tangle.

Instinctually, she tried to sit, to better perceive what had happened: the pain of pulling hair put tears in her eyes and she gasped. “Connley!”

“Isarna?” Her name was muffled; then came the sound of him pushing open the bedroom door from the outer room. “Oh, stars!”

Morning shone clear through the glass windows of this wedge-shaped tower room. Connley was fully dressed and fell into a crouch at her side, hands in the air as though he wished to touch her, but could not bring himself to.

“What is wrong with my hair?” Hotspur asked carefully, forcing her breathing slower. Her heartbeat skittered with something close to panic.

“Spirit-knots,” Connley said. “I am so sorry.”

She frowned. Spirit-knots were from children’s tales and legend: little ghosts or goblins, or the shape-shifting pets of earth saints, worked tangles and ladder loops into the hair of a person who’d offended them or their masters. Hotspur raised her hands again and walked her fingers along her curls. She felt frayed tangles and splitting knots, hunks of terrible fuss around a few of the charms woven in by the Errigal girls last night. And a few spots of something sticky forcing her hair into twisted ropes.

“I think that’s sap,” Connley murmured, leaning close enough that his shadow fell over her face.

“Get back!”

Hotspur pushed at him, suddenly frantic. She couldn’t pull away because of the endless aching pressure on her scalp. Her hair was ruined. Tears gummed her eyelashes and she gasped back a sob. “Who did this to me?” she demanded. “I thought your family welcomed me, Connley! Why would they do this? What for? It is—it is cowardly and a terrible prank. I did not think your family would be so cruel.”

“No, Isarna, please, it was not my family, they would never.”

“Then it was you?” She said it so furiously the accusation was like fire, and he startled away.

Connley said, “I swear to you it was not me or any of my family who did it. I will—I will show you, but first let me get someone to help …  free you.”

“No.” She covered her face with her hands, surprised at the strength of her sadness. How glad she’d been last night, how relaxed and learning to like her fast marriage, thankful for the family she’d gained.

All had come undone. As if by knotting her hair, whatever thing had done this simultaneously unknotted her heart.

“Isarna, tell me what I can do.”

She lowered her hands and said to her lap, “Don’t—don’t go. Free me yourself, Connley Errigal. Husband.”

“I’ll be right back,” he murmured, and vanished out of the bedroom.

Hotspur took deep breaths, trailing her hands out along the hunk of hair that pulled and hurt: it was knotted to both of her boots where they sat paired beside the bed frame. Tiny braids twisted and wove around the buckles. Tears slipped down her cheeks as she lifted the boots onto the bed, alleviating the pressure on her scalp. Red, orange, and dark blond hairs frayed around the metal. She tried unwinding them, but it was too intricate, as if done by little spirit hands indeed.

Wind hissed down the chimney, puffing out over the cold hearth like a laugh and scattering black ashes.

Connley reentered, holding a thin razor and a bone pick. “I’ve asked for warm wine and some breakfast. Let them think we …”

“Fine,” she grunted. Hotspur brought her legs crossed and cradled the boots in her lap, hunched miserably around it all.

Her husband began the arduous process of freeing her. Though surely he was gentle as possible, it hurt more than it did not, especially as he removed the charms. Hotspur roused herself to demand the razor and sliced herself free of the boots. She said nothing and ignored new tears.

When one of their attendants brought breakfast, Connley rushed into the outer room and took it before anyone could find her. He poured wine from a warm pitcher and pressed it into her hand. Hotspur drank. As she settled into this horror, her skin puckered with cold; the fire remained unlit and she sat in only a shirt, wool blankets crumpled around them like a nest.

Finally, Hotspur said, “Just cut it all off, Conn.”

She felt his hesitation.

“Do it.”

“It will be uneven, and short.”

“Instead of uneven, broken, and long?”

The sigh Connley expressed sounded bitter. “I am sorry.”

“You didn’t do it.”

“I did not, but it is my fault nevertheless.”

Hotspur closed her eyes and said, “Cut, then tell me.”

And so Connley cut nearly an arm’s length of hair off Hotspur’s head, leaving her with messy, layered curls just longer than her ears in most places.

He gathered the ruined spirit-knots and Hotspur touched her lighter hair. It did not feel real. Always it had been long enough to wind in braids around her head, or stream loose down her back in bed, ends tickling her hips, and Hal had—

Hotspur stopped remembering.

They each drank another cup of wine, tepid now, in silence and staring at each other. Hotspur tried not to imagine how terrible she looked, instead studying Connley as he mirrored her cross-legged position at the foot of the bed. Never before in their brief relationship had he been the one of them more dressed.

Connley watched her expressionlessly. She supposed his hair was longer than hers now, though barely. Angry, Hotspur reached out and touched the ends of his dark curls: they were lank at the moment, and frizzing apart slightly into messy waves and random spirals. Connley did not move; he hardly seemed to breathe.

Then with a sigh of frustration, Hotspur ran her hands through her hair, pushing it all back, combing it with her fingers, getting caught in more usual tangles. It wasn’t so bad.

“Get dressed,” Conn said. “I need to show you something.”




CONNLEY

Connley Castle, late autumn

CONNLEY HAD BEEN glad to see Era Star-Seer last night at dinner, but they’d not had a chance to speak alone, and so before dawn he’d gotten up quietly—while Isarna still slept hard, nothing yet wrong with her hair—and slipped out of the tower to find his cousin.

Era Errigal was called Star-Seer because she always knew the position and patterns of the stars above Innis Lear, even on a sunny afternoon, even when the night was overcast, even when she found herself sleeping under several layers of stone castle. The gift was no magic, she claimed, but simple understanding of the heavenly motion of constellations and their proven, charted patterns. Give her a reference point, and she could say with certainty how the stars would move in three hours, merely by closing her eyes and imagining it. The first time she’d displayed her gift, at age six, the queen had been so delighted she’d had Era brought to the Summer Seat to study with the royal star priests. Soon after, the girl had traveled to the North Star Tower for more isolated, immediate tutoring. She’d been only fourteen when the priests declared she’d learned all they could teach her cloistered away, and she ought to have an assignment. That way she could learn the application of their prayers and prophecy by working directly with the people of Innis Lear.

The duke of Errigal exerted precisely the right influence to bring her home to Connley Castle.

Era had not remained long. She went where the stars drew her, to any corner of the island, and even to Aremoria. Most recently, she’d returned home just as Connley himself had departed. He was eager to reconnect with her about the state of the stars.

Connley stopped at the narrow door to her shared room, and knocked.

Era herself opened the door, clearly having been waiting for him. She was wrapped in a gray robe, her bright brown hair bound under a white-and-blue scarf that made her hazel eyes luminous and her freckles bright as embers. She was nearly five years younger than him, with a round face to his sharp and triangular, but neither of them was sand-pale like most Errigals. Connley’s tan tones were rich and gleaming, Era’s like a blush of fire and sun-kissed red.

“I knew you would come,” she murmured, pressing her cheek to the edge of the door: she’d only opened it enough for her face to show. “My cousins are asleep still.”

“Should we go elsewhere?”

“No. The Thorn is rising in mist most mornings, and neither the dragon, nor lion, nor wolf will leave me be. I still cannot see past the Longest Night. There are too many prophecies breathing life.”

“What has Solas said?” he asked. Connley appreciated, as few would, having this conversation at the threshold, neither inside her room nor quite outside.

“That there is no action to take but caution. Despite and because of the slippery prophecy that the hemlock queen will die.”

Connley did not know what to say to that. Era did not know that Rowan had put himself through the same hemlock ritual, and perhaps would be the one to die. There might even be others: many on Innis Lear knew how a queen was made. It was only that most of them revered the ritual too much to shave away any of its power by attempting it. Rowan revered nothing but what the stars told him to revere.

“You wanted something else, when you knocked.”

Era’s words startled him, and Connley hesitated, thinking of Rowan, of prophecies and risk, of opening the stars between Aremoria and Innis Lear, and of that line from the Dreamer’s journal: dead at the crown of her ancient church. He’d wanted to ask Era about Ashling, about her behavior while he’d been gone. During his stay in Aremoria, Connley had feared the worst, that the spirit would rampage, cause storms and wreckage, perhaps even kill. But when he set foot upon Innis Lear again, Ashling had said his name with such joy, such relief, he had felt the same blossoming of love that he’d felt as a child. But while Ashling had welcomed him home, he’d not missed her treatment of his wife. The coffee and acorns, the small annoyances. He asked her to behave, and she sweetly promised she did not torment his beloved.

Connley was unsure how to begin, and so he stalled. “Thank you, for offering to read our marriage stars, even if they will be as chaotic and uneasy as every other prophecy this year.”

Era’s smile widened with childlike delight. “I thought you would ask Rowan, or Aeli.”

“When we can have the Star-Seer herself?”

“Flattery won’t affect the prophecy,” she chided, but with a teasing lilt.

“That has not been my experience.”

Era lifted her chin. “Rowan is of the Lear line, and as such rarely understands the stars ought not be manipulated, even to the throne’s advantage. Stars are pure of intention, and I only translate with the same purity.”

Connley smiled affectionately. “That is why I wanted you.”

“This is for you.” Era darted a hand out and offered him a holy card, faded and soft at the corners.

Taking it, Connley turned it over. The Tree of Ancestors. A white-and-silver sapling covered in tiny new leaves, only each leaf was a tongue of flame. He thought of Isarna. So connected to her Aremoria, to the drowsy magic of the trees, as if she were born a witch but hadn’t quite learned the language. The voices of her ancestors whispered in her ears, and she declined to listen.

Era said nothing as he studied the card, waiting for him to glance up at her again. When he did, she said, as if she’d known exactly what he wanted, “You have to choose, Connley, what you want. Either joined to the ash ghost, or to your mortal wife. A witch apart, or a player upon the island’s stage. That is your birth star: the Elegance. You can only balance the world if you understand your place in it. And I fear for the next months that we will need balancing players more than ever.”

Connley shut his mouth. He believed in Era’s prophecy, and in her, with all his heart, but it was a choice he felt incapable of making. Mora had thrust him into marriage and politics. Rowan had always tried to keep Connley a piece of the island, as much a spirit as Ashling. Isarna, Connley suspected, did not know her own place enough to make one for him.

“Keep the card,” Era said meaningfully.

The Tree of Ancestors, a living root that bloomed fire. Though he had seen it depicted with stars for leaves instead of little flames.

“I will,” Connley said, and turned to go back to his wife.

“Connley!” his cousin whispered urgently when he’d gone a few steps.

He glanced over his shoulder.

Era had peeked her body half out of the door, while half remained hidden. “I notice you have no tears on your face.”

Connley’s hand flew to his cheek; he’d forgotten to draw the black line, despite the cold hearth in the bedroom with its plentiful ashes.

It felt like a portent, like his heart had already decided.

But so, too, did the spirit-knots destroying Isarna’s hair when he returned.

“Get dressed,” he said to his wife, after they had finished untangling and cutting her hair. “I have something to show you.”

Isarna looked small huddled in the wide bed, with her mess of ruined hair cut short around her face, pieces clinging to the shoulders of her nightshirt. Her eyes seemed more vibrant after crying, like the miracle blue at the heart of fire.

But she agreed, and put on warm clothes after scrubbing her face and shaking out her hair like a dog. Nervously, he led her to the castle’s navel well, tucked on the south side of the ruins of the old black keep.

Morning was full-on by then, and the castle awake. The busy factions of residents were used to Connley stepping in and out of castle life, but Isarna was unusual and new, and she drew attention. Connley held her hand in his and turned away most who approached with a soft word that they went to make Isarna’s first devotions at the Errigal navel well. A few children trailed in their wake until he shooed them to their work or breakfasts, while on the lookout for Mared Lear or Era, or anyone who would be harder to put off. He listened for the approach of Ashling, too, and readied himself to defend his wife, even if he had to scream himself hoarse taming the wind. He wished Rowan were here; the prince could always control her.

Isarna remained quiet. The cool morning breeze clarified her eyes of their painful hesitation. Her stride had lengthened to confidence the moment they left their private chambers. She glanced east, at the clouds, and Connley recognized the tilt of her face.

“Is it going to rain?” he asked gently.

Thin gray clouds were blowing, but they were not heavy with storm.

“You have a weather sense,” Connley said. “Your father told me, and I had heard it from some retainers at Red Castle as well. The winds have always whispered to you, even in Aremoria.”

She twisted her mouth.

He tugged her gently to the rim of the navel well. Built of limestone, the once creamy-gold stone was grimy with smoke stains and lichen. Any mold that grew in the cracks or in the mortar was carefully scrubbed clean by young hands at every zenith. Brambly blackberry vines twisted along the north of the well, all spikes and brown leaves, and a cluster of spindly starweed stalks lifted over the back rim, heads brown and heavy with death-rattle seeds.

“That’s not safe,” Isarna murmured, staring at the hemlock. “There are children everywhere.”

“They know,” Connley replied, glad she was familiar with the plant. Even the crunchy seedpods were poisonous.

The dipper hung from an iron hook drilled into the well, below which a rope coiled like a nest around the small bucket. Connley picked it up and dropped it down the shaft, lowering it with practiced ease so that the bucket never tapped the sides of the well.

“Is this the well you crawled into as a baby?” Isarna asked, putting both hands to the edge. She leaned over and peered down at the darkness. Hair fell around her and she sniffed in irritation, trying to tuck the disparate short curls behind her ears.

“You believe that story?”

Isarna glanced at him with a wry smile. “Would Mared lie to me?”

Sunlight chose that moment to glint through the clouds and shine down against the back of her head, catching the curls alight, gracing her cheek, and finding even the pink corner of her mouth.

Just like the island often found ways to make Rowan appear more spectacular, so it seemed to favor Isarna. Innis Lear wanted her—or needed her.

As he stared, Isarna took the rope from him and dragged the bucket up. It knocked clumsily against the inner stone bricks. When the bucket appeared, Isarna grasped it, holding it against her belly. She smiled at him.

Connley filled the dipper from the bucket. He offered it to her, and she accepted, putting it to her lips. She raised her eyebrows to ask if she was doing it correctly.

“Just a sip,” he said. “And give thanks to the rootwaters for feeding you.”

Isarna drank, licked a drop off her bottom lip, and said, “Thanks, Innis Lear.”

Though amusement tinged her voice, she was not dismissive.

Connley drank, too, reveling in the cold starlight flavor, and in the language of trees he whispered, Our thanks, for rejuvenation.

“What did you say?” She lowered the bucket down again, not looking at him as she spoke. “I can almost understand sometimes.”

“The same as you, nearly.”

“And what does this have to do with …  this?” Isarna fluttered her fingers around the ragged edges of her hair.

Connley caught a curl and held on. It put his hand a breath away from her cheek, his body near to hers. Never had he thought of kissing someone shorter than himself before. It might be awkward. Quietly, he said, “It doesn’t. But I’m taking you where I can explain, and to enter, it is better to …  be welcomed with rootwaters.”

“All right.” Isarna took his hand from her hair and lowered it, but did not release him. “Let’s go.”

Connley led her into the ruins of the old black keep.

It had once been a fortress with twelve-foot-thick walls and arrow-slit windows, four levels of impregnable stone. Isarna’s expression clearly showed her better approval of this defensive posture than she’d had for the decorative, newer Connley Castle. Connley touched the small of her back as he led her under the remains of the gatehouse and into the long, dark tunnel that cut through the wall.

Inside, the air smelled of earthy water and crisp woodsmoke, of fallen leaves and roses. The keep had been gutted, the wood rotted away long ago, and so it was only the shell of what it once had been, and roofless. Holes appeared at every level where support beams had once been placed, and the hooded alcoves that would have been hearths held deep shadows.

In the center grew a massive oak tree.

“It was planted for the lord’s throne tree,” Connley said. “Like your yew at Annyck. They used to be grown in all our castles—in ancient Aremoria, before Lear was cleaved free. As a living heart, and to feed rootwater prophecy. If the tree blossomed and thrived, so did the heart of the castle.”

“Pretty story,” Isarna murmured. She stared at the out-of-season roses: they bloomed even now, small faced and white as snow, along the north wall. Hidden among their thick vines was a low, bluish stone slab as long as one of her arms. Matching slabs were fitted low against the other three walls. Recently, the lower walls had been scraped clean and limewashed, then painted with dark blue constellations; the entire cycle of the year was represented around the eastern, southern, and western walls. Era, Connley, Rowan, along with Rowan’s brother and sister, Mared and Vae Lear, had painted most of it themselves three summers ago.

Isarna walked to the eastern altar. Connley did not follow, though he knew what she studied. Scoured into the rock was daywise root in the language of trees. A shallow bowl held the remnants of wine, and stained evidence of past offerings painted dark lines around the rim.

“What is this place?”

He turned his hands palms outward, as if in welcome. “A chapel, of sorts. The oak, as I said, has been here for centuries, but Regan Lear—Elia the Dreamer’s sister—brought the altars here. She was a witch, and she placed the stones where natural lines of magic converge, to meet at the oak. It strengthens the voice of the oak, so that this tree can reach out in turn to rootwaters across the island. They must be rededicated regularly, for the wind is fickle and would drag away fixed magic.”

Isarna set her fists on her hips. “Why are we here?” she asked, a little too loudly.

“I wanted to show you this place. I feel peaceful here, and an ache of beauty …” He twisted his mouth uncertainly. “Do you …  know what that feeling is?”

“Yes,” she said, clearly annoyed.

Connley stepped nearer to her, and whispered in the language of trees, Oak mother, this is Isarna, my wife.

The wind lifted, dancing and fluttering about him. A lark on one of the low branches cocked its tiny brown head and stared down at Connley, and he smiled. Little brother, will you come say hello? He held out a hand and tilted his face toward the crown of the oak. His lips pursed and he whistled lightly, then said, Come say hello, little brother.

The lark hopped down, spread its speckled-brown wings, and swooped down to land on Connley’s outstretched hand.

It was a trick to impress Isarna, and it worked. She touched her mouth in surprise. The bird hopped to Connley’s index finger and perched there, chirping at him, its chest fluttering fast. Will you sing for my pretty mate, little brother?

The lark spread its wings, flapping them gently for balance, and let out a long, merry trill—usually these birds sang such songs in flight, searching for their own mates.

Connley smiled the tenderest smile and lifted his eyes to Isarna’s so she might share it.

The look in her eyes was defiantly disbelieving, yet also intrigued.

Connley had never needed to convince a layperson of prophecy and witchcraft. Though it was a wild little creature he held, tickling his finger with tiny, sharp talons, he felt like the wild creature himself: a bird keen to befriend a wolf.

He stared at Isarna until she focused her eyes on the bird alone. He supposed his wife relied on facts, and valued boldness or at least simply honesty. He admired it, for he did not like dissembling himself, nor elaborate poetry, nor games. Though often things were awkward between them, it had served him best these last five weeks when he said exactly what he needed to say, or asked simply for what he wanted.

“All right, little one,” he murmured, then lifted his hand to boost the bird back into the air. Both he and Isarna watched it fly up and up, darting through bare oak branches to the cloudy blue sky.

When Connley looked at Isarna again, he bowed his mouth down grimly. “There is a spirit haunting me.”

Isarna laughed lightly at his melodrama.

Connley did not smile. He had never needed explain this to anybody before, because everyone on Innis Lear already knew. None spoke of it—though when Connley wore his ashes he received glances of pity and awe, and often both. A fate like that which belonged to those chosen by the Lady of Ashes invoked many complicated emotions on the island. In the same solemn tone, he said, “Innis Lear is home to many spirits and ghosts, those voices part of the wind and embraced by the roots of the trees. They’re like any spirits of any living place, though often stronger because of the rootwaters. But for this one: she is too aware of herself, and a part of the wind, but not. Rowan believes she’s a misborn earth saint, because we have no true earth saints on Innis Lear. I’ve known her since I was a baby, and I—I love her. It must be strange to hear, but always her voice has been in my ear, her devotion unwavering. She is the Lady Ashling, and loves me, and is an entirely jealous spirit.”

“You think she did this to my hair.” Hotspur backed away, her uncertainty clear.

“And cooled your drink and threw acorns at you, and has tormented you since the moment you arrived on the island.” He felt himself speaking faster. “Ashling has, in the past, not recently, drawn children into the woods with goblin lights, and pretty songs. You should be safe from such things—”

“Connley,” she said, then nothing more. She crossed her arms around her ribs.

“You don’t believe me.” He nodded, sad but unsurprised.

“I don’t want to believe you! It’s madness, and if it’s true, then—then what else is true?”

He frowned, attuned to things unsaid, and so hearing an almost-confession in her words. What else is true. Connley moved nearer again to her, wishing to grasp her in his arms. That was what Rowan would do: take her curls in his fist and she’d do anything he wanted. He said, “I have seen you tilt your head to listen to the wind, Isarna. I know you sense the call of trees, and the wind nudges you where safety lies or tells you of coming rain. You hear the voice of your sword.” Passion put a whisper to his words, as if he could sink into quiet emphasis instead of yelling at her. “You do believe.”

Fury suddenly blazed across Isarna’s expression. “Then you’d better do something about it, Connley Errigal. I am your wife, and I will not tolerate disrespect from anyone or anything on Innis Lear. Do you hear me, ghost?”

Tilting her head back, Isarna flung out her arms. She glared at the oak tree, at the altars and sky, at the very air itself. “Stay away from me! And Connley—he’s mine now!”

“She doesn’t come here,” Connley said, taking Isarna’s wrist. “This garden—she doesn’t come here.”

Isarna tugged away from him. “Then I’ll go where she is.”

Connley was too stunned to stop her when she marched back out of the black ruins. He hurried after, running into her back when she stopped abruptly in the inner yard. “What is her name?”

“Ash. Um, Ashling.”

Isarna bellowed, “Ashling ghost! Show yourself if you are no coward! Try your best, but I am not going anywhere!”

The noise drew folk to windows along the castle wall, and everyone in the yard paused to stare.

“Ashling!” Isarna yelled again.

Wind blew, pressing and thoughtful—curious even, Connley thought, though he could not stop staring at his wife. There she stood, red hair shorn wild, fists on her hips, in a dark blue overdress, screaming at the sky—at the very island itself.

“If she can’t understand me, translate,” Isarna demanded.

Lady, are you here? Connley said in the language of trees.

She listens, said the wind.

“She’s here,” Connley told Isarna. His mouth felt dry, his heartbeat erratic. There was Mared, and Sennos of Perseria with a handful of Isarna’s retainers. Errigal cousins and servants dashed out from the pantry and kitchen.

“I’m here, Ashling ghost! And I am not leaving!” Isarna bared her teeth in wolfish challenge.

Wind gusted, shoving Isarna from behind. She stumbled forward, then spun, and spat on the ground. “I’m not leaving.”

This time the wind slammed into Isarna from two sides, tearing at her hair. Isarna screamed, but not in fear or panic: in rage.

Connley said, as loudly as he could in the language of trees, Ashling, don’t hurt her, she is my wife.

you are mine

my Connley

mine!

He said, I can be your son and her husband, Lady. Can you not have more children than one?

Isarna panted with the effort of standing within the shredding wind; it ripped at her from all sides, gusting, tearing, spinning up and down like a whirlwind.

Era Star-Seer appeared beside Connley, and Mared, and also Sennos with Isarna’s sword in hand.

“Hotspur,” Sennos said, thrusting the hilt toward her, into the wind.

She wrapped her hand around the grip and smiled at her aide. “Ash!” she cried. “See?”

With one violent motion, Isarna flipped her sword blade-down and took the grip in both hands. Bracing herself, she slammed the point into the packed earth of the yard. She grunted and yelled with effort, her entire body a tremor of force, driving the sword into Innis Lear.

Connley did not breathe, though around them people cried out. Her instinct for magic was like nothing he’d ever seen.

The wind dragged dirt and grass into Isarna’s eyes, and those nearby, too. The trees—the oak from the heart of the black keep loudest of all—cried Hotspur! A word that did not translate into their language, and so every person understood it as the roots and leaves and winds bent splinter tongues and ripples of air to make the sound:

“Hotspur!” cried Innis Lear.

A cheer lifted from the ramparts of Connley Castle, from the yard and windows, as every witness clapped or gasped or yelled in surprise and triumph.

Isarna held her sword, leaning on it, panting and staring directly ahead, where wind spun, holding thin yellow ash leaves in suspension, in a dance and flourish.

“Connley Errigal is mine,” Isarna said.

The wind blasted at her once, and the ash leaves slapped Isarna’s face, then fell naturally, shivering, to the yard.

mine

The Lady of Ashes whispered mournfully, pulling cold fingers through his hair as she faded. Connley took a shaky step toward Isarna, put a hand on her shoulder.

Isarna startled in surprise, but she let go of the sword and turned to him. One eyebrow raised, her cheeks flushed with shock and power. Her chest heaved, there was sweat on her brow, and her ruined curls stood out in tangles as if lightning had struck just beside her.

“Isarna,” he said.

She grasped hold of his tunic and jerked him nearer to her. She put her mouth on his.

Connley gasped, surprised, stealing her breath from hot lips, and Isarna kissed him, taking his face in both hands. He was dazzled, but Isarna let go: she took his hand and dragged him back toward the passage leading into the black keep. Ignoring the cries of her name, the onlookers calling questions, she pulled Connley stumbling behind her.

“We’re doing this now,” she said when they were alone with the oak tree and four corner altars in the empty privacy of the ruins. None had followed them: everyone knew better.

“Doing what?” he asked, genuinely confused, blood ringing in his ears.

Isarna leaned closer and put her hand over his groin.

“Isarna,” he breathed, stepping away.

“Listen to me, Connley.” She let him escape but kept her gaze leveled on his. “I win battles. That is what I do. I fight, and I win. I finally understand the strategy to take Innis Lear. I have your rootwaters inside me right now, I have confronted the wind itself, before family and witnesses, and now I will put you, my husband, my very own witch, down against this earth and have sex with you—those are the ways of the magic of Innis Lear.”

Though he should have been glad, Connley felt oddly gutted and hurt. He said nothing, though he let go a slight breath of sorrow. Always, he would be a piece on someone else’s game board. At least the Lady of Ashes never treated him so.

But Isarna frowned. “What?” she said, gruffly, which likely was as near to tenderness as she could manage in the moment.

Connley gulped a grounding breath and said, “I don’t want to be strategy.”

She actually rolled her eyes. “Your sister and I made it so; you have already agreed. You are the linchpin between Aremoria and Innis Lear.”

“But …” He waved a hand between their bodies. “Not …”

“You want love. But your prince isn’t here. I am.”

Struck silent again, it was all he could do not to sink to the ground in mortified despair.

“I like you, Connley,” she said conversationally. “You’re weird and very unashamed of it, you’re forthright and you protect what’s yours, and what isn’t yours but simply needs protecting. You don’t lie to me. I don’t think you lie to anybody. That makes me trust you. It’s a place to begin.”

“Trust,” he whispered, trying to feel better.

“Trust, and …” Isarna touched his cheek, then slid her fingers to his mouth. “Pleasure. And winning. If you do it with me, it isn’t my strategy. It’s ours.”

Quaking internally, Connley swallowed and moved his lips to kiss her fingers. He then licked very slightly at the pad of her middle finger.

Isarna gasped, too, as if startled. She brushed that finger along his mouth and moved closer. Slowly, so very slowly, she leaned in against him, aligning her hips with his, her chest to his, and tilted her chin up. Connley did not move but to tilt his head down in a matching angle so that when they kissed, it was simple, soft, and he felt the pleasure of it slide down his spine to settle in the narrow prow of his hips.

“This is good,” Isarna murmured.

“You weren’t …  sure it would be.”

She eyed him, blue eyes ferociously near. “Were you?”

Connley stared at her, head aching from the focus, and then set his jaw. In answer, he kissed her harder. He put his hands to the back of her head and did not budge; he remembered the best kiss he’d ever had, years ago, when Rowan had pushed open his mouth with tongue and teeth, and pinned Connley in the crook of two low hawthorn branches. The sensation had been taking and taking, as if Connley had no choice, but he had, and surrender was a gift to his lover.

Now he felt Isarna’s jaw muscles tighten then relax as she opened up to him, and he slanted his head sideways to reach better—he was rough and awkward, but it felt right. She tasted good, of wine and something deeper, more raw, like blood or iron, and on her breath the rootwaters remained, bright as stars.

Isarna gripped his hips and dug her fingers in. Her teeth scraped his tongue and he moaned a little, pulling her with him down to their knees.

The wind embraced them, soft and wordless; the oak dropped curling golden leaves like fragments of sunlight. Isarna grunted impatiently, kissing down his neck as her hands tore at the laces of his trousers. His tunic kept falling over her wrists, and he leaned away to strip it off, and his shirt after, flinging both to the side. Pausing, Isarna touched the long owl feathers, then lifted one off his chest to brush the slender blade to her cheek.

Connley trembled and leaned back on his heels, kneeling before her. He touched her ankle, pushing up the wool skirt, and dragged his palm up over the leggings wrapped tight all the way up to her thigh.

“Connley,” she said, and gripped his hand, guiding it farther up until he found warm bare skin.

He looked at her face and saw she was afraid, but unhesitating. She nodded fast, and he tugged her closer so that she had to straddle his lap. Isarna was strong, and she held on to his shoulders as he cupped her body’s well in his hand, exploring carefully, for he did not know what else to do.

Isarna kissed him, and then, flushed and breathing shallowly, she managed to unknot his trousers and stared down at his erection, lips parted. She shook her head in tiny motions, and Connley didn’t think she intended to. He bit his lip and rubbed the heel of his hand against her.

“Oh,” she said loudly, then the shaking of her head turned to nodding.

Connley leaned back, bracing himself with both hands against the cold earth. His entire body shook but he didn’t look away and didn’t force anything: she’d said she’d never been with a man. This part was brand new to both of them—he was thinking too much, but the words were his only shield against the o of her mouth and her fluttering, hesitant hands on him, her heat and careful, strong thighs to either side of his, pressing.

“Connley,” she said, slowly and just as loudly as before. She opened her body with her hands and took him in a little. Once she decided she was ready, she suddenly pushed entirely onto him, making a pretty little squeak.

Connley almost choked in surprise.

Isarna’s eyes were as wide as the sky.

He concentrated on breathing, on the wind whispering and the cold earth under his knees and shins, and he sat up a little, catching her with his arms around her waist, anchoring her on his lap.

“What do I do now?” she whispered.

Instead of speaking, Connley pulled at her hips, and pushed, and Isarna nodded hard, grimacing.

“Right, I knew that …  I …” Her breath released in a huff and she was moving then, sliding easily, strong, and Connley’s whole body was tense.

Isarna Persy was loud. It was gratifying and distracting, and Connley laughed, gasping, as they fumbled and moved together; she changed her pace or angle unexpectedly, making sounds of discovery and deep pleasure, and pain, too, touching herself, sometimes him, and Connley knew he was along for her ride. When she finished it was showy and spectacular, and Connley was not ready for her to melt away, to relax back. He grunted and said her name, which brought a flush back to her cheeks, and he maneuvered her onto her back, hooked her leg around his hip, and pushed back in again and again, biting his lip, intensely quiet, until he was done, too.

She put her arms around his neck, holding him tightly, and Connley just breathed. His temple touched her cheek and he drew in the cool air, sweaty and dirty, smelling of roots and fallen leaves and the delicate perfume of those roses on the north wall. Magic. They’d made a spell here, locking together in a marriage just as meaningful as any communion with Rowan.

Connley crushed his eyes tightly shut, trying to banish Rowan, trying to end the comparison, the longing.

Then he realized his wife was crying. Connley stiffened. “Isarna?” he whispered. What a pair they made.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she whispered back, shifting uncomfortably. Her dress was bunched between their stomachs; he moved to free her, to roll away, but Isarna did not let go. She clung even tighter to him.

“I can’t stop thinking about—about her,” she said. “My prince. For so long I was only hers …  I—I defined myself by her. But I’m not hers anymore. Who am I now?”

Connley clenched his jaw, reeling. Stars and worms, what was he supposed to say? Mussed, mostly naked, and confused, Connley just hugged her. He rolled to his side, pulling her with him, and cradled her. “It’s all right,” he murmured. “It …  will be all right.”

That was the only thing he knew to be true.




BANNA MORA

Dondubhan, late autumn

MORA’S BACK ACHED, but she refused to sit. Her husband had curtly instructed a chair be brought for her despite her protest, and a footstool. Brigh, the stern midwife attached now to Mora’s household like a fungus, instructed that if she would not sit and put up her feet, better to pace slowly than stand still. But Mora had nearly four months of pregnancy ahead of her, and she would rather withhold the inevitable pampering for when she truly needed it. Aches in her lower back and knees she could handle, and the discomfort of swelling breasts, and even the burn of indigestion and hard gassy pain that often pressed in her guts. She was a warrior, and a queen-to-be: her body would submit to her.

Brigh—forty, mother of two living children, and amused by Mora’s arrogance—shrugged and said, “You will learn otherwise, and next time take my advice. If the baby dies, I will have done my best.”

“If the baby dies,” Mora snarled, “it never was strong enough to be my heir, and certainly not the future queen of Innis Lear.”

It was perhaps the only time she’d truly shocked her husband. Rowan thereafter strove to prove the immense love he already felt for their child, and for her. “It is not weakness to be honored, it is not weakness to take care of yourself,” he murmured after they’d waited nearly an hour for Hotspur to arrive.

“I will meet her again on my feet,” Mora whispered, winding a finger around a thin silver-blond braid falling from Rowan’s temple. “Give me your arm so I may pace with half your strength, or be gone.”

He offered it, leaning in to splay his other hand over her belly. Only a linen shift and thin wool overdress separated his palm from the high curve of her body; she wore a heavier winter coat that laced over her swollen breasts, covering her arms and back, falling down to her knees. But Mora kept it open just beneath her breasts, so the wool and leather split over her pregnancy, revealing her belly in a cascade of red wool. Whether she entered a room or waited at a crossroads, none would forget she was with child. Mora had long ago learned that her body was her weapon and signal, and she would use it to her best advantage.

Her advantage now was reminding any who saw her that she bore the future queen.

Behind Mora the mighty fortress of Dondubhan waited, too, deep gray and blue as the moon in the evening sky. Every tower, crenellation, and window hung with Child Star banners and welcoming Aremore orange. Behind the castle the Tarinnish, that great black lake the fortress embraced, flickered with tiny waves created by a snappy winter wind, reflecting both the streaked clouds and the falling red sun.

The lake and castle were surrounded by marshland and moor, dipping into shallow valleys. Just southeast a hill rose, crowned by a trio of standing stones from which one could see the entire fortress, the edge of the town of Wellage as it curved around the Tarinnish, and the distant black outline of the Jawbone Mountains cutting off the northern thrust of the island.

Hotspur would come from the south, having made her way along the Ley Road from Connley Castle, then west across the northernmost tip of the White Forest. She’d curve around the Star Field—a meadow memorial where the ashes and bones of the dead of Innis Lear were buried beneath stone towers and slabs of rock. Candles dazzled from nearly every surface, slender and bright. Banna Mora had visited twice now: for the death of an old, retired retainer, and at the full moon. The vivid peace of the place soothed her, for she admired the practical marriage of stone and flame to create a spray of stars on earth. That was an ideal monument to a lost life, even to her Aremore sensibilities.

“We will know they approach,” Rowan said quietly, “in time for you to stand to greet her.”

Mora curled her lip angrily at her husband. The prince sighed and led her at a slow walk along the packed earth road. Built up from the marsh, it was narrow to keep any visitors to nothing but two horses abreast or a slender wagon.

For six weeks already Banna Mora and Rowan Lear had resided here at Dondubhan; Mora had grown irritable at her husband’s mother and at the women of the royal retinue stationed at the Summer Seat for their incessant advice and claim to her. As if this shared experience of pregnancy made her into one of them more certainly than her own word, than her marriage, than her island ancestry. Than the poison crown.

But none knew she’d accepted the hemlock. None except for Solas, Ryrie, and Rowan.

That single prophecy ate at her thoughts: The hemlock queen will die. She could not ignore it as the Learish queen seemed so able to do, nor accept it. On Innis Lear prophecies always came true.

“Oh, it will happen,” Rowan had said as if intending to reassure her. “We may not know how exactly, we may work to prevent it, but the prophecy will come true. There have been prophecies about the deaths of queens before. They always come true.”

Mora had stared at him, angry at his casual consent, until Rowan cupped her face, gripping her jaw hard, and said, “But you will not die—you are pregnant, and if you were to die, so would our child, and that is not prophesied.”

“And you, husband?”

“There are so many prophecies, Mora. For me, for you, for all of Innis Lear. It is a cacophony right now. A messy disaster. Try to enjoy it for now. We do not have a single answer, but a dozen. More. Endless possibilities. So live your life, make your choices, and be prepared.”

It did not comfort her.

Hotspur would understand, being as fully Aremore in faith and function as Mora. It would be good to have an ally again. And Mora intended to make Hotspur her partner in this mission to retake the throne. If she could win Hotspur, who loved Hal Bolinbroke, Mora could win anyone.

Eager to think of something else, Mora gripped Rowan’s hand too tightly as they waited at the gates of Dondubhan. He did not complain but slid her a calming glance with those tiger-iron eyes. Mora stopped her slow walk, tugging him nearer.

Rowan, her beloved, betraying husband.

She kissed him with teeth and tension, and he held her head in both hands, fingers molding carefully to her rows of braids. Mora’s head pounded; exhaustion weighed down her limbs, for she’d had difficulty sleeping these past two weeks. Insomnia happened sometimes, the midwife said, and she should bathe in warm water before bed, should lay on her side, should allow her husband to sing her restful melodies and caress her back, her shoulders, cheek—whatever soothed her. Make a ritual for sleeping.

The child inside her shifted, pushing a little fist or foot out toward its father. Mora swallowed the amazing discomfort. “He is kicking,” she said.

Rowan laughed gently. “Is she?” He put his forehead to Mora’s and slid his hands down to her belly again, pushing back a little where the child had, as if to play some game with it.

“Banna Mora!” came the call.

Mora and Rowan shifted apart to glance together back toward the gaping gate of Dondubhan. A retainer jogged toward them, gauntleted hand raised. “They come!” the man called.

Mora returned to the gate and resumed her pose of waiting. Rowan put his shoulder to hers, and because he remained quiet instead of insisting yet again she sit, Mora did not argue when she was offered warm, very watered wine to sip.

Hotspur led the party of horse and wagons as it slowly crested the road around the Star Field and approached Dondubhan. She was easily recognizable with her brilliant red hair catching the firelight in dark, bloody flashes. Much shorter and messier than it had been.

Mora was unprepared for the wave of affection that rose up in her rather like a sea monster.

Far enough back to be just more than polite, Hotspur called halt to her train and dismounted, slamming rather wearily onto the road. She tossed her reins to another retainer and did not wait for Connley before striding toward Banna Mora.

It put a smile on Mora’s tense mouth.

Hotspur’s exhausted expression opened up into a smile of her own, and she held out a hand. “Mora,” the knight said in a rush, informal and eager.

Mora gripped it, then pulled Hotspur close as the younger woman threw both arms around Mora’s shoulders.

“Worms,” Hotspur whispered in Mora’s ear, stretched onto her tiptoes. “Your stomach!”

Mora groaned softly. “It is in the way of many things.”

“I am so glad to see you—I’ve been furious for months and months at your treatment by Celedrix’s bad custom. And here you’re married and pregnant, and—I can’t remember the last time I saw you without armor.”

Kissing Hotspur’s temple, Mora said, “I am growing new armor, here on Innis Lear.”

Hotspur’s arms tightened convulsively, then she let go and stepped back. “I can imagine. Take me inside, let me see my people settled, and— Do you need sleep? I think pregnant women need their rest.”

Mora smiled, soothed by her friend’s frenetic worry. Her knees felt swollen and her back had ached forever, but she would not let Hotspur alone yet. “I will rest when you do. Food is ready and will be in my private dining room. But first, here is my husband, Rowan Lear.”

Rowan bowed his head, studying Hotspur with a masked expression. Mora knew him well enough by now to recognize the intensity of his scrutiny; he saw something that displeased him. “Welcome to Dondubhan, Hotspur of Perseria,” he said in a tone like a star priest invoking destiny.

“Prince,” Hotspur said thoughtfully.

That was all, and they were ushering the large party inside. Mared Lear appeared, clapping a hug about his brother before falling to his knees to dramatically flirt with his unborn niece or nephew through the wall of Mora’s flesh. She sighed and pushed him off, eyeing her husband until Rowan dragged his brother away to help with settling the retainers and servants.

It was quite the whirlwind, and Mora took full advantage of not only being the ranking mistress of the castle, but the pregnant one. Soon she was seated in her own suite of rooms, back to the fire and feet lifted onto a stool, pillows propping her lower back, and spiced warm wine in her hand.

Rowan came in with Connley and Hotspur; attendants departed, having deposited trenchers of food for the newly arrived. Mora sipped her wine and smiled as Hotspur made directly for a bowl and chunk of bread, upon which she piled meat, cheese, and a hearty beef broth. All of it mixed together and she no doubt would eat it with her fingers, like a regular soldier.

Connley came to Mora, eyes on her belly. Wonder and tentative curiosity plagued his hazel eyes, giving them a fervor she was unused to. “Connley,” she said.

“Sister,” he murmured, and knelt beside her; he took her free hand and kissed the knuckle. “I hope you will let me teach your child the language of trees.”

“If her father does not claim that for his own,” Mora said, oddly touched. It had to be the softening effect of pregnancy. She squeezed his hand. “Sit, eat. There is much you have to tell me since slipping off the island in the middle of the night, with no farewell at all!”

Hotspur, mouth full, sat hard in the chair beside Mora’s. Connley joined Rowan, and the prince gently nudged Connley to the food, then poured wine into three cups. One he brought to Hotspur, eyeing her coolly, the others he reserved for himself and Conn. Mora sipped her own, waiting until Hotspur was ready to speak. Connley and Rowan sat at the table, sharing a bench.

“What happened to your hair?” Mora asked.

“It was Connley’s ghost,” Hotspur said bitterly, before drinking deep of her wine. “That bitch thinks she owns him, but I claimed otherwise.”

Disbelief coursed through Mora and she shook her head. She knew of no ghost, only the old wind spirit Connley dedicated himself to, the Lady of Ashes. Glancing at her brother, she realized he did not have those black streaks of ashes down either cheek.

Connley held his bowl of bread, hands loose around the clay rim. He did not seem likely to eat, tightening his lips as if to hold back nausea. “She put Isarna’s hair in spirit-knots, and I had to cut her free.”

“Lady Hotspur is a grown woman, no child to be tormented.” Rowan was on his feet. He moved to loom over Connley.

The younger man’s lashes flickered as he refused to look up at his prince.

Hotspur tore a piece of cheese with her teeth and glared at Rowan. Mora recognized the look: Hotspur was not as relaxed as her lounging position would suggest. No, Hotspur was in the midst of battle. She said, “This is your island, Rowan Lear. Your aunt’s. Shame that I had to do my own magic to rid myself of this ghost, to bind her away from my husband. I’m surprised you allowed it to get so far.”

Rowan turned smoothly. He drew himself up, tall and lean in midnight robes, and though true disquiet had laced his voice when he spoke to Connley, now he held cool command. He said, “There are spirits everywhere. We teach our children to listen and resist them, lessons that have been lost to Aremoria for too long.”

Hotspur put her boots flat on the floor, leaning back into the chair. “I learned fast.”

“Did you?”

“She claimed me,” Connley said softly, but his words were clear in the edgy quiet of the room. “Isarna claimed me over Ashling, before witnesses and Innis Lear itself. She has a sword of Errigal steel that she used, and a spell, and her spit and blood.”

Rowan studied Connley for a long moment. “I would like to hear the details of this magic your Aremore wife invented.”

“You would, Rowan. She’s an instinct for magic like none I’ve—”

Mora sighed heavily, annoyed by this trailing conversation. “Will you all stop pretending a ghost has attacked anyone, or that Hotspur is a wizard?”

“The Ashling is a malformed earth saint,” Rowan said. “Broken because there are no earth saints on Innis Lear any longer, just as there is no great will of magic in Aremoria. Neither has been whole since the wizard Lear tore us apart.”

Connley nudged his bowl of food away and rubbed stiff fingers into his eyes.

Mora glanced narrowly from her husband to Hotspur. She held in her mind that she had met a dragon, and so ought not dismiss their statements outright. “A broken earth saint,” she said slowly.

“I believe she died badly,” Rowan said. “But with enough magic in her blood, and with the affection of the island. If it were possible, here, to be fully reborn as earth saints are reborn, she would have been. But it is not possible; therefore the Ashling is less than an earth saint, but more than a mere ghost or Learish spirit. And definitely mad.”

“And you allowed her to claim my brother?” Mora demanded, clinging to her cup of wine with both hands, else she throw it at him.

“I had problems of my own when I was young.” Rowan moved behind Connley, gripping the younger man’s shoulders.

“And I wanted her comfort,” Connley said. He lifted a hand to brush fingers to Rowan’s pale knuckles.

“Connley is stronger than you give him credit for.” Rowan straightened to level his tiger-iron eyes at Mora.

Hotspur huffed in resignation and pique. “Is it me? Why did she become so violent now? Only because he married, or because he was in Aremoria, or because of me? Was she like this when you were lovers?”

Rowan’s entire being seemed to draw still.

It took Banna Mora a moment to understand.

When she did, jealousy bit fast into her diaphragm. Hard on its heels came irritation that she’d not been expressly told, followed by chagrin that she’d not noticed the language between her husband and brother’s bodies in all this time.

She remembered the night in the White Forest, when she’d found them alone together inside that ruined old cathedral, and moments since when they had shared a glance or easy communication. Mora had assumed such things to be lifelong friendship, Learish habits; many things other than that they’d been lovers. How galling that it took Hotspur mere moments to suss it out.

Unless Connley had done his wife the honor of telling her.

“You seduced my brother?” she said, accusing.

Rowan raised both eyebrows and put on his most arrogant mask. “Perhaps he seduced me,” was his answer, but sheer pride made a lie of such humility.

Mora snorted.

“Have you provided me with a thorough examination of all your former lovers?” Rowan asked.

“He is my brother.” This time she did throw her cup at him.

An arc of pale red wine splashed the floor and the cup hit Rowan directly in the chest. He did not flinch, but caught it as it fell. He held her gaze for a moment, frowning gently as if concerned for her—not her anger, but her physical state. “Be kind to yourself, Mora,” he said, then looked at Hotspur, who remained firmly seated in her chair, watching with embarrassed horror. “Yes, the Ashling Lady tried to kill me when she first suspected I might rival her for Connley’s heart. But I am the prince of Innis Lear, and I know her language, her tricks, and my power is greater than hers.”

“She never liked you, though,” Conn said softly.

“A widely held sentiment,” Mora snarled.

Rowan said, “Perhaps I might be left alone with my wife.”

Hotspur shot up, laughing humorlessly. She put her hand to her heart and bowed to Mora, then reached for Connley. “Come on, I want to check on my people. We’ll figure the rest out in the morning, Banna Mora.”

Stiffly, Mora nodded. Then she tried to smile at her little brother. “I am glad we are all family now.”

When they were alone, Rowan stood at Mora’s knees and bent to lift her up out of the chair. He guided her exhausted self to their bedchamber, and she allowed him to undress her. “Shall I call for a warm bath?” he asked, low in his throat as he moved behind her. His hands rubbed along her neck and shoulders, then he walked his fingers hard down her spine to settle, kneading, in the small of her back.

“Yes,” she whispered. Rowan slid his hand around her hips and cupped her naked belly.

“Why are you truly angry, my dragon?”

“I do not like to be caught out not knowing things about you,” she said, letting him take some of her weight. “I want to know every shadow and crevice, every light and angle and teary, hot corner of your heart.”

He was silent for a moment, and then he said, “Forgive me. I would invite you into all those shadows and corners, too. My habit is to keep secrets, when I do not know if I can control the telling.”

“We are going to rule together, we are making children together, will fight in a war together, and we must have trust between us. I will not be your wife if I cannot trust you. I will only be your commander.”

Again, her husband was silent.

Mora leaned onto him, eyes drifting shut. The chamber was fire-warm, and the bath would feel good, relax her, and help her sleep.

“Do you love me, Banna Mora Errigal?” Rowan whispered.

“I do.”

His arms around her tightened. “Then before you rest, there is one final thing I must confess to you.”

Her bones seemed to fuse together at the longing in his voice, as if he would beg her to take back the offer. Mora suddenly felt afraid. “What is it?” she asked, voice thin and whispering.

“I know how I am going to die.”




ROWAN

Dondubhan, late autumn

THE POISON PRINCE of Innis Lear kept many secrets.

It was a habit of years, having thrived perhaps by the blessing of his birth star, Saint Terestria. Every important relationship in his life had been built upon one (or more than one).

Except for his relationship with the island: Rowan hid nothing from Innis Lear.

To his mother, he lied about his father. To his father, about the nature of magic and why the Glennadoers could so rarely wield it. He had kept tiny secrets on behalf of his siblings, as if he were their priest and protector of little rebellions.

The stars revealed secrets to him, great cosmic wonders he trusted but did not clearly comprehend. The winds whispered constantly in his ear about this retainer or that steward, who had fallen in love with whom, who hid illness, who was cheating at taxes or edged the line of their property slightly north every year. Sometimes he acted upon the intelligence, but sometimes he gathered it only, hoarding it for a winter of need.

To his queen Rowan did not lie, but he kept secret from her how young he’d been when first he’d taken up the hemlock crown.

The prince knew the true name of the Lady of Ashes, and that was the reason the spirit never had tormented him as she had the lovers and friends of all her favorite children. He had kept her name from Connley, both from habit and a suspicion that knowing who she had been would hurt his friend. Rowan had discovered the name in the book of dreams: Elia Lear wrote how her sister called to her some nights, and the queen could not tell if it was real or a dream, if she fell victim to that same madness her father had known or if the island and wind teased her. That sister was known to history to have died childless and under wild, mysterious circumstances. It made sense to Rowan that she would haunt the island’s children, furious and possessive, half earth saint and half desperate mess.

He thought there were secrets Banna Mora did not wish to know. She’d been relieved when Rowan told her not to trust earth saints and that probably her part in the prophecy he’d given Celeda Bolinbroke was over because she’d been born burning. Yet when Mora heard the hemlock prophecy from his mother, she gnawed on it like a tender bone. This last secret of his would bother her, too, but perhaps if he revealed everything at once, she would see the pattern and understand not only the necessity of following the path the stars and Innis Lear laid out for him, but join him in dedication to it.

“I know how I’m going to die,” he confessed, arms circling her pregnant belly, cupping their child as it curled inside her. Their daughter. He pressed his temple to Mora’s braids.

But she pushed him away, twisting her neck to glare at him. “Wormshit, Rowan.”

A peace had settled over him with the confession, though, and her ire could not penetrate it. “This is not the strangest thing you’ve believed of me.”

With a grimace of discomfort, Mora reached past him for the robe hanging beside their bed. Mora’s naked body stretched gloriously in the firelight, gently shaded in tan and golden brown, from knees to hair, nipples and lips and calloused palms. He could not help skimming his fingers along the curve of her bottom.

She glared and enclosed herself in the thick blue robe, lips pursed as she wrapped it tightly over her belly, with one hand holding it clenched together between her breasts. Clearly, she would give him no access to her so long as she remained dissatisfied with his words.

Rowan sat on a narrow chair tucked against the stone wall of the chamber. Mora stood over him, sculpting her face into neutrality; he’d not see her aches and pains or rabid skepticism until she chose. That was fine, for he knew it was there by the way the corners of her eyes pinched and the balance with which she planted her bare feet against the rug. He knew everything about how she carried herself, had studied and worshipped her equally the past year and more.

He said, “I’ve known for years, but for so long the path to the end seemed fractured and impossible. The nearer I get, the more precise the future becomes.”

“Tell me.”

“I die in Aremoria.” He wove his fingers together, cupping them in his lap. “Elia the Dreamer saw it, and wrote it down, and delivered the vision to me when I was a child. Not sleeping, but dead at the crown of her ancient church.”

“So it’s another prophecy.” Mora remained dubious.

He shrugged, leaning back in his chair, and held his wife’s eyes. Long ago he’d stopped fearing his death. And now that Mora was pregnant, the final threads of sorrow had released their hold on him. However much he wished to live, this was a glorious part he’d played (and would continue to play) in the history of Innis Lear.

Banna Mora sighed irritably. “Then you will not go to Aremoria ever again.”

Rowan laughed, delighted.

“I am serious.” Mora put her bare foot upon his knee and shoved. “You will not give in to death unless it is by my hand.”

He caught her foot and squeezed it, held on just long enough to threaten her with imbalance. She snarled and he let go, standing again. “What will be will be,” he said, kissing her. Her belly pressed into his.

Mora tore away. “That is not true, or what is the point of prophecy? You fool, you ask the future in order to shift it, avoid or embrace it depending on if it aligns with your needs. That is the only reason to live a life or run a kingdom pandering to the stars! To change the future, not take whatever is offered.”

“Oh? You’re an expert now, my hemlock queen?” Rowan was vastly amused, and the hook in his heart blazed like lightning because Banna Mora was furious that he would die.

Instead of flaring up, instead of slapping him or yelling as she was wont to do, Mora’s expression cooled. “Yes,” she said. “I am your hemlock queen, and you should listen to my words and do as I say.”

“I listen,” he murmured, instantly tender.

She gritted her teeth. “Yet you accept your death.”

“Not freely, not for nothing. My death is a price to pay for my cause, and my cause is yours: Aremoria and Innis Lear reunited.”

“Explain.”

Rowan closed his eyes, and saw it again: the Dragon of the North in all its granite, starlit beauty. Its hollow-mountain voice:

a line of starlight stretching like a road between Aremoria and Innis Lear. Rowan, somehow, at both ends

He said to his wife, “When I was a boy, I found Elia the Dreamer’s journal of dreams, and she knew I would. She wrote to me, and said first that I should learn to become Innis Lear, not to rule it. And so I began the hemlock ritual when I was only nine years old. She also told me of a vision she had of me, dead in Aremoria at the crown of an ancient church—it is Lear’s church, the wizard Lear who cleaved our island from Aremoria a thousand years ago.”

Mora hissed in displeasure, but Rowan held up his hand.

“When I was older, and the Ashling spirit tried to kill me, I investigated her. I wanted to know the source of her power, and why she was obsessed with Connley. I wanted to protect him, Mora, and myself and all the island if need be. I studied, I discussed her with the roots and stars, I gathered everything possible, and I came to understand what I said earlier: she is a broken earth saint. Not quite alive nor either dead, not like them, not like the winds of Innis Lear, either.”

“What does that have to do with your death?”

Rowan smiled. “She is as she is because there is something fundamentally flawed within Innis Lear. With the island’s magic. She is not the only broken earth saint to wander our island. They are awful, lonely beings, inherently disruptive and destructive. They cannot exist apart, nor can they be truly part of Innis Lear. I believe this flaw was born when the first wizard Lear cleaved us from Aremoria. She cleaved magic as well. That is what the Dragon of the North showed me when I met it the first time.”

His wife sat abruptly. Her jaw clenched, and she glared up at him. Rowan knelt to continue, “The dragon showed me a path of pure magic, a star road. Lear broke it when she broke Innis Lear from Aremoria. She shattered this living connection of magic, and neither our island nor Aremoria can be complete without the other. By anchoring herself to our island, she became its magical heart, its will, and ripped magic from Aremoria. That is the reason Innis Lear is so wildly alive, so strong in power. It has a heart of its own, and more magic than its due. At the same time, the Aremore earth saints were trapped alone in their under-root chapels and the trees were isolated, the core of their magic torn away. Both sides long for what was lost. A heart for Aremoria, and the health of earth saints on Innis Lear. We have an anchor here, but to open the star road again, someone will have to be anchored to Aremoria the same way.”

“You. You think your destiny is to die on Aremoria to bring its magic back.”

“To resolve the broken magics of Innis Lear. There is imbalance. Our island has managed and maintained with only its rootwaters and its queens, but these broken earth saints—like this Ashling who obsesses so over your brother—upend all that. And there are forces pushing from Aremoria now. I felt them when I was in the March, and you have witnessed them attempting to force action with small appearances. The earth saints seem to have no more power than simple manifestation. They fade without the star roads open. And Innis Lear needs the same, to balance itself.”

“Star roads! Hearts anchoring the magic of an entire land? You are so arrogant, to think you can match what that wizard Lear did a thousand years ago. Powerful enough to cleave apart Aremoria and Innis Lear, and you—you think you can undo that greatest magic?”

Rowan’s pride pounded in his chest with every beat of his heart. He did believe it. “I am not alone, Mora. I am working for Innis Lear. And the island wishes for this outcome, or I would not be reborn from the hemlock again and again.”

“That is madness, Rowan! To poison yourself and say surviving means you act as an agent of Innis Lear itself.” Mora’s voice was low, desperate with what Rowan chose to interpret as belief.

He smiled. “You survived it, too, Banna Mora. You wear a hemlock crown as surely as I do. When the stars began to babble, two years ago, I made a great star prophecy, and do you know what the stars and the winds both told me? Go to the March. That is where the temple is, where I will die opening the star road again. I did not find the temple then, but I did find you, my love.”

Mora said nothing, though her hand trembled against her knee.

“Do you see what it all means?” Rowan pressed, wanting to grab that hand, use desire to make her see. “You were meant to be my partner in this. Innis Lear wants you here, with me, and together we will make Aremoria a part of Innis Lear again.”

“Fated to be yours,” Mora murmured.

“And Innis Lear’s, and the queen of a new Aremoria.” He reached and placed his finger against the garnet in the Blood and the Sea.

Wordlessly, Mora slid off their bed to straddle his lap. Rowan wrapped his arms around her hips, cradling her with her belly pressed against his. He held her gaze, as she calmed her breathing, as she studied him. It was a general’s mask she wore, a queen of the battlefield, strategizing, rethinking, turning everything she thought she’d known into new shapes until she forced them into one she admired.

“Very well, husband,” she finally whispered. “Hemlock lover. I will serve Innis Lear in this mission, with you at my side.”

Rowan kissed her, as if he kissed fate itself.




PRINCE HAL

Southern Innis Lear, late autumn

HAL BOLINBROKE’S FIRST few hours on Innis Lear passed in a haze of wonder, despite the dire reasons for coming. Her entire life she’d wished to visit this dangerous, wild island, and here she finally was. She intended to enjoy it as long as she could. When she met Hotspur again, and Banna Mora, any pretense of holiday would swiftly end.

They’d sailed around the south cape to arrive at Port Comlack. Cliffs cut up from the sea, glaring and sand-pale, and a biting wind flushed off the island, blasting at Hal’s already chapped cheeks, fighting the sail of her barge. The sailors lowered it and maintained course with a heavy, rhythmic rowing song. Hal couldn’t even hear the splash and dip of the oars over the spitting wind.

It tasted of rain and earth, not fish, not salt: this was no ocean wind, but a true wind of Innis Lear—the sort that talked, that beckoned and begged and denied.

At her side, the wizard closed his eyes.

Hal tossed an arm around his narrow shoulders. “We’ve arrived!” she said in Learish.

“So we have,” he replied in the same.

They’d cast off from Aremoria hours before dawn, and for the hours they’d sailed Hal had pestered the wizard to speak with her in Learish, to better practice her pronunciation. The wizard had sighed with exasperation. “Best ask some other, when we arrive, Prince Hal. My accent is a hundred years old.”

Hal nearly dove off the barge in heady glee that he admitted such, and her wild grin was matched, inasmuch as he was capable of matching such high emotion, by the deepening of the crows-feet wrinkles at the wizard’s mud-green eyes. As if he hid a smile.

It took the rest of the afternoon to unload the barge of Hal’s royal accoutrement and the gifts she’d brought on her own and her mother’s behalf for the nobility of Innis Lear. They were met by Rory Errigal, the son of the acting duke of Errigal, who was near forty, tall and broadly muscled, with those blasted red freckles Hal had recognized on the young, round face of Era Errigal those months ago in her Uncourt. Rory welcomed Hal with all the proper words, and Hal enthusiastically clasped his arm, eager to hear about Errigal and this area around Port Comlack.

Her visit had been highly negotiated and the details arranged prior, so Hal knew she’d not be sleeping under any of Queen Solas’s residences until meeting with the queen herself a few days from now in Astora City, the seat of the Taria dukes. Rory Errigal would escort her party along the Innis Road through the queen’s land, skirting the Earl Rosrua’s territory until they leaned north into Bracoch lands. At that point the Earl Bracoch would join them to lead them into Taria. Most nights Hal and her party would pitch a camp, staking some slight sovereign claim to the circle of their fires. When finally they were welcomed by Solas herself, they’d become a part of the queen’s household for the journey farther north to Dondubhan for the winter holidays.

Hal didn’t mind traveling rough; it reminded her of the weeks spent campaigning with Banna Mora and the rest of the Lady Knights. Sleeping under the stars; building fires; the hard earth at her back; the sounds of her fellows laughing and snoring; all of it filled her with a sense of ease.

Having Lady Ter Melia with her helped.

Hal hadn’t had much contact with the former Lady Knight in the past year, as Ter Melia had left Hal’s service when Hotspur had still been in Lionis, recruited by Commander Abovax to the queen’s personal guard. But Hal welcomed her on this mission anyway, with a trust born of nostalgia and hope. 

The first few hours on the island, Hal studied the wizard carefully, expecting what, she wasn’t quite sure. (For him to age backward, perhaps, becoming a young man her age; for flowers to blossom in his footsteps; for the flecks of color in his eyes to change into stars; for the wind to gust and transform him into a dozen ragged black crows.) All the wizard did, however, was wander away from the party unloading at the docks, head tilted, while fingers of wind pulled at his mussed black hair rather like a friend. Hal chased after, inviting him and Ter Melia to join her along the path she’d noticed up the bluffs to the west. The three trudged up the gravelly path between long fronds of brown and golden grass that all bent the same way: toward the sea. In Hal’s experience, wind blew harshest from the ocean, battering sand and grasses in all directions.

It was an exhilarating walk, if freezing. Winter settled early on Innis Lear, and though it was several weeks still until the Longest Night, ice already kissed the wind and dawns were frost-heavy.

Ter Melia posed at the pinnacle of a bluff and stared out over the wavelets pouring toward the island. “Innis Lear feels as they said it would.”

“Alive? Wild?”

“Dangerous.”

Hal laughed, for she agreed. The rocks below shimmered in the mist off crashing waves and Hal leaned farther out, aware of how easy it would be to tip over. Would it be like flying, for those short breaths before her body broke upon the threshold of sea and shore? A pull from below her heart whispered Try it, and Hal shifted her weight away from the edge, not trusting herself, afraid of the reckless impulse.

Vertigo caught her in its spinning grip, and she seized Ter Melia’s wrist.

“Careful,” Ter Melia cautioned.

Hal glanced over her shoulder at the wizard. His back was to them as he stared out over the golden fields pocked by rough stones and tangles of gray-green bushes. She moved toward him and followed his gaze. Far, far in the distance, beyond a dip in the moor, smoke rose and then a hazy outline of hills tall enough that perhaps they were mountains.

“That,” the wizard said, “is the way to Scagtiernamm.”

“Thorn trees? Is that what it means?”

“Refuge. The Refuge of Thorns.”

“You know it,” Hal said, walking nearer to him.

The wizard smiled humorlessly.

Wind hissed through the grasses, curling around his ankles. The wizard touched one of the charms braided into his thick hair, dangling there at his collar.

“Is the wind talking?” Hal asked.

He nodded. “It remembers my name.”

Every part of Hal ached with the desperate wish to ask for that name, to beg if necessary. The wizard put his hand on Hal’s shoulder and patted her, like to calm an enthusiastic dog. But Hal took no offense; she was overly eager.

“Is this where you come from?” she asked with a semblance of calm. A compromise.

She didn’t truly expect the wizard to answer, but he said, “I was born on Innis Lear, though made in Aremoria.”

“You remember now?”

“Yes. Almost everything.”

“Maybe I was supposed to bring you home. Maybe it’s why they gave you to me.”

The wizard looked sharply at her.

Hal grinned. “I was at the Witch Elm for a reason, wizard. I asked the earth saints for help, for a bargain, and you’re what they sent.”

For a moment the wizard didn’t seem to react at all, staring through her. Then he said, “Lion Prince,” as if it meant everything.

“What do they want from me?”

“I only know my riddle.” He shook his head in apology.

Ter Melia called to Hal to show her the moon, delicate and white in the still-blue sky. It would be full in a few days.

In the morning, the wizard had vanished. Though Hal wished otherwise, she did not hold her party back, knowing he either would rejoin them or not. There was no danger he could find himself in that Hal could protect him from, of that she was certain.

On account of the wagons of supplies and gifts, they rode slowly: Hal, Ter Melia, and Rory Errigal with his grandmother Sin’s retainers, and Hal’s Aremore soldiers in their brilliant orange. Hal made easy conversation with Rory, asking after a girl of his family named Era. Rory grimaced and said Era was impossible to track, since she’d been granted her priesthood at too young an age.

She was his daughter. He spoke of her with the loving exasperation Hal expected from the good parents of wild children. Though riding at Rory’s side, Hal kept Era’s confidence and did not relate to her father that they’d met in a cave below the palace at Lionis.

Midafternoon, the wizard reappeared, riding a horse they hadn’t brought from Aremoria. Besides the horse he had nothing but what he wore, and a cloth bag tied to the saddle large enough to hold a child, which clacked as the horse moved as if filled with seashells. His left eyebrow was split and bruised as if he’d been punched.

Hal welcomed the wizard back expansively, hoping for an explanation that was not forthcoming.

It was a glorious day, despite the cold, and the intense colors of Innis Lear cut at Hal’s eyes: iron-black, gold, the darkest nighttime green, and drops of bloodred when they passed hawthorn trees sporting their berries. The south of the island was all dramatic moors, windy and treeless. Occasional creaks broke across the grassland like glittering seams. Hal’s giddiness had her smiling at everything, and it drove Ter Melia from her side to range ahead of the party with Rory Errigal.

But the wizard understood. “I love it here, too,” he said in his quiet way.

“Did you know Morimaros the Great traveled Innis Lear in disguise once? As a common soldier. How I long to remove this tabard and torc, and replace it all with a humble retainer’s uniform or the cloak of a hunter. Wander Innis Lear however I like!”

The wizard nodded, eyes on the wispy clouds.

Hal said, “Do you know the story? When Morimaros the Great came here to win the crown for Elia Lear?”

“I do not think that is exactly what happened,” the wizard murmured.

“Did you know him?”

“He came here because he was betrayed, and in that betrayal, hurt Elia. He came because he owed her his support, his strength, but not to win anything for her. With her, maybe. She was already a queen.”

“Who betrayed him?” Hal asked very quietly, almost too soft to hear beneath the wind and horses.

The wizard gazed out across the moors. “I was young and angry. I …  loved him. But I thought that nobody would ever choose me over everything else, and that meant I didn’t deserve to be chosen at all. They both knew you can’t choose one person over the world—especially if you’re a king or queen.”

A pang of heartache turned Hal’s face away. “Maybe a queen can choose both, though. One person and the world.”

The wizard laughed once, a sound of tragedy and affection. “Has that been your experience, Your Highness?”

She grunted her displeasure at the question.

Gently, the wizard said, “My king was a lion, too.”

Hal caught her breath, undeserving, she felt, of the comparison. The wizard had said he felt the same a hundred years ago. Undeserving. She realized she held the reins too tightly, and relaxed her fists.

“Can you tell me how it all fell apart?”

Startled, for the wizard rarely asked questions, she looked at him again. “All what?”

“What they built. Morimaros and Elia.”

“Did it, though? Look how strong Innis Lear is, and Aremoria has only become grander since then. Morimaros built the Royal Libraries and established trade through Vitilius, and the Third Kingdom.”

“Are we not here to prevent war between Lear and Aremoria?”

Hal grimaced. “Oh, that.”

“Last I visited Aremoria,” the wizard said delicately, “there were no questions of inheritance plaguing either country.”

“Um. Morimaros didn’t have children. I mean, he did, but they were here, and heirs to Innis Lear. Three of them: Gaela, Bannos, and Connley. Gaela inherited the Learish crown, Connley went to the Third Kingdom and his line has remained there, and Bannos’s son married into the Errigal line here. Gaela ruled, and her daughter Astora after her, and Astora’s daughter is the current queen, Solas of Innis Lear. So there is little question about inheritance on Innis Lear, though Solas, like Morimaros, has no children of her own. Her sister, Ryrie, bore Solas’s heir: Rowan Lear, though they say on Innis Lear a king will go mad.”

The wizard laughed softly and said, “So they will. And I had heard, long ago, that Elia’s children would all be bastards.”

“An entire line of them,” Hal agreed. “Which did not work out so well in Aremoria.”

“There was a bastard king there? I missed that.”

“Only rumors, which might have been worse.” She sighed and shifted in the saddle. “Morimaros ruled for forty-two years, abdicating when he was sixty-five in favor of his nephew Isarnos. Isarnos was married to Vatta Persy and they had only two children survive to adulthood: Segovax and Vatta the Younger. Segovax first married Senna of Or and had three children with her: another Vatta—my grandmother—Rovassos King, and Gavos. When Senna died Segovax married Estha of Taria Queen and had Corius—Mora’s father—and Matomaros who is still alive, living in the Rusrike with his wife and children, and ruling already a huge city-state. Clear?”

The wizard nodded. “Your grandmother Vatta was eldest, but did not inherit. Because she was a woman?”

“That made it easier to overlook her in Rovassos’s favor, but it was more than that. Segovax possibly believed the rumors that he was not Vatta’s true father. She was much darker than him, but that might’ve come from Senna’s family, which had off and on married into Ispania—and did again. My grandfather was Ianos Gaunt, a prince in Ispania. Vatta and Ianos had Celeda, who is both my mother and currently the queen. Our line is as proven as Rovassos’s was,” Hal insisted, “because Vatta was not a bastard.”

“You trace your lineage back to the first King Morimaros, through his grandson Isarnos, and so does Banna Mora, because her father and your grandfather were brothers.”

Hal smiled. “Right! And Hotspur can, too, because Morimaros the Great’s sister Ianta married the duke of Perseria, and Hotspur comes from her direct line.”

The wizard glanced toward the dark center of Innis Lear. “So all three of you with a claim to the Aremore crown.”

“It’s worse than that,” Hal admitted. “King Morimaros was uncle to my great-grandfather Isarnos. But he was Banna Mora’s direct great-grandfather through Elia Lear. That second son of hers, undoubtedly fathered by Morimaros? Bannos? His son married Sin Errigal, who is Banna Mora’s grandmother.”

Something akin to wonder pressed a sigh from the wizard’s thin lips.

“But my mother is the rightful queen of Aremoria, and that matters more than Mora’s claim to it. Hotspur shouldn’t have married Connley Errigal. It makes it look like she’s siding with Mora to challenge my mother. How could she take a path that will lead to my mother’s death? And mine?”

“Is your mother the rightful queen?” the wizard asked gently.

The tension in Hal’s body put her horse on edge, and the beast danced awkwardly until Hal soothed her with a firm hand. She glanced at the wizard and said, “Celedrix earned the throne, and her mother Vatta was Segovax’s eldest. It ought to have been Vatta, not Rovassos, ruling in the first place. My mother tried for years to be a good niece, to be content with her earldom and armies, supporting Rovassos. But he accused her of heinous things and banished her for ten years. Then, wizard, he took even her lands and titles from her and from me. He was not a good king.”

“Do you think he made her an enemy on purpose?”

“He claimed that she killed his brother Gavos, based on the accusation from his lover, with no evidence at all. So, if not on purpose, he seized the chance to rid himself of a rival.”

“His undoing.”

“That and also isolating Vindomata of Mercia. His favors fell to only men, and most of those supposedly his lovers. Vindomata believed he neglected Mercia and Perseria, as well as betraying her good friend Celeda Bolinbroke.”

“But Vindomata Persy and Celedrix are no longer allies, if your friend Hotspur’s marriage and her being here with Banna Mora is an indication.”

“There, I know nothing of what caused it. It is said that my mother had Vindomata’s sons murdered during the rebellion, but I cannot believe she would, just to consolidate her power and remove it from Vindomata.”

The wizard watched her coolly until Hal had to glance away. She said, “Why overthrow a despot only to become one yourself?”

“Power,” the wizard murmured.

Hal groaned softly. “What is in that rattling bag?” she asked to distract.

One of his rough hands fell to the canvas, carefully brushing against the cord that sealed the bag shut. “Restless bones.”

Shock made her laugh. “What for? Whose?”

But he would not confess to her any more that day.

MIST SHROUDED THE rolling hills of Taria the morning they were to arrive at Astora City, and Hal could do nothing with her hair. Its thickness seemed twice the usual volume, and no amount of combing or picking compensated. She’d noticed in her few days on Innis Lear that the wind tangled her hair when she wasn’t looking; soap made it rough, oil made it too heavy. The attendant who’d come along with the dresses and finery Celedrix provided her daughter threw up her hands with a scowl and blamed it on the angry island. “Mine hangs dully here,” the girl said. “But Ter Melia’s is better, maybe she can help.”

Hal stood at the fire in her brilliant orange-and-white ensemble, perfect from the neck down. She shoveled a breakfast of grainy bread and butter into her mouth, resigning herself to a thick mass of a bun, and perhaps hanging some copper chains around it instead of the delicate hairpieces made to slip into her usually compliant locks. The wizard finished rolling his small tent and fixed it to its place on the supply wagon, then joined Hal. “Your smile has vanished,” he said softly.

“My hair is a disaster.”

“The salt wind, and energy dancing between the rootwaters.”

“Magic made my hair impossible?” Hal was incredulous.

The wizard laughed low in his throat. It was good to hear. “On Innis Lear, magic can make as much impossible as it can make possible. But I am a wizard. Sit.”

She obeyed and gritted her teeth at the little bursts of pain as he separated tangled pieces of her hair out and worked. Hal did her best not to think of braiding her and Hotspur’s hair together, idle and naked on her bed.

With charms pulled from pockets or worms-knew-where, with little threads of wool, the wizard put dozens of small braids into her hair, twisting and looping them around one another. He left the rest unbound and tumbling down her back.

The attendant came to watch after a few minutes, and the wizard used her hands to hold pieces apart. “This is more elaborate than I can do on my own,” he said.

“Oh, it is like yours, wizard!” The girl nodded eagerly.

Hal skewed him a glance: his thick black hair was twisted and braided rather wildly back from his face. Tiny bone-and-shell charms dangled at his shoulders, giving him the impression of untamed magic. Hal smiled. She did not mind having a wizard’s hair.

“It’s easier to maintain if it’s shorter,” he said. “Most on Innis Lear use elaborate braids to counter the salt wind, or are born with softer hair that likes this rough treatment.”

“And the magic,” Hal insisted.

“I thought, when you mentioned your grandfather was Ispanian, that this might suit you.”

He said it casually, but Hal read the truth in his admission: he had Ispanian blood, too.

“Will you tell me your name, wizard?” she asked again, for the third or thirtieth time.

Wind blew between them, flaring the fire and drawing blurry lines in the mist.

The wizard said, “It is not my right to speak it. Especially on Innis Lear.”

ASTORA CITY DRAPED itself across an entire deep valley in the west of Innis Lear, surrounded by massive hills. From the southern approach, Hal and her company saw the whole of the city as the low clouds lifted away with the afternoon sun. Built of stone both cream in color and dark gray-blue, Astora reminded Hal of home. Two castles nestled beside one another in the city’s heart—one, only finished a generation ago, rose toward the sky in pale sandstone towers and crenellations. Glass glinted in the high, arching windows. The second was older, built of hardwood and granite, impregnable and windowless.

They paraded through the city, escorted by men belonging to the Earl Bracoch and the duke of Taria’s retainers. At the broad gates of Astora Castle—the new one—the duke of Taria himself waited for Hal. He was young, thirty or so, and tall as a maple but just as skinny. Dark brown hair was braided back from his face and his narrow cheeks were wind-chapped pink. Hal remained seated upon her horse as he greeted her elegantly, welcoming her to his city. Hal smiled and called his name; he invited her inside to meet Queen Solas.

Hal accepted his hand and dismounted. Her usual military outfit had been replaced by a heavy, deep orange overdress belted with black leather over layers of cloud-white linen skirt and winged sleeves that would make eating a problem if they weren’t tucked in. She wore black boots and black gloves, as well as the Heir’s Score. Its hilt was black-wrapped and the short iron crosspiece was set with a single white pearl like an eye.

The wizard was a forest shadow at her back.

The castle’s great hall lifted three stories at least, with grand arches between the stone columns carved with vines and hung with dark pink banners. Benches sprawled off long tables that soon would be filled with courtiers and retainers, but for now the hall was clear for Hal, her wizard, Ter Melia, and five soldiers, the duke of Taria to approach. At the far end waited Queen Solas and her sister, Ryrie, on two high-backed chairs, with three rangy dogs at the queen’s feet. A young woman embroidered, perched upon a stool nearby. Behind her, some queen’s retainers stood guard.

The queen sat straight, her hands resting on the arms of the chair, and a smooth, plain blue tabard fell from her shoulders over plump breasts, belted at her short waist before blossoming over equally fat hips. Silver rings graced every finger and silver chains dripped across her forehead from round silver pins holding dark brown hair off her temples. White dots curved under her eyes and her bottom lip was bloodred with paint. She was at least as old as the wizard and exuded confidence.

Beside the queen, skinny Ryrie Lear smiled prettily beneath flushed cheeks, though her dark eyes did not quite focus on Hal’s face.

“Welcome, Calepia Bolinbroke,” Solas said, “to Innis Lear. You are known in your home as Prince Hal, I believe.”

“I am, and thank you, it is with deepest excitement I arrive. I’ve always wished to visit your island.” Hal put her best sparkle into her smile.

Ryrie laughed, as light as tinkling bells. “Well, Hal—Prince Hal—there were many reasons you might have come before.”

“None so splendid as the marriages of two of my most favorite women in all the world.”

“Banna Mora did not speak so of you.” This from Solas again, calm and exceedingly plain.

“I’ll not deny there’s been tension between Mora and myself these past years, but I will deny to my very death that we were not close once, and the best of friends. I’d have died for her.”

“Before her inheritance was stolen.”

“Before my mother’s star rose,” Hal countered.

At that both royal women smiled; Ryrie delightedly, Solas with consideration.

“And now Banna Mora’s stars and Hotspur’s have come into alignment,” the queen said. “What of yours?”

Hal shook her head. “You mistake, Your Brightness. Hotspur has no stars: she is all fire, enough to blaze against the sky herself.”

Solas lifted a dark eyebrow and glanced at her sister. Ryrie shrugged. “We will be careful of where we set this fire, then,” Solas said. She gestured at the young woman who’d been embroidering during all the banter. “Here is Vae Lear. Vae, say hello to your fellow princess.”

Hal smiled her best dazzling smile to cover her surprise: she’d thought Ryrie Lear had only sons.

The young woman smiled shyly. She was maybe eighteen, and though her eyes were clearly her mother’s same brown, her square face had to be Glennadoer.

“A pleasure, princess,” Hal said, feeling strange in her belly: a strangeness of discovery, for now she thought on it, she was absolutely certain Ryrie’s youngest child had been a son. Whatever magic this was, Hal liked it. She bowed and summoned forth her gifts: silk and woven tapestries for the queen’s residence; a box inlaid with mother-of-pearl and silver containing very fine, small daggers; whalebone combs and amber beads from the Rusrike; lapis bangles from the Third Kingdom. She showed off, too, the gifts for Banna Mora and Rowan Lear (a priceless ruby necklace said to have belonged to one of the first Aremore queens and a complicated astrolabe Hal had practiced working for days) and passed on Queen Celeda’s blessings for their marriage and forthcoming heir.

When the final gift had been displayed, Solas said, “Come forward, wizard,” though until that moment none had acknowledged his presence.

The wizard obeyed. Solas stood, and the impeccably behaved hounds at her feet lifted their heads.

The queen eyed him. For the first time this afternoon, an air of curiosity lent youth to her features. “Have we met, stranger? You are more than passing familiar to me.”

“It is unlikely, Queen,” he said, his voice a brush of autumn wheat and wind.

“But you are a wizard.”

“I am. The magic of Innis Lear is strong.” He said it as if offering her a compliment, and Hal supposed it was such. The wizard continued, “But I hear a discordance in the voice of the wind.”

“There is always something discordant here,” the queen said. Then she spoke briefly in the whispering language of trees, and the wizard replied. A dainty smile hid in the corner of his mouth.

Hal stared. What was happening?

The wizard whispered again, and the dogs whined to each other. Solas touched one on its scruffy dun head, then snapped an order in Learish that they behave. The queen’s gaze lowered to the wizard’s feet.

Hal realized only then that the wizard had brought his bag of bones with him and stood with it slumped against his boot, as if to protect it.

“It is some old magic I need to take care of while I’m here,” the wizard said. “The wind knows.”

Ryrie Lear began to laugh.

Hal felt an energy in her blood that was half excitement, half trepidation, and she knew somehow her wizard brought the end of someone else’s treacherous destiny to Innis Lear.




THE WIZARD HAD not expected to sleep that first night he spent upon the isle of Lear in over a hundred years.

Despite the cold, he’d settled himself at the edge of the prince’s camp, unrolled his thick wool blanket, and reclined there, listening to the accent of the wind. Stars twinkled overhead, with no accusations nor anger, but rather blithely hung in the blackness, peering elsewhere perhaps, more concerned with other folk than him.

But the wind—the wind recalled his name, recalled the texture of his hair and the relentless curve of his frown.

Earlier, when he’d lit upon the island from the royal barge, the wind had blasted at him, confused, eager; pulling, pushing. It said his name and he whispered, Please, in the language of trees. Then, the wind had lulled, exploring his lashes and the crooks of his elbows, slithering into his tunic to dance along his stomach, curl about his waist and down sleeves to his rough, dark hands. It had slipped like fingers along his scalp and the wizard had shivered, because he’d missed these demanding trees and snappish wind. He missed them like a faded dream.

The prince acted like she missed it, too, though she’d never been here to know. Her smile, the pink exhilaration in her cheeks, the brave way she laughed even when haunted by the shadow of death, all of it taught the wizard again how to walk these treacherous paths of Innis Lear: with relish.

(Hadn’t he always been drawn to lion princes?)

The wind had braided around his wrists, slipped into his pockets, and otherwise reclaimed him. Pulled him north of the cliffs, toward Scagtiernamm.

Even as he lay down that night, it brushed across his mouth and the bridge of his nose, it ruffled fallen leaves and the dry winter grasses. Blowing east now, and still north, calling him to the Refuge of Thorns.

But the wizard did sleep. When he closed his eyes, his bones sank into the island, his thoughts drifted. Perhaps he’d not slept so well in a century.

It was a cry that woke him.

His eyes snapped open and he listened.

The Aremore prince’s camp was silent; even the fires were banked. The prince and her retainers and attendants slept, breaths combined into a soft, compelling rhythm.

And the wind—the wind spat out that cry again, questioning and harsh.

I know you! Who are you?I know you!

The wizard listened.

Other voices murmured and moaned through the wind, spirits seething in the moonlight, and there was his name again, screamed by one spirit. He knew the voice: it rattled through his heart, and the wizard felt something hot and familiar inside him.

Immediacy.

She sounded like one of them. So clear, so singular, the way they were singular; individuals born with a seed of their own magic, not pieced apart from an island. When he’d lived here, when he’d lived, there had been none of them on Innis Lear.

The wizard rolled up his bed, stowed it in one of the wagons, and walked quickly through the silver night toward Scagtiernamm.

Yes, yes! hissed the wind. Open.

He was used to moving on a whim, by the urging of a fickle memory or flash of insight; that was how they communicated with him when he walked among trees instead of dancing—slumbering—beneath them. Riddles, singsong thoughts, silver light in one direction and nothing but reality in the other. The wizard’s bargain gave him a freedom from personal motivation; he followed ephemeral scents and pinpoints of destiny until he discovered and completed whatever task it was they’d set him.

This did not feel so. He traveled at the prince’s side, with their riddle in his heart, but this calling was opportunity more than plan.

Not from them, from Innis Lear itself.

Innis Lear wanted something from him.

He wondered, briefly, if that meant he ought to run the other way.

But the wizard was the tool into which he’d been forged, and such calls, such mysterious pathways, were sculpted for him to follow. He had not quite figured out what sorts of things and creatures and people his masters cared for, and which they did not, thus he’d given up trying. It was good for him, and peaceful, to be an instrument. It was penance. He remembered that. He cared about that.

Through Scagtiernamm he passed, glancing toward a field of battle blown over by tall brown grass, unmolested now by the anger and betrayal that echoed in his memory. He remembered too much, all at once, and he continued quickly over broad moorland, toward the edge of the White Forest. Again he felt a stab of hot urgency: he did not want to go inside those ancient woods.

The moonlight glazed everything with cold, sugary light. The wizard stumbled down a sheer slope, leaning back to catch himself with one hand. Rocks cut up through the grass, and eroding soil tumbled and scattered around him. The sounds he made were all the noise in the world. Even the wind went still.

Then

what are you doing here

cried that voice, that old, beloved voice

I know you—help me! She’s weakened me, I am fading! Help!

The wizard darted toward her, into a grove of ash trees.

Seven elegant ashes surrounded him, three large and rippling with thick, corded gray bark. Three huddled into one massive tree, branches twisted together as if by a mighty hand. They created a hollow, a pointed arc of shadows. It stank like fresh rot.

He knelt there, and suddenly wind slammed into him.

Pain cracked though his skull as his left eyebrow hit the curving edge of the hollow. The skin split and blood—hot and urgent, too—dropped onto his eyelid.

Dazed, he blinked.

Hold, he commanded, and then smeared a finger through his own blood to mark the tree with one of the oldest words.

Mine.

All went still.

Some thin, brown-tipped leaves fell from the mostly bare branches above, and the wizard blinked again:

“I will not miss you,” the witch says, lifting a small jeweled knife, “but you must remember us to your children.”

and

save her please, please!

and

queen

and

love

and

Regan

young sapling ashes with bright golden leaves reach for the witch. They lift themselves from the very earth to walk on rippling, snakelike roots. “Yes,” she says, and leans into them, like lovers. Tears and blood streak her cheeks.

and

closing her off from everything but their cool, dark center. They want her, and refuse to give her up.

She is gone, leaving only—

leaving

The wizard gasped and let go of the hollow.

Beneath him the island rippled. Wind tugged at his hair.

He knew why he’d been brought here. She was half of both worlds, belonging in neither—so was he, but his making was with purpose, his was a bargain. Hers was a curse. This spirit tore at energies without balance, stole from the island to keep herself aware. (The island did not like that at all.) Recently, something had pinned her down, and she dragged at this grove, rotting the roots from the inside.

Leaning into the ash tree again, he held his eyes wide open and crawled into the hollow, fingers digging into the damp earth. The air decayed; the wizard uncovered crawling green beetles under layers and layers of dry-dead-rotting leaf-fall. Shadows pulled over his face like spiderwebs, and the wizard sighed carefully, letting his breath be light: strands of pale gold burned before him, intricate life-threads, island magic, a lattice of heart-fire embracing the shadows and there—there! A gleam of starlight.

In the heart of the ash trees he found her bones.




HOTSPUR

Dondubhan, early winter

CONNLEY WAS TEACHING Hotspur magic. If they couldn’t be passionately in love, couldn’t find true happiness in each other’s arms, and if neither had chosen the other but instead given in to the machinations of their families, at least they were finding a mutual purpose in the relationship.

Hotspur liked Connley, still, despite his soft nature and the weird lessons. They began with the language of trees, and listening. She had no interest in holy bones or prophecy, which did not bother him. He took her for long walks across the frozen moors and along the banks of the Tarinnish, telling her silly things like Sit here and be this rock or Hum like that wind for as long as you can make your breath last. Hotspur obeyed, earnestly as she did all things, and though the instructions never stopped sounding strange, she quickly understood that was a problem of words themselves, not their meanings. Magic on Innis Lear was very much a habit to grow into, not a subject to study.

“A wizard’s instinct,” Connley insisted, when she grew frustrated at how slowly she learned to speak the language of trees, “still needs to practice.”

So practice she did.

Often, as the days grew shorter, Hotspur noticed her husband fall suddenly still: he was listening for his ghost. He would shake himself free and avoid her gaze after. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“No, Connley, I’m sorry,” she replied, knowing it was her fault he’d lost this lifelong spirit, even though it had been dangerous.

Connley did not tell her it was all right, because he would not lie to her.

It was a good foundation, truthfulness, and friendship was better than a desperate love affair.

While Hotspur had considered Banna Mora a friend for years, here Mora was the queen-to-be, and she was held apart by the mystical nature of Innis Lear, as well as by her own performance. They shared meals, the four of them, and Mora played the role of sister, wife, friend, but none of them fit naturally upon her shoulders to Hotspur’s eye: she was a queen first. And there was something under Mora’s skin, a fire, maybe, or a strangeness waiting to burst free. She did cling to Rowan’s hand sometimes, and other times disdain him, preferring Hotspur’s side. With Connley, Mora made the proper motions, but never relaxed.

“This is good, Hotspur,” Mora said often, with a grimace of pain or with her eyes closed as some lightheadedness of pregnancy passed. “Having you here, knowing we will move forward together in the spring. I am glad you walk this path with me.”

Hotspur replied, “Always,” though in truth she was not certain anyone walked with Banna Mora.

But they were family now, and that mattered more than any awkwardness or feverish uncertainty, more than prophecy.

“Do you think about it?” she asked Mora, one evening when they were alone. “The prophecy?”

“I do.”

“Does it make any more sense now than before?”

“Hardly. I think I already burn, and Hal is certainly broken.”

“I broke her,” Hotspur said, listening to the cold winter wind.

“No, she was delicate to begin with, and she broke herself. And so, once the saints are singing,” Mora said, tone traced in irony, “and the restless are reclaimed, you must choose the end.”

“Ugh,” the Wolf of Aremoria complained.

“Or—” Mora glanced thoughtfully away but slid Hotspur a smile. “Perhaps you have already chosen, by choosing me and my brother and my cause. The end is ours. Aremoria and Innis Lear will be united. Even the earth saints will be glad for that.”

As if to prove a point, Era Star-Seer burst into the solar just then and declared, “I knew it would happen before the Longest Night,” then thrust an unopened letter at Banna Mora.

Hotspur tensed as Mora cracked the wax and read the news from Queen Solas.

Hal Bolinbroke had come to Innis Lear.

SEEING HAL AGAIN was a revelation.

She glowed in the torchlight that turned the upper yard of Dondubhan into a bowl of flickering gold. Hal strode a few steps behind Solas of Innis Lear, and Hotspur could look at nothing else. Her fists clenched against her thighs.

Hal smiled with bright red-painted lips, her upturned nose pink from cold, and that same pink traveled over her high cheeks. Light sparkled in her vivid brown eyes and her hair was absolutely wild, but pulled away from her face with braids and threads of colored yarn. A coat snapped around her knees, and the tunic below it was dark red as blood, harnessed at her waist with copper and gold. She wore gold at her ears, too, and on her hands, and the Aremore-orange coat was studded with steel that caught the firelight and winked like stars spilling down her back. Over one shoulder she wore the Heir’s Score, its strap cutting diagonally down her chest, a black slash of gore against bold color.

The revelation was this: Hotspur could imagine Hal as a queen.

She did not seem in the least broken.

Though Hotspur had never met Solas, and tried to focus, even when Connley took her hand to put it into the queen’s, the best Hotspur could do was bow and murmur thanks.

All her attention was for Hal Bolinbroke. The arrow of her heart forever pointed there.

And when it was Hal’s turn, the Prince of Riot claimed her stage and owned it.

Her arms spread wide as she gave a speech supposedly on Celedrix Aremoria’s behalf, but Hotspur knew—and surely so, too, did Banna Mora—that this was Hal’s doing: a story about distant cousins and the ever-present, ever-necessary bonds between the lush land of Aremoria and its riven sister-island Lear. Why, the greatest king of Aremoria had given so much of his spirit and destiny to Innis Lear, compromise and love binding his throne and fate with that of Elia the Dreamer, and was that not the bond that gave Banna Mora to all of them?

It was a simple trick, reminding everyone of Mora’s ancestry—and Solas Lear’s, as well—but at the same time putting claim to Morimaros the Great’s actual throne. Mora’s name and story straddled the wide channel between Aremoria and Innis Lear: of both, but owning neither. And Hal ended her speech with Celedrix’s exhortation to celebrate the union of their lands again through Banna Mora’s marriage to Rowan Lear, and yet again through their very own Wolf of Aremoria’s marriage into Mora’s family. As if to weave all our fates together again, as they have not been joined in a hundred years!

Hotspur wrapped her hand tighter around Connley’s, shielding herself with husband against Hal’s brilliance. She’d never told Connley she was in love with a prince, too. She’d promised herself she no longer was.

Solas Lear applauded and gave approval, insisting Prince Hal sit beside her and Banna Mora for the celebratory feast, held out here in the yard where the cold sky was beaten back with countless torches and a bonfire at each corner. They were fed hot meat and mulled honey wine, entertained with dancers and poems and songs.

It was all of them at the high table—the queen and Rowan centered, with Hal, Ryrie, and Owyn Glennadoer to Solas’s right, then Banna Mora, Connley, and Hotspur herself to Rowan’s left.

(Glennadoer and his sprawling family had arrived three days prior. The giant bear of a man had clapped his hand around Hotspur’s, swallowing it entirely, then said, “I expected you to be bigger!” with a delighted roar. Hotspur had not laughed. “I’ve defeated larger men than you,” she’d lied, with perfectly balanced bravado.)

To Hotspur and Mora’s absolute delight, Ter Melia accompanied Hal, and Hotspur felt unashamed to leap forward and hug the tall woman with the enthusiasm she couldn’t—wouldn’t—share with Hal. Banna Mora restrained herself, but smiled widely and said over her shoulder to Rowan Lear that Ter Melia was a good name they should consider.

Hotspur glanced at Hal, who wore a bright mask of amusement, hiding any deeper hurt she might feel at not having been greeted like this other former Lady Knight.

Gifts were presented to Hotspur for her wedding, and she did her best to return thanks. It made for a long evening. Even Rowan Lear was out of sorts, and it seemed everything to do with the man that accompanied Hal, familiar to Hotspur though she couldn’t place him. The man was small and shadowed, with a witch’s hair, but had vanished when Hal began her speeches.

Connley wasn’t in a much better mood, and Hotspur wouldn’t ask if he guessed it was over Hal that Hotspur had cried—in Connley’s arms the only time they’d had sex, no less.

It put Hotspur in a temper, too, and she couldn’t decide if she wanted to speak with Hal alone to commiserate, or to just drown the prince in the icy waters of the Tarinnish.

None of this emotional mess was further helped by Era Errigal, the Star-Seer, stepping forward with fifty men and women wearing gray and white, to perform for Hotspur and Connley their marriage prophecy.

The people danced in constellation patterns; it was lovely and lively, and Hotspur wished to join them rather than admire them, waiting for the prophecy to emerge. She’d rather get down there and insert herself into the lines and spirals. “Can we not dance with them?” she said to Connley, taking his hand. Her husband glanced at her, surprised, and his haunted look vanished.

“Your magical intuition has not yet led you wrong,” he said.

Though Hotspur made a terrible face, he stood and drew her around the end of the table, and together they burst into the dance. Everyone faltered, but Connley ignored the slowing pace and questioning glances, focused instead on Hotspur. For her part, she gripped his hands and spun, turning them into familiar skips and whirling lines, and soon the star-dancers wove around them, thrilled and laughing and stomping a rhythm echoed by the gathered crowd with clapping and staccato cries.

Hotspur gave over to it, never letting go of Connley’s hands—or neck or waist, anything she could touch—and a new dance began, with drums and fiddles. She danced until her bones were limp, her face flushed hot, and even when she paused her heart continued to turn.

She hugged her husband, and he lifted her off her feet, laughing, face buried in her neck. Then he pushed her gently away, twirling her to face the queen and high table. Only Hal Bolinbroke and Solas Lear remained seated: the rest seemed to have joined the untamed dance.

“That,” Hotspur cried, throwing out her other hand, “is my star prophecy!”

WHEN HOTSPUR NO longer could stand, she took Connley’s hand again and said brief farewells to everyone except Hal, whom Hotspur was ignoring. Fingers laced, path weaving slightly, they made their way toward the tower in which they could find their bed. Hotspur fully intended to have her way with Connley immediately, even if she had to coerce him with wine and a hand on his cock or even pretending to be Rowan Lear. They both could use the distraction, the reminder that they were each other’s now, no matter what—who—else they wanted. Hotspur needed the armor of such a distraction.

But a boy jagged with approaching manhood caught up to them and said, “Lady Hotspur, Banna Mora requires you attend her in her chambers before retiring.”

Hotspur kissed Connley deeply enough to surprise him. “Warm the bed for me,” she said, nudging him on. Surely the taste of her husband on her lips would act like sutures binding tight her heart.

Banna Mora’s chamber was empty when Hotspur arrived, but for Catrin and Laise Glennadoer, the duke’s eldest daughters—both of whom were bastards, and Hotspur didn’t judge them for it, though certainly she didn’t understand Ryrie Lear’s tolerance. The eldest, Catrin, was square and plain, but calm in a way that made her easy to be around and with strong hands. She was a few years junior to Hotspur, and her little sister Laise was perhaps sixteen, small and shy and prettier, though just as square.

Laise bowed at Hotspur and offered wine. Hotspur waved it away and went to the pitcher of water. She poured some into her hand and splashed her face with it. “Do you know what Mora wants?”

It was Catrin who said, “I was summoned without explanation.”

“I tagged along because …” Laise shrugged and ducked her head.

Hotspur slumped into the chair by the fire and closed her eyes. The room tilted only a little; it was the same room where she’d met with Mora and both their husbands that first night, and she hoped tonight would be a little less incendiary.

“Hotspur.”

She jolted out of a doze and clenched the arms of the chair, slowly opening her eyes.

Hal stood in the doorway, flushed and holding the neck of a wine bottle in hand. Behind her, Banna Mora frowned.

“Go inside, Hal,” Mora commanded.

The prince entered, eyes wide and stuck on Hotspur. “I’ve been desperate to ask what happened to your hair?”

Hotspur sank even farther down into her chair, feeling like a recalcitrant child.

Hal stopped several feet in, glancing around as if for aid, while Banna Mora walked slowly around her and came to the table where she leaned, stretching her back and hips slowly. Her belly touched the edge of the table.

“Here, my lady,” said Laise Glennadoer, touching the other chair beside the fire.

“Catrin,” Mora said instead, head bowed but voice firm.

“Yes.”

“Here is Prince Hal Bolinbroke of Aremoria. Hal, this is my husband’s half sister, and what you may not know is her skill at swordwork. Her mind, too, is sharp, I’ve examined her myself. You should take her as an aide while you are on Innis Lear.”

Hotspur sucked a quiet breath through her teeth and glanced swiftly enough at Catrin to catch the surprise on her face be replaced quickly by eagerness. But even Hotspur recognized the neat political trick of this offer: by forcing Hal to accept a bastard now, Mora made the bastardy of her own family line a moot point for future arguments of inheritance.

“Of course,” Hal said, sounding at ease. “Welcome, Catrin.”

Mora nodded. “Catrin, report to Prince Hal tomorrow, and now go. Take Laise with you.”

The two young women departed quickly, closing the door behind them.

A creeping sensation began in Hotspur’s gut that she wasn’t going to enjoy the next hour. Mora went to the other chair at the hearth and collapsed into it. “Pour that out among us,” she said to Hal.

The fire and hanging tapestries created a soft, warm cocoon for them, and Hal stood absolutely still. She stared at Banna Mora; rather, at Banna Mora’s right hand.

“Where did you get that?” Hal asked hoarsely, and Hotspur looked closer.

A ring of garnet and pearls, just like the Blood and the Sea, encircled Mora’s forefinger. Hotspur had glanced at it before, but not realized the significance.

Mora smiled, and it was not a kind nor pretty smile. “It is the true ring, Hal Bolinbroke. And it is mine.”

“No, I saw my mother take the Blood and the Sea from Rovassos’s own hand. So did Hotspur—Hotspur, tell her, you were there.”

Licking her lips, Hotspur tried to find a slice of memory to deny it, but could not. “I did, Mora.”

Now the lady of the March smiled better, happier. “That is the replica that Celedrix wears: it has one too few pearls. Rovassos did not wear the real ring when he traveled, and so it was not with him when he was murdered.”

Hal groaned and dropped onto one of the hard chairs beside the table. She put her boots out wide, spreading her knees like a man, and her head lolled back as if in despair. But her shoulders shook: she was laughing. Soon it popped through her lips, and she set the bottle of wine hard onto the tabletop, then put her hand to her eyes.

An answering laugh stuck in Hotspur’s throat. She stared at the long line of Hal’s neck, at her jaw and the shadow beneath her right ear. She licked her lips, but the taste of Connley was gone.

“Pour my drink, Hal,” Mora ordered, and Hal did, still trembling with tipsy laughter. She leaned to give a cup of wine to Hotspur, careful not to let their fingers brush, then stood to bring wine to Mora. The prince of Aremoria bowed as she proffered it, and Mora’s dark eyebrow rose in amused admiration.

“So elaborate and lovely, Hal,” she said, “and I note you’ve charmed Solas.”

“The queen is a sensible woman, and being charmed is a sensible reaction to me.” Hal returned to her seat, facing Mora, but her eyes slid to Hotspur.

Hotspur snarled and knocked back her wine. “Where is your husband?” she asked Mora.

“I sent him to sleep with yours.”

If there’d been wine in her mouth, she’d have choked. As it was, Hotspur’s tongue went dry and she tried to breathe as if this were all a joke. She pressed the empty cup into her thigh and closed her other hand into a fist.

Some perversity made her glance at Hal to see how the prince took this; Hal only watched her with a little bitter turn of her lip. Hotspur was unsure whether she ought to revel in Hal’s dislike of Hotspur being married now, or regret everything.

“Why are we here, Banna Mora?” Hotspur asked, voice hoarse with strained emotions. Mora had done this on purpose, when both of them were raw with the newness of being near again, and both drunk.

“I wanted to see what would happen,” Mora said. “We’re going to be together for more than a month, and I want any surprises spent tonight.”

Hal laughed again, but softly, and nodded. “I am not here to cause trouble, I am here to stop it.”

“Stop it?” Hotspur snorted. “You’ve never stopped trouble in your life, Hal. You breathe it, and cast it with every word. That is your true charm.”

“You liked it once.”

“Of course, once. I’m a weapon, Hal. I thrive on conflict, for that is my purpose.”

“You should be my weapon, then, your queen’s weapon.”

“You don’t have the grip to aim me.”

Hal smiled, and by the glint in her eyes, Hotspur knew the prince held back a sly answer, sexual enough to make her toes curl. When Hal did reply, she said, “Perhaps you should consider aiming yourself.”

Hotspur bent awkwardly over the chair and set her cup on the floor for a moment to recover. When she straightened, she said, “What makes you think I would aim myself in a direction to your liking?”

“Because I trust you.”

Impossible to tell if the cold rock in her stomach was horror, love, or longing. Hotspur swallowed. “Why are you here, Hal? Not to wish me happiness in my marriage. And Mora’s been wed for months and months without you giving a shit.”

“I’m here to settle this between us, between Aremoria and Innis Lear.”

It was simply said, as if the only obvious conclusion, but beyond that, the only true and just answer.

Banna Mora shifted and said, “The Aremore throne is mine.”

“No, it isn’t,” Hal shot back. “Once it was promised to you, but now it is Celeda’s, and she has a different heir.”

“A ruinous heir,” Hotspur said.

“Am I, Hotspur?” Hal turned fully to her and kept her expression clear. She spread her hands. “I’m alive, I’m known to my people, and now that I am needed I will walk beyond my reputation to do great things.”

Hotspur narrowed her eyes. “You’re not Morimaros.” She’d said it before, and watched the ripple of memory hit Hal.

The prince’s nostrils flared, but no wound showed on her face. “I don’t have to be, I only have to be Hal Bolinbroke, and rise.”

Mora snorted. “You want us to believe this has been on purpose? Your court of riot, your lovers? Your public drunkenness? It is all a bed of ashes from which to rise?”

“Believe what you want, but know that I am here, and I am my mother’s daughter. We will not make it easy for you to take Aremoria. Why not let us be friends? Mora, you will be a queen here, and already your line will be secure. And Hotspur—you’ve never been a kingmaker, like Vindomata. You’re loyal, not vicious. I know you, you don’t want war between us. You don’t want to see my mother murdered, or me. That is the end point of this path.”

Hotspur held her jaw clenched, tongue pressed to the roof of her mouth. Pressure ached behind her eyes and her stomach twisted. It was too late, and she too full of honey wine and dancing and a storm of feelings.

“I won’t stop trying to convince you, your husbands, and Queen Solas not to invade.” Hal said it with such simplicity that Hotspur believed her.

Banna Mora said, “You can charm Solas, but I know what is mine, and what I can take.” She held up her hand, palm inward, to display the Blood and the Sea.

Hal’s expression tightened, but she shook her head. “It is not so simple a game, the Aremore throne. It is not only about strength and taking.”

“You know so much about it?” Hotspur cried. “You are never there.”

She heard it: her personal pain, the betrayal she’d felt when she’d needed Hal beside her in the council room and instead Hal had been partying with prostitutes and drunkards.

Hotspur gasped, eyes widening, recalling that the shadow man who’d arrived here with Hal had been at the Quick Sunrise on Halfsies Day. She’d brought one of her whores—only, no: Hal did not fuck men. He was something else.

Hal said, carefully calm, “I am doing what I must, Hotspur. I wanted you to be part of my story, but you forced me to change course.”

“You only need a story because you think yourself is not good enough!” Hotspur pulled her legs up onto the chair and hugged her knees like a child. Better for putting more barriers between herself and Hal.

“Do you know what it means to be a king in Aremoria? It means waiting for your friends to cut off your head!”

“I would have protected you,” Hotspur whispered hotly. “If you’d been better.”

“You’re the one who left me, Hotspur.”

Banna Mora pushed herself to her feet with both hands firm on the arms of the chair. She stepped to Hotspur and took the empty clay cup. At the table she lifted the wine, pouring more for both Hal and Hotspur. “This is what I wanted over with, before we settle in for the winter.”

Hotspur did not accept the new wine. She glared at Mora, wanting to complain that Mora was supposed to be on her side, not pitting them against each other.

But Hal sipped her wine, studying Hotspur. “I’m sorry, Hotspur. I miss you, and I miss both of you, and I don’t want any of us in opposition. That is why I came. To bring us together into neighbors, into friends again. I want to revel in the winter with you, and this place with its wild magic, and in—in your marriages, because I do want you to be happy, and all of us prospering! That’s all I’ve ever wanted. Happiness. If I can’t have it, you should, at least.”

“It’s not so easy,” Hotspur muttered.

“You’re the one who makes your own star prophecy, Hotspur,” Mora said dryly. It was impossible to read her gaze. Mora glanced at Hal. “Tell us about the wizard.”

“Huh?” Hotspur said.

But Hal offered the ghost of a smile and said, “He crawled out of the witch tree at Tenne-Tiras.”

Hotspur leapt to her feet, pitched forward, but caught herself on the edge of the table. “Have you kissed him yet?” she gasped.

Hal wrinkled her pretty, adorable, kissable nose. “He’s old enough to be my father. My great-great-grandfather, actually,” she added with a laugh.

Hotspur needed very badly to go to sleep. She sank down onto her chair again.

“Why is he with you?” asked Mora.

“He’s been with me ever since the tree. It was the full moon—the one before the equinox. I was at Tenne-Tiras with Nova and Ianta, to see if I could get those earth saints to …” Hal grimaced. “To give me a new prophecy.”

Mora snorted with what seemed like genuine amusement. Hotspur did not think it was funny. “And did they?”

“No, but they sent the wizard to me. I am not the first lion prince he has known, either.”

Hotspur watched the gentle motion of Hal’s lips. Without better fortification, she was not going to survive this long winter. “I only want to make Aremoria strong,” she said abruptly.

Both Hal and Mora swiveled their heads to stare in surprise.

“I’m the Wolf of Aremoria, and no matter how you both want to change me, take away what I am, you can’t. You can’t make me choose between you, and if you try that is what will end the world—I’ll see to it. You both want Aremoria, or at least”—Hotspur clenched her eyes shut—“you want different things—I’m going to do what needs to be done to serve Aremoria, and my family, because my family is—is Aremoria. Mora is right, Hal. It was hers before our mothers stole it from her. I respect Mora, and trust her. Not you.” Hotspur lurched to her feet. “I’m going to bed,” she murmured, and absolutely fled.




CONNLEY

Dondubhan, early winter

HE DETOURED THE long way around from the great hall to the queen’s tower, in order to stand in the center of the upper yard of Dondubhan and look at the stars. He ought to have gone to the ramparts, to get above the torchlight filling the yards, but it somehow seemed good to stare up at the frigid night from this pocket of life and fire.

Thin clouds shrouded the sky and a half-moon drifted among them. As Conn stared, it seemed he, too, drifted. His heart raced, he reeled a bit, more from the energy and dancing than drink. From his wife’s kiss. Cold wind tugged at his curls and ruffled the collar of his tunic, and where sweat had gathered while he danced and laughed, ice began to form.

It felt like because she’d left, he was cold. Was Isarna just another fire he attached himself to, instead of being his own? Everyone he’d loved before her had chosen someone else.

Yet, as was his lifelong habit when he found himself alone, Connley whispered, Ash, in the language of trees.

She hadn’t answered him in two weeks.

The wind itself often caressed his brow, and some mornings a handful of crows called greetings to him; it was not that Innis Lear no longer cared. Only his Ashling was gone, or silent. Bound, it seemed, by Isarna’s will.

“Conn,” said Rowan, joining him in the cold yard. Connley startled: he’d heard the approach, but not expected the prince, only a retainer or other fortress resident heading for bed this late. The noise of laughter and drums still pulsed from within the hall. “Are you all right?”

Connley lifted one shoulder.

“You looked happy when you were dancing.” There was a friendly pleasure in Rowan’s tone, and Connley relaxed. The prince touched a knuckle to Connley’s cheek, drew it slowly down toward his jaw. “You’re putting on weight, witch. Eating like a prince instead of like a deer.”

“Isarna says there should be more of me to chew on,” Connley whispered.

Rowan’s soft laugh came from deep in his belly, a rare thing, and it curled into Connley’s body as always.

“Do you like her, then?” Rowan asked, tentative enough to surprise Connley, for Rowan Lear never wavered.

“I—I do.”

“Good. I would be very sorry to hear you were unhappy.”

There was so much there in the prince’s voice, so many kisses and hours spent beneath tree shadows, being very young and very in love, when everything had been mystical and sharp. Connley had been so comfortable in the dark forest, its witch, his best friends the owls of dusk and the morning butterflies. Cheeks stained with black cinder tears. He’d lived waiting. Waiting for Ashling to whisper his name, waiting for someone to ask a spell from the Witch of the White Forest, waiting for his Rowan of the Worms, his prince, to arrive, to point him in some direction or simply sink into his body.

“Do you remember when you called me an animal?” he asked the prince.

“I do,” Rowan answered cautiously.

“She is like that. Isarna. She doesn’t plot out people’s lives or manipulate. She wouldn’t ask for a sacrifice from others that she wouldn’t make herself.”

Rowan asked, “How are her lessons going?”

Squinting up at the stars through the reaching firelight, Connley recalled the response of the wind to his wife: gentle, keen, familiar. And she to it: earnest, cautious, slowly opening. “Well.”

“And you’ve still no sign of Ashling?”

“I haven’t heard her voice in weeks. After Isarna’s …  magic …  Ash was weak, quieter than usual, but then suddenly she just stopped.”

The prince took his hand and pulled him toward the lower court. “Come with me. I will summon her by her true name, and we will know if she is destroyed or bound or …  something else.”

“Her true name?” Connley quickened his pace beside Rowan, holding his hand tighter. He hated, sometimes, that Rowan seemed to experience no hesitation in touching him—to Connley, his prince’s touch meant so much, but to Rowan it was no more than a casual caress such that he might give to a crow or barn cat.

They made their way across the lower yard and out through the maw of the inner gate into the heavily fortified barbican. Retainers nodded to their prince, and Rowan murmured a blessing for them as he drew Connley over the earthen bridge and onto the path leading not to the Star Field, or the southern royal road, but to the long, low hill sometimes called the Three Sisters after the trio of standing stones that crowned it. Their boots crunched softly against frosty yellow grass, and Rowan summoned a handful of starlights to bob over their heads, casting pale light for their way.

Connley waited in his prince’s silence until they had trudged up the hill itself. “Rowan,” he urged.

Rowan slowed and shifted his hand to weave his fingers with Connley’s. “My wife tells me to practice revealing my secrets to those who might benefit from knowing. And so yes, Ashling’s true name. I have known it since I was eighteen.”

Hesitation strung between them, though Connley knew not to feel hurt by Rowan’s reluctance. He moved to the standing stones; their rough shapes were like leaning old women, seven or eight feet tall.

“Regan Lear,” Rowan commanded.

Connley caught his breath.

“Regan Lear,” Rowan said again, and with it stepped purposefully against the earth, casting his will into the island. Wind pushed out from him in every direction: grass rippled, frost glinted, and the moan of air flowed with longing.

Letting go of Rowan, Connley put his back against one of the stones and sank to the cold grass. He put his face in his hands. Regan Lear. A princess who died angrily, mysteriously, at Scagtiernamm, a hundred years ago. Childless, having lost her husband and sister and father. Her husband had been a Connley, too. The last of the name in the family line, though of course there had been the Prince Connley who fled to the Third Kingdom and never returned.

Regan Lear. A broken earth saint, that was what Rowan had said before. There weren’t earth saints on Innis Lear to help her become one of them, and so she’d been trapped, not alive nor dead, but all longing and anger and loss.

Connley wept, his heart squeezed too tight. For a hundred years!

He felt Rowan sit beside him against the standing stone. “She isn’t answering. Something changed, and she’s gone.”

“Gone where?” Connley wiped his cheeks and leaned his head against Rowan’s shoulder.

“I don’t know.”

Where is she? Connley asked the wind, the distant trees of his White Forest, the roots of Innis Lear.

The wind blew with eager shushing, but no words.

Innis Lear, said Rowan, flattening a hand against the earth. Where has the Ashling ghost gone, or what has become of her?

Shhhhhhhhh! said the wind, and Who?

Regan Lear, the Ashling ghost, almost-saint, Saint of Grieving, Regan.

No such ghost, no earth saints—ask the stars, replied the wind.

“The stars will be useless until after the Longest Night,” Rowan said.

“Did Mora tell you about the spirit she saw—along with Isarna and the prince of Aremoria?”

“No spirit, but an earth saint. And the earth saints aren’t to be trusted. We cannot assume they are our allies.” Rowan caught one of the baubles of starlight, snuffing it.

Connley had never known Rowan to be cranky. “How do you know?”

“I have studied them, inasmuch as one can from Innis Lear. There are writings and ancient stories, though hearsay and legend mostly. But you can put the pieces together, understand what is unsaid.”

“Did you study them because of Ash?”

“Yes, and because …” Rowan licked his lips, then pursed them, as if to loosen them and release another secret. “I have studied Aremore magic, too, and the lack thereof. If we are to be reunited, such things should be understood. Maybe, Conn, what’s happened to your Ashling earth saint is to do with all of this swirling potential and change. Maybe her disappearance is a sign of things to come—a prophecy itself in the absence of prophecy.”

Connley closed his eyes, for often removing his sight made more splendid the touch of the world upon his other senses. The rustle of frosty grass beneath him, the hush of Rowan’s breath, the careful cold hovering against his skin, the weight of his clothes and the prick of ice against his teeth when he parted his lips to speak. “What is to come, Rowan?”

“I cannot say, because I do not know. Except that I will open the star roads. But here is what I believe: no great clap of thunder nor act of wizards and queens will bring change. It will be all of us, making small choices, intimate ones. That is why the stars offer no clarity. There is no one moment, one choice to point to. The stars see a thousand possibilities, a thousand paths, and they all intersect on the Longest Night.”

“So there is nothing we can do.”

“Oh, we can always act, my witch. And we must. It is within our actions that we will find salvation.”

“What should I do?” Connley knew Rowan would have a plan for him, a command.

But instead, the prince lifted Connley’s hand and kissed it softly. “You must do what you feel to be right. When the wind and the stars will not tell us what to do, we much choose for ourselves.”




PRINCE HAL

Dondubhan, early winter

IT DID NOT take long for Innis Lear to discover how difficult it was not to fall in love with Hal Bolinbroke.

Too bad Hotspur strove to resist her charms.

Since her first night at Dondubhan, when Mora had said, “I know what is mine, and what I can take,” Hal had seen a new sharpness in Mora, a burning for vengeance, not justice.

Once a mission of revenge was set, there was no arguing with it. Hal could only focus on Hotspur. If she could win the Wolf of Aremoria back to her side, with Hotspur would come Perseria and possibly even Mercia. That would be enough: Banna Mora and Innis Lear could not defeat a united Aremoria. The plan was a long shot, for Hotspur would need to be convinced to act against this new family, and once her loyalty was given, it did not waver.

But Hotspur had pledged loyalty to Hal once, too.

Fortunately, Hal had been born with the gift of making friends. Even considering that perhaps a fourth of those spending the winter at Dondubhan were openly hostile to the prince of Aremoria, Hal made quick allies. It was the plain way she had of smiling, and her honesty (so she’d claim if asked), and of course her charm. Within a week, Rowan Lear commented that it seemed Hal Bolinbroke could read hearts better than any witch. Him she’d approached with a conversation angled toward star science and the astrolabe gifted to him from Celedrix, asked him how he found impending fatherhood, and ended by complimenting him through a compliment of his mother. Most people tried to pretend he was like Glennadoer instead, assuming there would lie his pleasure. But Hal guessed otherwise, and correctly.

Because she could not approach Hotspur directly—for the Wolf had no problem turning abruptly away or finding plentiful work to separate her from the prince—Hal would have to simply befriend the entire fortress until there was no corner in which Hotspur could hide.

Hal woke midmornings, lazy in her efforts to meet any dawn exercise, especially in cold like this. She ate a quick breakfast and joined the Aremore soldiers at their temporary barracks in the lower yard of the fortress, which they shared with the Learish retainers, all packed into the stone long house rather like puppies. But it was warmer than canvas tents. If Hal was late enough she had to bully some soldiers into a run with her, out along the banks of the Tarinnish, or a war game in the yard. Catrin Glennadoer appeared whenever Hal did and was more than willing to support Hal’s tardy exercises. Though Hal made invitations every day, Hotspur refused to join, though she allowed her retainers to participate.

It was a winter house party, and the midday meal tended to be loud and casual. Though Solas and Ryrie arrived when the sun was at its zenith and remained until all the fortress had eaten—often two hours later—the rest of the household came when they were hungry, with no accordance to station as there would be in Aremoria. Hal relished the mess of it, and though she always began at the queen’s side, she floated to different tables, using the opportunity to befriend the Errigal duke and the Glennadoers—Donnan Glennadoer, the earl’s mother, was an old canker, and Hal promised herself to get the beast to smile before she left—as well as the local reeve, the ostlers and blacksmiths and royal secretaries, and even the little pages and their families.

Afternoons were for hunting, if the day was lovely (as lovely as winter on Innis Lear could be), or remaining by fires if not. They hunted big game twice a week, ranging for hours southeast toward the White Forest for wild pigs, or up around the Tarinnish toward the foothills where the deer were plentiful but one had to make sure not to kill those breeding. The rest of the afternoons they hunted pheasants or foxes with the fortress hounds. Mared Lear was a superb falconer, but Hal had disliked the sport since she was a child, for no reason she could articulate, and made due with admiring the prince’s skill. Mared and Hal always numbered among the hunting party, while Hotspur, Rowan, Ter Melia, Taria, and Rory Errigal or one of the Rory cousins joined or not depending on the pressures of their families that day. Hal always attempted to ride at Hotspur’s side, to tease and entreat, but Hotspur clenched her jaw and refused. Sometimes her cheeks flushed, so Hal knew she listened.

At dinner, once the sun had set, Era Errigal or Rowan Lear, or a star priest named Aeli, read a prophecy from the evening’s stars. They were trifles, mostly, suggesting the following day’s weather or where to find the best deer, who would arrive when or how much supply to send to a town on the northwest coast that would be frozen in for weeks. Often the prophecies contradicted each other, and the players argued, laying out possibilities as if it were sport. They made the stars a massive game board, and if someone shifted the words and imagery around exactly right, suddenly all would be clear. To Hal’s dismay, the dragon, lion, and wolf were a constant presence, reminding everyone what was at stake.

Hal cornered Era early in her stay, catching up with the young woman as she went from the great hall to the king’s tower. “Era,” she said, coming up beside her, “it is good to see you again.”

The young woman paused and gave Hal a cheeky look. “You were not so glad to see me the first time.”

“Ah, but I was caught unawares. I looked for you, after, in Lionis.”

“You said magic was for backwater wizards, and that I should leave your city.”

Hal grimaced. “I did, but I was the Prince of Riot then, and the stars you brought to my court were no game.”

“Are you not the Prince of Riot now?”

“I’m the prince of Lionis, and I’ve come to save both our queens. Help me. Give me another reading.”

Era pursed her lips and twisted them to the side, studying Hal. Her red freckles shifted as her expression did, making new constellations. “All right. In three nights. The stars and moon will be good for it. After dinner, an hour before midnight. Come to my room.”

With great restraint, Hal did not flirt, but only nodded solemnly.

The next day she spent her afternoon in the queen’s tower, in a large chamber kept warm by a blazing fire. It was only herself, Solas, and Ryrie, enjoying warm apple cider and hard cheese as they alternately read to one another poetry from Aremoria and the Rusrike, and discussed historical politics—a favorite topic of the queen’s, and one Hal honestly enjoyed. During a lull, her belly melting warm with cider, Hal said, “I had heard the third child of Ryrie Lear was a boy.”

Ryrie sighed prettily and set down the tangle of wool she’d been weaving with her fingers into a circle.

It was Solas who answered. “The stars promised a girl for my sister’s third, but when the child arrived she seemed to our eyes to be a boy. So she was named Vae and a son was announced. But not too many years passed before it became clear to Ryrie and me that Vae herself believed the stars, and regardless of how she seemed to us, the prophecy had always been true.”

Hal’s eyebrows rose and rose, and she did not hide her surprise from the older women. They allowed her to sit in silent contemplation for a few moments, waiting to discover her response. Finally, she said, “The power of the stars to move minds on Innis Lear is greater than magic, I think.”

“It helps that Solas executed the first person to disrespect my daughter.” Ryrie laughed softly.

Solas did not appear as amused. “It was treason, not disrespect. Against a child of the line of Lear, against my crown, and against the stars.”

(A perverse thread of curiosity had Hal asking similarly of Vae’s father, and Glennadoer simply growled, “I am a man with a bear in me, is that any less strange? I will always be glad to have more daughters.”

It made Hal’s heart twist with hope and bitterness, for on an island that believed so vehemently that a person’s heart could shape their reality, perhaps she and Hotspur might have been happy forever.)

On the seventh night of her stay at Dondubhan, Hal knocked on Era Errigal’s narrow door an hour before midnight. The king’s tower was slightly smaller than the queen’s, and it overlooked the walled town that stretched north from the fortress around the eastern bank of the Tarinnish. This room was on the top of three floors, and the corridors were drafty and freezing. Hal huddled under a wool blanket she’d tossed over her shoulders to cut the wind even better than her leather coat. The edge of it pulled over her head like a cowl.

Era opened the door and gestured hurriedly for Hal to enter, then peeked beyond her as if worried they were being spied upon. Hal’s amusement died on her lips as she noticed the third person in Era’s small room: Connley Errigal. Hotspur’s husband. He stood robed in a blanket that added bulk to his slight frame. Behind him the fire crackled, casting his shadow ominously toward her. In Dondubhan, he was the only person Hal had avoided. She knew if she could win him over, he would help her with Hotspur, but Hal could not imagine being kind to him.

Hal smiled, grateful habit had taught her lips to make a happy shape without any feeling behind, and said, “Connley.”

“Prince.”

She could think of nothing to say. With him witnessing, how could she ask Era what the stars would say about winning Hotspur back?

Era closed her door and rubbed her hands together. “Hal, Connley is the …  sixth best prophecy maker on Innis Lear; his voice will be valuable.”

“Sixth?” Connley murmured, small petulance bending his frown, but his eyes were friendly at the disparagement. Hal remembered these two were cousins, and so their banter might be affection.

“I might’ve asked Rowan to come—he’s the second best,” Era answered with a shrug, “but more hostile.”

Hal glanced at Connley, thinking surely the hostility ought to be between herself and him, but the witch nodded. He said, “The kings of Innis Lear are susceptible to reading their emotions into the stars.”

“We wouldn’t want that,” Hal answered, both serious and ironic. She walked to the fire and stripped off her gloves, setting them against the narrow hearthstone.

Era and Connley set the single stool atop the hardly larger table, then shoved the table beside the short bed, clearing the floor between the hearth and the narrow glass window. They spread a blanket over the braided rug and knelt. Era summoned Hal, and the prince plopped down cross-legged. She let the wool blanket slip off her shoulders, making a nest around herself.

While the Star-Seer pulled out her holy cards and shuffled them, Hal studied Connley. He was pretty, with large round eyes and brown curls glinting softly in the firelight. They hung around his wide tan cheeks and down his neck messily and free, and Hal wondered if Hotspur liked grabbing a handful. She clenched her jaw. Connley’s hazel eyes flicked to Hal’s, and he offered her a sad smile, barely there before it was gone.

Hal wondered what he saw when he looked at her, and then with a brutal pinch of self-loathing, asked it aloud.

Connley’s surprise showed only in the brief curl of his fingers against his thighs. Then he leaned back and stared at Hal, looking her up and down, and even through her it seemed. “You’re …  hungry. But not with your body. It’s your heart, and that is how you were born. You make friends so that you can feel like your heart’s well can be filled, though you understand by now it never will be.”

The condemnation fell so calmly from his lips, Hal nearly didn’t connect the words to their meaning. Slowly, her understanding caught up, and she felt it: the black emptiness, the pit gnawing at her insides, and there—a flash of steel and blood spattering hot across her face and neck.

Hal jerked backward. “No, that isn’t true.”

The witch shrugged one shoulder and accepted Era’s stack of cards. He shuffled slowly, watching Hal.

Era took chalk from a small box and began sketching a star field upon the blanket spread between them. She asked Hal and Connley to press their knees to the corners and hold it tight. “The stars right now,” she murmured. “Requests?”

Connley asked, “What is your birth star, Prince Hal?”

“The Lion of War.”

The Star-Seer laughed softly and Connley said, “The Lion already graces this sky, and the Dragon’s Eye. Add Saint Terestria, and the Elegance. We should give in and just add the Wolf Star.”

Hal leaned forward as the star priest marked little white dots onto the dark blue linen. She said, “Saint Elegar.”

Era lifted her gaze without lifting her head. The gray rim of her irises drew Hal forward as they had before, and she would fall into those twin wells if she did not catch herself.

“I’m sorry,” Connley murmured.

“What for?”

“The thing I said.”

Hal studied him a moment; the flicker of his black lashes, the fluttering pulse strangely visible under his jaw. She nodded.

“Take the bones and throw them, Hal Bolinbroke,” Era commanded, tossing a rough-spun bag into her lap.

Pulling out the nine holy bones, Hal cupped them all and brought them to her lips. She flared open her hands, dropping the bones over the linen night sky. Era made a face, and Hal asked, “The usual?” For she knew by now it would be: The dragon, the wolf, the lion.

Beside her, Connley began putting the cards down, each laid over the corner of the last in a continuous, tight spiral.

“Yes,” Era said. “The worms are gathering with the dragon, the Wolf Star, and your Lion of War. Those are bones of transformation and mystery, and so I think now that you are together, the future is changing. But I still cannot see clearly past next month.”

“Something terrible is going to happen on the Longest Night,” Hal said.

“Terrible, or wonderful. Wonderful things can change the future, too.”

Hal took a deep breath, studying the cards as if she could read them herself. “If we, together, are changing the future, how do I direct it?”

Era said, “You asked that Saint Elegar be included, and here the Saint of Trees bone landed in the center of Elegar’s stars. I confess I’ve little experience with Elegar’s influence, because she’s an Aremore earth saint, but I believe it means you were right to suggest her presence, for the Saint of Trees is sanctification. Elegar is a saint in many pieces, yet whole …”

“I wanted to know how to heal this rift between Innis Lear and Aremoria. Between Mora and me—well, my mother.”

“That is a good question,” Era said, nodding. “Many times the problem with prophecy is that it offers us so many answers, but we don’t know which questions to pair them with.”

“I do feel like my heart is in pieces, and that our lands are …  broken. They should be united. We all should be. Is there anything about bringing things together?”

“Only the three together changing everything: the dragon, the lion, the wolf. Together. But this, the saints must be planted, is a prophecy I’ve never seen before, and in the valley of Lear a new mouth opens. Opening is a frequent theme, but what is the valley of Lear? Whose mouth?”

Connley hummed softly. “You can’t,” the witch said, answering Hal rather than his cousin. One of Connley’s hands moved over the cards, never touching, but palm flat as if he could feel some heat lifting from the spread. “You alone cannot heal Innis Lear and Aremoria. It requires balance. One for Innis Lear, one for Aremoria—you are neither one. Your instincts will keep you in pieces, but a sacrifice makes you whole.”

Hal took a deep breath, tasting the words, swallowing them down into her gut. “Sacrifice what? Aremoria? My crown? Hotspur?”

“Nothing will keep Isarna whole,” whispered the Witch of the White Forest.

“Where do you see that?” Hal demanded, hating to hear Hotspur’s given name on her husband’s lips.

Era slapped her hands down onto the spiral pattern of holy cards. Connley jumped, then shuddered up and down his entire body. “What did I say?”

Hal leapt to her feet. They were trying to scare her: her heart raced, filling her ears with an ocean’s roar. From the floor, both witches stared up at her with wide eyes, round as moons and wells. “You don’t know her. Hotspur has always been whole, whole unto herself, and unbreakable. If nothing can keep her whole it’s because nothing can break her apart.”

With that vicious pronouncement, Hal stormed away.

She fled, furious, up and up to the roof of the king’s tower. Hal slammed shut the heavy wooden door, leveraging all her weight to make it loud, and stalked across the roof to the door in the crenellated wall between two turrets. It led to a rampart stretching along the massive curtain wall between the king’s tower and queen’s tower.

Roiling and upset, Hal strode with her hands in fists, glad of the wind spitting icy mist at her, torn from the Tarinnish below. The black lake rippled like dark glass, silvered at the edges by the great smear of stars overhead. Too many to name or know. Hal gripped the crenellation before her, pressing her fingers hard enough the tips turned white.

It was too cold, and she’d left her blanket by Era’s fire. If only her bed were warmed by a waiting lover. Maybe there was someone she could artfully and diplomatically seduce. Maybe—maybe Vae Lear, who was so pretty. But Hal couldn’t court a princess when she was already engaged. And the lover Hal wanted warmed someone else’s bed. And someone else’s heart.

How was she to make it another month here? Another month at least! She’d come to Innis Lear thinking her friends would at least hear her out, but why should they, if every other person—and the cursed stars!—urged them to rebellion? Why should they listen when Hal was nothing but a hollow story, empty inside?

“The next dark moon is on the Longest Night itself,” came a gentle voice.

The wizard. Hal looked and there he was, walking slowly from the direction of the queen’s tower. “Oh,” Hal said ingeniously.

He joined her at the rampart, gazing over the black waters. “The last was yesterday. In a few hours now a dragon’s tail moon will rise. The slenderest cut of moonlight, so delicate it seems it would fall from the sky if not hooked in it with two sharp points. That moon is my birth star.”

That last was said tinged with bitterness as delicate as the moon the wizard described.

“I haven’t seen you for two days,” Hal said casually, wanting to cheer him up. She leaned her hip onto the wall. “Where have you been?”

The wizard leaned in, lowered his chin, and with an air of confession said, “Everywhere.”

Hal laughed. It lightened her heart, and she allowed her laughter to trim itself down into a pleased smile. He began to say more, but his attention flickered past her, toward the king’s tower, and he fell silent.

Turning, Hal saw Connley Errigal there, hesitating at the high gray turret.

“Well, come on.” She beckoned. “Did you bring any of that wine?”

“Er, no,” he said. “I didn’t want you to leave so disconcerted.”

It was an exceedingly kind description of her state when she’d fled their prophecies.

The wizard said, “I have not spoken with you, Connley Errigal.”

“Nor I you …  wizard. Do you have a name?”

Hal held her breath, in case …  but no, the wizard shook his head.

“Not on Innis Lear,” Hal said for him. And the wizard slid her a wry look. She shrugged.

“If I asked you in Aremoria?” Connley pressed, with a curious tilt to his brow.

Hal could not believe how clear the starlight was. She could see the nuances of Connley’s expression, she could see the seams between these huge gray stones that built this fortress wall, she could even see the pattern of the braids in the wizard’s hair.

The wizard said, “The wind remembers my oldest name, but if neither Innis Lear nor its queen will reveal it, neither should I.”

Connley nodded as if that were a normal thing to say (perhaps it was on Innis Lear). “Do you know anything of earth saints?”

“Yes.”

“Do you …  when they want something, what do they do?”

The wizard murmured, “Play a trick. Or two or three. Or send me.”

“What did they send you to do?”

Hal went absolutely rigid, but the wizard did not give Connley his lion’s heart riddle. He said, “They have no power on this island. Not anymore.”

“Did you plant her?”

The wizard frowned, but Hal remembered the thing Era had said, The saints must be planted.

“Not yet,” the wizard whispered.

Connley turned away, gripping the nearest crenellation.

“The bones,” Hal said. “Oh, worms.”

“I want her to be at rest,” Connley said.

The firmness of his words settled Hal’s nerves for some reason. He was so strange, but so centered, too. He’d be good for Hotspur, Hal thought tragically. This small, comely, cool-tempered witch.

Hal looked out over the Tarinnish again, putting her elbows on the wall. Cold wind grazed her cheeks and hardening fingers. Connley leaned to her right, the wizard to her left. They both were shorter than her. Both slight, but coiled somehow, as if all excess had been stripped away. Was that what Innis Lear did to a person? What would Hal be stripped to?

“On a moonless night,” Connley murmured, “it’s said if you see a reflection on the water, Elia the Dreamer is near.”

A tremor chased down the wizard’s arm; Hal felt it against her own. He said, “Have you seen her? Heard her?”

“Yes. She’s a ghost, too. Maybe like my—like the other one.”

Hal said nothing, only bit her bottom lip and stared out at the sharp black waves of the Tarinnish, reflecting nothing but a spill of constellations.

The navel of Lear remained dark to her, though she did not stop looking for moonlight shimmers, or perhaps she’d fallen into a waking sleep, numb and rigid against the rampart. The wizard touched her elbow, then her cheek with the back of his knuckle.

“She is not here tonight,” the wizard whispered.




THE SKY WAS nothing but stars, and the wizard had drifted into the queen’s rose garden to be maudlin.

It would be some hours before the sleek sickle moon rose. He was alone with his rippling thoughts, without any moonlight to distract him with the dreams and slipping will of the earth saints. The wizard did not fully understand why the saints preferred moonlight to starlight, but perhaps the moon itself was a chunk of earth, a balance for their power against the flickering stars.

Without it, they hunkered in their shadows and under-root halls.

The garden ground crunched lightly with frost as he walked. Pebbled paths curled between small ornamental trees—bare now for the winter, but for the evergreen junipers. A small lawn opened up against the northern wall, and there clinging to the blue-gray stones of Dondubhan grew rose vines. In this darkness the roses were slithering shadows.

Once there’d been a bench here, tucked beneath a trellis, but he’d never used it; he and—they—had preferred to set themselves against the ground, even on a night like this, deep in wintertime.

It was awful to be at Dondubhan again.

Everything was the same, only peopled differently. He remembered too much.

The wizard reached out and pressed his finger to a thorn. It bit his skin, piercing easily through. He welcomed the hot flourish of pain, stinging then gone. Hello, he whispered in the language of trees.

A few tight buds nodded. Hello, the wind said. And, Hellooooooo in a long, snaking hiss. The wizard smiled at the humor. He put the bead of blood to his mouth, smearing his bottom lip.

Memories crowded his mind, some his own, others images and words slipping through the starry breeze: girls giggling together, a young man cradling a book in his lap, a wailing king, a kiss.

Ban, she said.

The wizard jerked, spun around. The voice had not come from the wind. Not the roses nor the gnarled, barren cherry trees.

Hello, said the wind again.

He must have imagined it.

Memories. This place.

The wizard crouched.

He touched his lip and put the blood, like a kiss, against the ground. It was hard and cold, and the garden smelled of nothing but dirt, with a slight tinge of pine and crushed juniper berries. Sharp, bitter.

As the wizard settled in to listen, sounds from beyond the wall reached him: the shush of the Tarinnish lapping at the shore. Better to keep his mind gently dark, the calm of a pristine black shadow. No glimmer of stars like hope, no jarring moonlight memories. No names.

Ban.

He stopped breathing. He pressed his eyes closed.

Ban. Ban. Listen.

Ban.

Help me.

The wizard’s face crumpled and he covered it with his hands, fingers digging into his scalp. The same thing the other had begged. Help me.

On a moonless night, that young witch had said, if you see a reflection on the water, they say Elia the Dreamer is there.

(The Witch of the White Forest, they called that boy, and the wizard had opinions.)

Between one heartbeat and the next, the wizard stepped into the darkest shadow between two juniper trees and stepped out onto the shore of the Tarinnish.

Alone on this rocky strip of land, a narrow curve between the thick base of Dondubhan’s curtain wall and the reaching lake, he stared out. There, far over the slick black waters, was a pale glow. It shimmered and flicked, rather like the reflection of a full moon on choppy waves.

But there was no moon in the sky.

“Elia,” he said quietly.

He’d heard stories of how she died so many times, from so many people: the queen of Innis Lear fell into her father’s madness and drowned herself; she was ill and felt this a softer way to go; she wanted to breathe the rootwaters; she was lured there, murdered; a star had drawn her out, a prophecy, and as her crown had been won by stars, she decided it ought to be lost thus, too.

And the worst story, told in the shaking words of a dying king, Her sister did it, called her name again and again until she couldn’t resist. I wasn’t there, I ought to have been there, how could I not have been there?

The wizard knew the truth now, by the bound bones tucked in a rough bag beneath the mattress where he slept, of what her sister had become.

It had been madness, and she had been lured, and it had been her sister: all three. He suspected there’d been a prophecy cast, too.

The silver light wavered, and he heard his name again.

Help me. Ban.

There were more bones for him to collect.

(I wasn’t there, I ought to have been there.)

He stripped off his quilted coat, and then on second thought the rest of his clothing, too.

(How could I not have been there?)

To the sound of his name (oh, that name, she’d taken it away, and the shape of it on her lips had haunted him for a hundred years), like a summons, a poem, but mostly like gentle, weary sobs, the wizard cut magic into his skin with a sharp rock. Then he drew a deep breath and ran out over the surface of the Tarinnish.

His bare feet splashed lightly; his breath filled his lungs and the wind pushed at his back, lifted him as he raced. Toward the dance of light pinpointed atop the black lake.

Before him the light rose: a narrow column of purest silver and white, edges shimmering. He saw her. A hand reaching. A gasp. Parted lips.

The wizard streaked across the Tarinnish, and when he reached her, she vanished.

With time only to gasp a huge breath, he plunged feet-first into the icy black water.

Down and down as numbing darkness pressed in, so cold it was blue-black fire. Down until his toes found the bottom, slick and silty, and he crouched, bending with the water, its weight helping him. He sifted his hands through muddy bracken, lungs hot, ears tingling.

He dug, he crawled across the bottom of the lake, glad only she’d not drowned at the center, where the island claimed its lake opened for miles below, a channel to the heart of the world. Her bones might’ve sunk forever.

The wizard found a rib first, and a knobby vertebra. Then a sharp, flat shoulder blade.

And her skull.

That he clutched to his chest.

With the rib and scapula in hand, he shoved off the lake floor and kicked up. And up.

And up.

He burst out of the waves with a gasping, wet cry.

For long moments the wizard only breathed. He turned to float on his back and whispered a request that the wind lend aid. It blew, staggering his exposed flesh with frozen goosebumps. The skull against his belly felt warm, as did the tears that leaked down his temples to join the million droplet tears of the Tarinnish.

A man would have died of the cold and the dark waves. But the wizard lived, inasmuch as living described his existence, and when he was near enough to shore he walked up the rocky beach to the land. He dragged on his clothes one-handed, unable to let go of the skull. It gleamed beneath his fingers.

Impossible not to imagine the flesh that once had ridden this bone, the teeth (some of which were missing), the smile, the tightly curled black lashes.

The eyes.

The wizard turned those dark sockets against his chest (not as dark as they’d been when she lived, when her eyes were horn-black, black as the very lake behind him, black as ravens and moonless nights).

With a tightening of his lips and little sigh, he went to the wall of the Dondubhan fortress and stepped into a shadow.

When the wizard stepped out of that shadow into the garden, the queen of Innis Lear stood beside the roses. Her lips parted in quiet surprise (not at his presence, but at the suddenness of it). She held out a blanket. She herself was bundled in cloak and wool and blanket of her own.

“I saw you race over the surface of the water,” she murmured. “I saw the light.”

He did not ask how she knew, then, to come here instead of the shore. When she offered him the blanket, he gave over the skull in return. The queen held it delicately, lovingly, tilting it to catch the new moonlight.

(That scalpel moon had just risen.)




HOTSPUR

Dondubhan, early winter

SNOW FELL IN the second week of Prince Hal’s attendance at Dondubhan, piling in the yards, filling in the crenellations, lifting the tops of turrets a foot beyond their means. Icy wind gusted the snow into uneven drifts, shoved higher against west-facing walls. For miles all visible landscape glittered like the surface of the moon. Except the unfreezing Tarinnish, black as ever and rippling under the onslaught of winter. Sheets of gray-white clouds engulfed the sky, even once the storm was past, putting earth and heaven on the same level, one lost in the other.

The great hall burned with torches, packed with the majority of Dondubhan’s residents. Though some made warm homes in the kitchen, and others in the barracks, for anyone not a servant or retainer, the great hall was the best place to gather.

Hotspur had known the bad weather was coming (everyone had), but not realized it would result in sharing space. She’d been having trouble enough pretending all was as it should be, with Hal everywhere she turned, but now she could not avoid the prince.

During the storm itself, Hotspur huddled in her room with her husband under wolfskin and wool, feeding their small fire and twisting her tongue around the language of trees. Connley was not restless, only Hotspur, for Connley had spent his recent winters hibernating in the White Forest with only a pair of deer and six crows for company. “What kind of company are deer?” Hotspur had demanded; Connley answered that they were warm company, and the crows plentiful entertainment. He did admit, though, that by the end of winter his tiny cottage had stunk so badly he’d set fire to the thatched roof and rebuilt everything after the spring. She stared at him, trying to imagine her tender Connley burning anything down. As she goggled, his mouth slowly crept into a smile and she realized he was teasing her, so she jumped him, throwing him hard onto his back—though it was cushioned by the thick mattress and blankets, so he was fine—and Connley laughed so hard tears leaked from the corners of his eyes.

She kissed him, because she liked him, and because she was his wife, and sex should strengthen their ties. Connley allowed it, allowed her wandering hands against his ribs and hips, and even stirred slightly toward desire, but Hotspur sensed his willingness stemmed from service, not want. She stopped and sat back on her heels.

“It would be better if there were desire between us,” she said.

“What would be better?”

Hotspur frowned. “Our marriage.”

“Then why did you stop kissing me?”

Exasperated, Hotspur pursed her lips and said nothing.

“If it’s what you want, take it,” he said.

“I don’t want to take anything from you. I want you to give it to me. I want …” She shivered and shut her eyes, thinking of Hal two afternoons ago, laughing at the high table so brightly it was like nothing bad had ever happened in the entire world.

Connley touched her lips. “Consider it a gift, then, Isarna.”

Hotspur jerked away. “Maybe later. Maybe …  someday. We’ll …  be more natural about it.”

When the snow finally stopped and wind gusted haphazardly rather than with constant scrutiny, there came a scratching on the shutter latched tight over their narrow tower window. Help, she thought she heard in the noise—not wind, but something else. She dragged open the wooden shutter: a crow blasted inside, slapping her face with its damp black feathers, and another, and another followed, croaking and slipping on the suddenly snow-splattered table and chairs. They woke Connley from dreams, and he spent several naked minutes calming them with careful, urgent songs in the language of trees. Settled finally, Connley curled beside the hearth with the three bedraggled young crows snuggled against him: two in his lap, one at his shoulder, tucked half under his curls. He slept, too, and Hotspur’s complicated heart did not know what to do with the uncertain swelling there.

They brought the crows with them to the great hall when the snow had stopped and the gray glow through shutter cracks indicated that somewhere the sun had risen. All three birds fit into a wide basket warmed by a blanket Connley had held to the embers in the hearth. They ruffled feathers and cocked their heads at Hotspur, little brown eyes gleaming. She said, are you hungry? what happened to you? and they squawked, flapping their wings recklessly. Connley talked nonsense to them, which calmed them immediately. Connley said crows were even less inclined to linear thoughts than most birds, so they responded better to messy, simple songs.

Vae Lear leapt up from her seat at the end of the high table when they appeared, cooing and taking the basket from Connley. No others seemed to make a fuss about it, shrugging Connley’s strangeness away as usual, sharing amused glances, or ignoring it for more important things. Solas Lear did call out, “Do not let them take the best pieces of meat, Vae.”

Though the great hall already was packed to the corners, it was Hal to whom Hotspur immediately, unthinkingly looked. She lifted her brows at the prince, to share the joke of how all these islanders kept crows as pets. Hal smiled, and smiled broader when Hotspur did not glance off straightaway. It was the bolder smile that brought Hotspur back to herself: Hal was too beautiful, too purely herself, and Hotspur scowled, stomping after Connley.

Rowan Lear climbed onto one of the long tables and snapped small white explosions of light overhead for attention. When the crush of folk turned to him, he organized everyone to clear the ramparts of snow and excavate paths to the kitchen, barracks, and chapel. Retainers would dig out the gate and barbican, then engage themselves with regular watch rotations. Everyone else not occupied with childcare or cooking found a place on one of the snow teams. Hal sweet-talked her way to Hotspur’s side, and they spent a hard, companionable morning digging the king’s tower free of nearly a foot of snow. Mared Lear worked on Hal’s other side and it was, Hotspur sourly noted, a saint-made match. The two fell quickly into a game of one-upmanship, the rules of which were irrelevant to Hotspur: only, their filthy banter and strength games made her blush and laugh respectively. By the time they’d completed their task and trudged back over stamped-down snow to the great hall for hot drinks and food, Hotspur could not say which had lost the battle, for both Hal and Mared dripped with melted ice and shivered, their cheeks raging pink.

They were two days snowed into the great hall.

Though it was possible to retreat to individual bedchambers for sleeping or a necessary break from the energy of the crowd, most remained, transforming the hall into a party. Beer was plentiful, and at night wine was warmed at a long fire built down the center of the hall, the smoke drawn up to the ceiling and out a single open window by kindly wind. This required the wizards or witches in attendance to take shifts for directing the magic. Even the quiet Aremore wizard worked his part, though Hotspur was not quite ready.

They played games, some small affairs with tossed rocks or cards, and others organized call-and-response suited to large teams; they sang, and young people showed off new skills, including a handful of children who performed a play for the queen and her guests, featuring legends from island history. Queen Solas recited a long poem that skipped and wove in a complicated rhythm, but the story was simple, telling only of the seasons and cycles of life on Innis Lear. Hal sang a folk song, her clear voice ringing out, and the prince encouraged the audience to join her, twisting it into a layered round with the help of Rowan. The Learish prince’s voice rose higher and stronger even than Hal’s, and Hal’s eyes brightened as she found a countermelody. Hotspur tried to turn away.

The Glennadoers performed as a family, with even creaking old Donnan taking part, a wolfskin pulled over her head so she could act the wicked earth saint chasing children. This devolved when Irrel, the mother of Glennadoer’s younger bastards, took up the wolfskin from her grandmother and began chasing the young ones in earnest, until they screamed or cast wild little curses at her, or hid behind a parent’s legs.

The eldest of those bastard daughters, Catrin, did her best to act as Hal’s first aide, hovering when she could, and had joined Hal’s snow team. Hal didn’t seem to mind it, but with as little to do as there was, Hal often dismissed Catrin. Hotspur noticed the girl went directly to her father more often than not. They were close, which Hotspur envied, and also mistrusted. Had Glennadoer thought to gain something from having his bastard daughter in Hal’s retainment? Then Hotspur chided herself for worrying over Hal at all.

Solas herself slept in the great hall that night, drifting off to the crackling fire and low song produced by the duke of Taria on a narrow flute.

By the second day, tempers grew ragged—or Hotspur’s at least—and she wished she could trade herself to the barracks where at least they might be spending time with practice swords or cleaning leather and armor. Rowan and a small party vanished with the sunrise to ford the snow and head into Wellage to see what help was needed, and bring the information back for his aunt to delegate repairs once the snow melted a bit more. Hotspur stomped around the hall, irritated she’d missed the chance to go with him.

Wouldn’t it be nice if she could expend this energy having sex with her husband?

Curse Hal Bolinbroke.

To calm down, Hotspur found a shadowed corner and drew deep breaths, listening to every stray word and footstep, tasting the woodsmoke air and relishing the first scent of new bread when a platter of it was brought from the kitchen. This was a moment to remember, she reminded herself, just like any experience: the stark feeling of being trapped, the surreal quality of the light; both red with fire and gray from snow.

When Rowan returned, he listed his report aloud to the queen, for all to hear: the town had managed well, having prepared as they should based on the weather prophecies. A handful of animals had been lost to the Tarinnish, worthy sacrifices to the black navel of Innis Lear, and aid was already shared out between neighbors. A babe had been born and named Oeliss, for the earth saint who stalked through snow-white wind, hunting those too wicked to share hearths in bad weather.

The Earl Glennadoer called it a strong name and suggested that the family had its origins in his lands to be so hearty of spirit. Rowan said they were old Connleys and so had learned their strength by a century of misfortune.

“And Glennadoers have had a thousand years of it,” the earl roared.

“Until now, surely,” Rowan chided his father, for he was, after all, to be the next king.

Glennadoer grinned conspiratorially at Banna Mora, pregnant and seated at the queen’s side, and repeated his son’s words. “Until now, surely.”

Hotspur stomped out from behind the stocky wooden pillar where she’d been breathing, but before she could snarl something to relieve her mood, Hal Bolinbroke spoke up.

“Tell me, Glennadoer, what magic you used to take the March last summer. For all Aremoria knows there were no natural means by which our Banna Mora could be defeated.”

Though many of the people in the hall had disregarded the gentle family drama at the high table, now a hush spread, and gasps and shushing. The whole room leaned near to listen to how the earl would respond to such a challenge.

It was Banna Mora, though, who drawled, “What is unnatural about magic, Prince Hal?”

And Hal smiled, spreading her hands. “A welcome correction, Mora,” she said before turning sharply back to Glennadoer. “Apologies, Lord Owyn.” (It was an Aremore way of addressing him, for in Lear he was only Glennadoer, the title imbued with all the respect required.) “I remain curious, though, if it might be demonstrated.”

Glennadoer paused, looked to his son Rowan, then to Solas Lear, and his blocky face stretched into a grin that matched Hal’s. “I’ve a better idea, Bolinbroke. We’ll re-create the battle, with you for the March, and you can see for yourself how easy it is to defeat an Aremore.”

Hotspur’s boots locked to the floor. Her mouth dropped open.

“I love a good battle game,” Hal said.

Tension held everyone in place as Glennadoer and Hal stared at each other.

Solas Lear lifted a hand. “No, it is too close quarters here for re-creating such a grand battle, but—” Here she swept her hand out to encompass the entire hall. “When the snow is melted, we will have a zenith tournament. And it shall be Aremoria might against that of Innis Lear.”

“I claim the command of Innis Lear’s side,” Banna Mora said, “and require a champion to fight for me.”

Beside Hotspur, Catrin Glennadoer sucked in an eager breath. Hotspur, too, felt that zeal. She would fight for Aremoria, of course.

“Done,” Solas said. “Choose, and your champion will face Hal Bolinbroke at the zenith, and each shall have seven champions of their own, in seven fields of warrior skill.”

Yes, yes, thought Hotspur, finally a worthwhile entertainment. Hotspur looked eagerly to Hal, but the prince’s gaze was all for Banna Mora.

And Banna Mora smiled at Hal. She said, “For my champion, I will have Lady Hotspur.”

“What?” Hotspur said, shocked. The Earl Glennadoer laughed.

Hal shrugged a lazy shoulder. “This’ll be fun.”

“Do you accept, Lady Hotspur?” asked Banna Mora, leaning stiffly in her chair, the only relaxed part of her that hand resting at the crest of her pregnant belly.

“I do.” Hotspur put her hands on her hips, wishing she had something to kick across the hall. What else could she possibly say, and how dare Mora do this?

But she had no time for ire: Hal was coming for her.

The prince smiled grimly and grabbed Hotspur’s arm, cupping her elbow as any prince might escort a friend. “Let’s work out some details, Wolf of Innis Lear,” Hal said, sounding more amused at the appellation than Hotspur was. To Catrin Hal said, “Will you get us some wine and paper and ink?”

Hal expertly charmed those sitting at the end of one long table to abandon it for them and convinced Hotspur to lift a bench and balance it across the table as a barrier for an illusion of privacy. “Welcome to my office,” she said, and straddled the remaining bench.

Heaving a sigh, Hotspur dropped beside her, leaning her back against the edge of the table and stretching her legs out before her. “This would be better if it were a Learish commander in charge. Mora ought to have chosen her husband for her champion.”

“You wanted to be on my team,” Hal murmured.

“On Aremoria’s team!”

“Come on, Hotspur. You used to like facing off against me.”

“Oh, and I still shall,” Hotspur snarled. “Only, they’ll all think it means something. Mora wants to teach you a lesson about what will happen in the spring.” Hal lifted her eyebrows, clearly impressed, and Hotspur leaned in, poked her shoulder. “You surprised I can parse politics, O Prince of Riot?”

Hal nodded, expression softening to a compatriotic amusement. “Let’s make our own lesson, then.”

“Such as?”

“If I win, you will be my friend again.”

The simple, easy way Hal said it sliced through Hotspur’s guts, and she felt like she had to scramble to gather up all her slippery intestines before everyone noticed she was losing them.

In the silence, Catrin arrived with a small bottle of wine, feathers, ink, and a roll of thick paper. She set them down, and Hal said, “Thank you! I won’t need anything else for a while.”

Catrin left, glancing over her large shoulder once before joining a cluster of Taria and Glennadoer youths crouched near the stone wall with a deck of holy cards. They took turns sticking a card down the back of one person’s tunic or dress and making them guess their new destiny with obscure hints.

Hal said, “She forgot cups.”

“That’s never stopped you.”

The prince laughed and drank from the bottle, then tapped the butt against Hotspur’s thigh. She took it and cradled the wine against her stomach, smelling the heady, sour flavor of it. “Even if I were your friend again, I am not on your side,” she said, studying the glint of firelight on the lip of the bottle’s neck.

“It would be a good story, if we play this tournament, and it averts war.”

“This isn’t a story, Hal.”

“I know,” Hal said so intensely Hotspur was startled into glancing over.

The prince’s rich brown eyes pinned Hotspur. Such potency thrummed throughout Hal’s body it dried Hotspur’s tongue. She could only stare, stuck in the lion’s hot gaze.

Around them the great hall of Dondubhan murmured and laughed, moved and argued, and one older woman began to sing a bright winter song.

Hal breathed deeply and slowly, her nostrils flaring, then she let the heat melt into only warmth. “I know,” she repeated. “I know what’s at stake: people. Lives. My people—my friends, and people like my friends. Not only knights and soldiers, Hotspur, not only princes, but merchants and cobblers and serving boys and tavern owners and their children. Farmers. Shepherds. I know, Hotspur. I know them, some of them, and I would not see any of them hurt, or their fields trampled, or their sisters and brothers pressed to fight, or trading suffer. War isn’t only about who lives and dies, who challenges whom. It isn’t about honor. It’s about who starves to death and who’s left caring for those permanently damaged, who rebuilds. Your retainers will fight on your word, die for you, and then you must take care of their families—I know you do, because you’re a good commander, a good friend to them, and I know it hurts you. Sometimes it’s necessary. We must protect Aremoria, defend our home from danger. But I’m not danger! My mother is not. This isn’t necessary, and everything I’ve said is worse many times over when the war comes from inside.”

Though it had been Hal’s impassioned, quiet speech, Hotspur felt her own breath coming faster.

“Mora is the danger, Hotspur. She wants revenge,” Hal continued. “I understand that. She wants what was taken from her. But what is the price? Burning Aremoria to ash?”

Hotspur shook her head. “Mora won’t do that—she loves Aremoria as you do, as I do.”

“Then she should stop warmongering, and do what is best for our country.”

“You both have different ideas for what that means, Hal. I have to serve the prince who is right.”

“I’m right, Hotspur.”

“Mora is right! The queen of Aremoria must be our sun. She must be the tree that roots our people together. If that sun turns black or the tree rots from the inside, it is worth it to burn the poison out.”

An incredulous laugh bubbled from Hal. “You think my mother is poison? I know you don’t love me anymore, but you think I’m a blackening sun?”

Queasy, Hotspur swallowed. She shook her head, no, but said, “Mora does.”

“And Mora is your prince.”

“Mora is my family.” Hotspur stood. Her hands were trembling. “We’ll do this later. You choose the categories for the tournament; I don’t care what games we play. I’ll still win.”

Hal reached out to catch Hotspur’s hand. Her skin was cool, and Hal brushed her thumb softly against Hotspur’s palm, sending a shiver up the arm and straight down her spine to her belly. Need pooled there, warm, and Hotspur stared down at Hal again, longing to—to just hug her. Slowly, Hal stood, putting herself too near Hotspur, so Hotspur had to tilt her head up slightly or else be trapped staring at the prince’s pink lips. That thumb still pressed Hotspur’s palm. And they were surrounded by enemies (not enemies, but family, neighbors, so many varied folk of Innis Lear, but enemies was the word in Hotspur’s wild mind).

“Hotspur,” said her best friend in the entire world, low in the throat and full of that same yearning.

Her seams tugged, about to burst; those stitched-over scars and those she’d been born with, about to be unwoven, undone by a simple word from the mouth of Hal Bolinbroke.

Hotspur snatched her hand away and, with all the control she could muster, escaped the great hall.

HOTSPUR FLUNG HERSELF into her bedchamber and clattered past a chair to the window, unlatched it, and jerked the heavy shutter off the ledge. It thunked hard against the floor, and Hotspur cursed as she propped it in place. She leaned then against the thick windowsill, staring out of the tower over the edge of Wellage and the bleak black waves of the Tarinnish.

Rubbing her palm where last Hal’s thumb had touched, she knocked her temple against the edge of the window, eyes wide. The lights and colors of Innis Lear blurred, mostly gray and white, some dull gold thatching and whitewash, dark water and hurtful blue sky, distant mountains …  It was not tears smearing it together, but dry longing that made her vision hazy. Of course.

“Isarna.”

She closed her eyes at her husband’s voice, guilt slashing her like a lion’s claws. Her hands fisted and she bent over the sill, putting her eyes against those fists.

Connley lightly traced her spine through tunic and shirt. His hand came to rest at the small of her back. Supportive, patient.

Slowly, Hotspur raised her head and turned. Without glancing at his face, she hugged him, burying her nose in his neck, arms around his waist. He could be her shield still, a costume with which to wrap herself—to become someone who was not in love with Hal Bolinbroke.

“The air ripples between you and her,” Connley said, embracing her gently, as if she were molten spikes.

Hotspur grunted and shoved him away. “No, it does not.”

“I see it in you,” he insisted.

Wanting to growl, she settled for baring her teeth. “I tell you what there is in me, and it is nothing.”

“Fine,” Connley snapped, surprising her. “Lie to me.”

Hotspur planted her fists on her hips. His eyes were wide and unblinking, the green shards hotter than usual in this winter light. He stared back at her, angry and unmoving.

“I love her,” Hotspur whispered. As if by making it quiet, it would hurt less.

He asked, “Do you regret marrying me?”

“It’s a waste of time to second-guess your choices on the battlefield. Once made, they can only be acted upon, analyzed, but there’s no point to regret.”

“This isn’t war.”

“We’re always at war in this world.”

Connley stepped closer to her. “You don’t need to be at war here, with me.”

She kissed him, but he tilted his mouth away, instead putting their foreheads together. “Not until we both want it.”

Confusion washed through her, followed by a betraying sliver of relief. “I wish I could carve her out of my heart.”

Her husband turned from her, going to the window she’d abandoned. He said, “I used to have Ashling to whisper comfort to me, to promise me undivided devotion. Her love was consuming, and possessive. She did not share—that’s why she tormented you. I know she was terrible, I’ve known for a long while, and it didn’t matter. I still love her. Even now, I miss the tenor of her voice in the wind. I feel unfinished, unraveled. Her love, her voice, knotted my spirit, and now …”

Hotspur was an ass. She’d been the one to take the ghost away from him, and never asked how he felt. She’d been too glad the ghost had vanished. And that her husband pretended to be fine.

Connley continued, “Who would I be if I stopped loving Ashling, who made me? If I stopped loving Rowan, who made me, too? Or anyone I have loved. Haven’t they all made me?”

Grimacing, Hotspur took his hand.

Wind blew in at them, carrying a bittersweet scent off the Tarinnish. It hissed, words jagged and whistling: love—end—life itself—stars and salt and …  Hotspur nearly understood.

But Conn blinked slowly and said carefully, as if tasting the flavor of the words before letting them go, “It isn’t the nature of love to end. Love is intrinsic to itself. Like stars, or saltwater. Without stars there is no fate; without salt, no sea. And like fate, love must exist once it is born. Like the sea, love surrounds us. It is active, it creates, pushes us, drags us together or apart. Changes us with its inexorable motion. But because it cannot end, love may change. It can turn dark, it can rot or transform, never losing its power. We should strive never to let our love corrupt itself, or us.”

“Is that a prophecy, witch?” Hotspur whispered, uncertain, making light of the dire pronouncement.

He blinked again, and shuddered.

Silence stretched between them as Connley’s lashes fluttered in confusion, and finally he said, “It is what Innis Lear wants us to know.”




CHARM

Lionis, early winter

WINTER IN LIONIS reminded Charm of home, despite the frigid air and snow that bit cold against his cheeks. He’d had to give up his familiar wardrobe and dress himself in the restricting wool trousers of men here, hard boots, layers of linen, wool tunic, and even massive coats with fur when night fell or the wind cut from a steely gray sky.

He tried to explain to Vatta Bolinbroke why this season reminded him of the Third Kingdom as they walked through the elaborately fashioned royal gardens. “It is the barrenness, the unforgiving lines,” he said. The younger woman huddled close to him, one arm tucked against his side, resting on his arm. Her elaborate cloak included a soft hood that pinned into her hair, keeping it tight over her ears and covering her neck, but allowed heavy brown curls to spill out, framing her flushed cheeks. As she listened, she smiled and her big brown eyes never left his face. Luckily, they walked with excruciating slowness, and he could hold her aloft if she tripped upon the snowy path.

“But surely the sounds and smells are so different,” she offered, “distinguishing Aremoria from the Third Kingdom.”

“Yes, but when I arrived here it all was so lush, so full of green, and now the winter has deadened it all. That, perhaps, is what makes me miss home more than true similarity.” Charm wondered whether, if Prince Hal were here, this conversation would flourish instead of fall flat before an altar of specificity. He liked Vatta, for she was wise and serious beyond her years, and friendly. She held herself with all the reserve of Celedrix, though had none of Tigir’s enthusiasm or Hal’s imagination. By description, perhaps, she would appear more regal, more suited to inherit the throne than her elder sister, but in Charm’s opinion, she was most ideally fit for advisor and supporter. A queen needed imagination and a hint of daring. Vatta could not risk even a modicum of fancy to allow that anything of Aremore winter might accurately reflect the deserts of his home.

Imagine if Vatta had been her mother, banished to the Third Kingdom: never could she have conceived of returning home a conquering hero, to take an errant throne and remake it in her own image. That glory was all to Celedrix, and though Charm knew Hal only a little bit, he saw ambition in her, and a grave, swelling need to remake people, remake cities and countries, to suit her command.

But if Hal Bolinbroke died on Innis Lear, Charm might find himself facing Vatta as her husband. Or worse, someone not of Celeda’s mother-line, for much of Celedrix’s future rule relied upon Hal’s ability to prove worthy of the Aremore throne.

Vatta paused beside a thick evergreen hedge shaped into cones taller than Charm’s head. The cones stabbed up against the solid blue sky, brushed with tiny droplets of glinting ice. The dark green framed Vatta well, suiting her coloring, yet Charm suspected she was unaware. She said, “The Longest Night is in two weeks, and our family holds vigil in the star cathedral from dusk until dawn. No guards or guests, only family. If you have not already been asked, I invite you to join us.”

“Am I family already?” he asked softly, to cover how touched he was by her offer.

The princess tilted her chin down and looked up at him with slight censure. A look she’d learned from her mother.

Charm chuckled. “I mean no insult, only wish to clarify whether you are making an exception for me as a guest, or an exception that I am not legally bound to your family.”

“I know how my mother feels about you, and Tigir—you have been Tigir’s family longer than I have.” The lightness of her voice belied the seriousness of her gaze. “And the queen has called you her son before witnesses, which, you know, is as good as legally binding in Aremoria.”

“You mean both, then,” Charm said.

“You’ll still have to marry Hal.”

“You make it sound like a chore.”

Again Vatta did not respond with words, only a glance of reprimand. It would be a chore, for anyone, she seemed to suggest.

Charm sighed, heaving his shoulders to project it heartily. He knew these things, and yet, he wanted to marry Prince Hal, despite her riot, despite her disturbing lack of mother-desire. In his spirit, he sensed they would make this land a power to be reckoned with, if only she could agree to share it. She had so much to share: ambition, imagination, kindness, desperate longing, humor.

He should be with her on Innis Lear now.

He’d waylaid her last month, before she’d departed, in the corridor outside her rooms. “Hal,” he said, stepping into her path.

“Oh, Charm! Yes?” Hal smiled in the way he’d come to recognize meant she was in a hurry, distracted, but not pretending to be glad to see him. (Hal’s worst feature, Charm thought, was that she was entirely unpracticed in simple subterfuge, and would need to improve before she took the throne. The grandest of lies caught easily upon her lips, while tiny deceit eluded her.) This was an effortless smile that brightened her warm brown eyes. “Come in.”

Charm did, speaking the moment the door closed them into her rooms, before she could bring up recent gossip or tell a delightful story about one of their now-mutual acquaintances. As much as he enjoyed such banter and familiarity, he had a goal: “I want to go with you to Innis Lear.”

Prince Hal had hesitated, and backed up to put enough space between them that she didn’t need to tilt her chin so dramatically. “Why?”

“I am your betrothed, and I will lend strength to your cause. At your side I will be a reminder of Celedrix’s own power and authority, and the future potential for Aremoria. I am power. Take me.” Though personally eager, Charm had believed it to be the right move, as a prince and commander. “It is the strong move to make.”

Her rich eyes held his gaze, all their usual levity evaporated.

Charm added, “Myth, Hal, and adventure, too. Innis Lear is famous even in the Third Kingdom. It had a queen of the Taria mother-line once.”

“Dalat of Taria Queen. She mothered Elia the Dreamer.”

Charm nodded.

“Oh well. Of course you know, and also …  But Charm …” Hal bit her lip and turned away.

“I know the woman you loved is married, and on Innis Lear,” he said, moving near to her again.

Hal flung her head up like a spooked horse. “What?”

He pursed his lips, not bothering to explain that everyone knew, everyone gossiped. “Take me, and it will be an additional weapon against whispers, against the idea that you go for her instead of for Aremoria.”

“I would like to take my future husband, to prove I am not hurt by hers—” Hal’s smile twisted self-deprecatingly, and she shrugged. “But she’d see through me. And it would be worse if you were hurt or killed.”

He snorted.

“I may be,” she said.

“Why?”

“If they are already set on war, what better way to begin it than to strike hard? It would set the country in disarray and hurt my mother like almost nothing else. Despite my being on the outs with her.”

“They’re your friends,” Charm said, though he was not so naive as to believe that always mattered. “If you think it is a risk, you should not go, either.”

“I have to. I have to try.” Hal put her hand on his chest. “What good is a prince if not for such things?”

“But we cannot lose you.”

“You’ll have Vatta,” she drawled. “Which might be a better—”

“No.” Charm covered her hand with his. “You must be confident, Hal Bolinbroke. You are the prince I intend to marry. You will return, and see it done.”

She pulled free of him so they were not touching when she said, “I will. I must. And I am sorry to hurt you by being so unenthusiastic, Charm. But our marriage will never give me happiness.”

“I don’t need you to love me,” he said, though his internal organs clenched. Charm had faced an army that outnumbered his patrol six to one; he could face this without wavering. “I need you to accept me as your partner, give me a consort’s crown, and bear my children. One or two. Our marriage is the business of kingdoms, not hearts.”

Hal tugged at her braids, in danger of dragging them lopsided. “What a tragic thing to say.”

“Would you rather I loved you unrequited? Would you rather I pine for you, long for you?” With each question, Charm stepped nearer to Hal and lowered his voice. “Would you rather I imagine the taste of your sweat, the feel of your breath on my skin until I am thinking of God? I can give you poetry, Hal, I can give you passion.”

Her breath quickened, and her gaze dropped to his mouth. “I would rather you were a woman.”

“We can have another woman in our marriage bed,” Charm drawled. “If that is what it takes. I will not suffer in such a scenario.”

The prince caught her breath in a whisper of laughter. “You are too much.”

“I am going to make myself a king. Your king.”

“I don’t know how to make room for that in my heart.”

Charm had paused, just to look at her. She was so unsure of her power, and he could hardly imagine what she would be like if she’d grown up at home, a future Mother of All Mothers, taught to know she could shape the whole world to her will. Incandescent. He needed that from her, to carve space for his own ambitions here. He said, “You will, because it’s what Aremoria needs. Your heart can only expand.”

“Maybe—maybe you are right, but first I am leaving. And you cannot go with me. It is too much to risk. And I need to do this, Charm. Or I’ll never be queen of Aremoria.” She touched him again, clearly forcing herself to do it. Her hand settled on his forearm, and Charm held still. “I’ll be back, triumphant, and in trouble again before you can miss me.”

But Charm did miss her.

Now in the garden, he said to Vatta, “I would be honored to hold the vigil with …  our family.”

The princess smiled and squeezed his arm. They walked on, around a gentle curve. The path crunched beneath their boots: crushed seashells and snow, the edges dusted gray with grime in the two days since the snowfall. Though less than a finger’s-length had fallen, it melted slowly in the cold sunlight. The yard between hedges had been raked to hide the gardeners’ footprints. Low boxes of evergreen plants lined the way, and some small trees had been brought in, also dark green, covered in bloodred or gray-blue berries. Charm liked the trees shaped like cones, their needles green-blue and bold. Like the waves of the inner sea. Many were topped by small copper suns, and glass ornaments had been dotted among the hedges, white and orange and crystal clear.

He heard the clink of armor and footsteps just before two royal guards emerged from beneath an arched trellis wrapped by thick, barren vines.

The queen walked behind the guards, alone, and carrying an elegant wooden staff painted white. Cloaked in vivid dark red, Celedrix was a splash of blood against the white gardens. Her pale face was unpainted. She smiled with strained lips. “Vatta, Charm,” she said, and waved her guards on.

Vatta bowed shallowly, and Charm nodded, loosening his arm so Vatta could more easily go to her mother. The princess kissed Celedrix’s cheek, raising onto her toes. Celedrix said, “Allow me a walk with Prince Charm, my sweet.”

They were given privacy, one of the guards trailing Vatta as she departed and the other moving far enough ahead of Charm and Celedrix so as not to overhear any plain conversation. Charm offered his hand to the queen, and she took it, transferring her staff to her other. He was surprised at the weight she leaned onto him, and realized she’d been using the staff as an aid, not merely a winter accessory. It brought a frown to his face, and Celedrix caught it.

She laughed once. “You seem to be looking at a weak old dog, Charm,” she chided.

Grimacing, Charm apologized and schooled his expression, though a worm of fear burrowed deeper into his heart: she was not even fifty years old, and ought to have decades more strength to her bones. She would have, in the City of All Mothers. To distract himself, he said, “Vatta invited me to your Longest Night vigil. I accepted, though if it is inappropriate I will decline.”

“No, I will be pleased to have you.” She squeezed his wrist with her red-gloved hand. “At my side, where you belong.”

“Must I prepare in any way?”

“No, it is not very spiritual in my reign, I fear. Contemplative and traditional. We will have hot watered wine with orange peels and cinnamon, candied fruit, some pastries, and roasted pig. And our own company.”

“I am sorry Hal will miss it.”

“As am I. It is the only thing she’s never missed of her own accord,” Celedrix said with a soft trace of bitter flavor.

Charm said nothing.

They walked on, Celedrix taking deep, relaxed breaths. She was fine, Charm told himself, simply tired, or an old wound affected her in this bone-chill. “How are you getting on with the barons and lords?” the queen asked him.

“Well.” This was an easy subject. “Friendly with all of them I’ve had the chance to supper with this month. Only Perseria eludes me, but the earl does not come to Lionis anymore in the winter—everyone says so.”

Celedrix nodded. “The cold bothers her hip mightily, and she remains in the warmth of her home.”

“It was an injury from your rebellion?”

“Yes. She suffered the worst of my allies.”

“Perhaps not,” Charm carefully inserted. “Vindomata of Mercia lost her children.”

The queen winced. “So she did.”

“When I shared wine with her, she indicated that had her sons lived, I would not be here.”

“Vindus, her eldest, would have made a fine prince, and eventual king. And won an alliance for Bolinbroke, for me, that would have kept us safe.” Celedrix shook her head. “But it was never a promise I made—I always wanted you, Charm, you know that.”

“Vindomata is behind the stirrings of trouble Hal went to Innis Lear to prevent.” It was only a guess, but he did not speak guesses aloud unless they were backed by much evidence.

“Yes. She stopped talking to me. I should have forced the issue immediately, and now it is too late. What trust we had—trust that had survived years apart, and the distance between here and your homeland—was rubbed too thin because we did not talk.”

“That is why you allowed Hal to go? Instead of staying here and marrying? Our marriage would have aligned many allies to you, and not risked Hal as she is on Innis Lear.”

The queen remained quiet for a moment, staring at the rough line of the shell path before them. Just to their left a glass house rose, its wall of windows frosted with cold, and shadowy green-black inside. To their right was a circular yard of fountains, dry for the season. Replacing the water were glass-and-copper lanterns that when lit at night created the shape of a rose visible from the high balconies of the palace. Celedrix said, “You are correct. Marriage might have solved this moment, put off rebellion for now, but it would not have saved my daughter’s future. If she can regain friendship with Banna Mora, if she can hold Hotspur to her heart, her reign will blossom better than mine. I hope she returns soon, and successful. But I do not know if she has it in her.”

Charm opened his mouth to defend the prince (he would need to admit to himself soon that he was smitten), but Celedrix continued, “Or rather, I know she has it in her, but I do not know if she can strip away the armor she’s built, all the lies of reputation and embracing indolence to let what she is be free. If she cannot do it for Hotspur, she cannot do it for anyone. And Perseria will join with Innis Lear to defeat me. Things are always worse for Aremoria when Innis Lear is our enemy instead of our sister.”

The strain in her voice was not weariness, nor fear, Charm realized, but urgency. He walked quietly beside her, mind churning. Slight glances at her revealed to him nothing but the tightness at the corner of her eye, which had been there since he’d arrived, an underlying sorrow layered beneath her mask of calm sovereignty. Sorrow had not known a place inside her when she had been Moon And Shadow.

In the Mother-tongue he said, “Moon And Shadow, what is wrong?”

The queen blinked, and in the same language, she said, “Many things weigh on me, as the Mother of Aremoria. My daughter may never come home, may never marry the son-of-my-heart.” The last was a Father-term, a word Mothers rarely used, but denoted a wish from a Father that the child to whom he spoke was his own.

Feeling welled in Charm’s throat. He gripped her hand harder and managed, “That is not it. There is something else I see bothering you.” His voice was too tight.

“Ah, Charm, you clear-sighted man. I should have known you would see what no others could.”

Tears gleamed in Celedrix’s eyes, and Charm stopped walking. He faced her, panic spiking in his blood. “Tell me.”

“I’m dying,” she said plainly.

Charm frowned. “What?” His gaze tore down to her feet, then back up: she was not sick nor wounded. Tired, urgent, only.

“Inside me, there is something growing. It hurts me always, though it did not used to. My healer—the only who knows but for you, now—says it is a canker, an internal wound that began small enough I could not notice.”

The queen shrugged and looked away. Charm tried to strengthen his weakening legs. He put a hand on her shoulder, to support them both. He knew of such things, such sickness, the slow death that came from the inside, chewing and painful.

“I think it is a wound I created,” Celedrix whispered. “And I deserve it, but you do not. My children …”

“No—you don’t deserve this.” Charm sank slowly to a knee, and cold immediately soaked through the thick wool. He put his forehead to her waist and the queen’s hand fell to his head, brushing the thick coronal hair, and her nails scraped his neck and the collar of his coat.

She said, “I wanted to leave you with strong pillars, a foundation for a long reign. Hal ready, not thrust into this so young. And you woven firmly into Aremoria, not a struggling foreign prince—hush, I know, my son, I know you are not struggling, I know you are ready, but I also never want you to have to be ready. Both of you. And Tigir, Vatta—ah, you must all take care of each other.”

“Celeda, stop.” Charm pushed his face against her side, wrapping his huge arms around her hips. She was his pillar, she rooted him here, in knowledge and grace that this path was right. “Maybe it is something else. Your healer cannot know, not absolutely. You must hope, and live.”

“Charm, I will live as long as I can, but we do not have the luxury of preparing for hope. Not when we are princes and queens.” Her voice lowered, became a command. “You must promise to help Hal, when she comes home, and do not tell her. She does not need to know how near she stands to this chasm, nor to this impossible responsibility. I need her to choose the crown, not be dragged into it, not obey me from desperation, but from her willpower, her heart. Do you understand?”

“I do not,” he murmured against her hip, voice muffled by her cloak. “She should know, and use it, to help you and be what she must.”

The queen took his chin and pulled him up. Charm stood as Celedrix hauled his face to hers, their noses nearly touching. She said, “But you will do as I command.”

Swallowing, Charm whispered, “Yes, I must.”

“I will live six months, or maybe two years, but not much longer, I suspect, and then Hal will be queen, and I want her to have every day she can to come to it, to be ready. To choose. I will fight to make that space for her, fight my enemies and hers, and die when it is time. My mother-line will survive.”

The sound that escaped Charm was not mature, nor strong, but that of a young boy seeing his hero for the first time in the gloried Hall of God’s Daughters. She had promised him that day, too, that her mother-line would live, and grow, and if he wanted to be bold, he would join her.




PRINCE HAL

Dondubhan, early winter

THE ZENITH DAY dawned beautifully. Bold sunlight attacked the remaining dregs of snow, brightening the very air itself to tearful white.

They used the lower yard of Dondubhan for the tournament, it being larger and situated beside the barracks for ease of access to weaponry. The royal dais rested before the chapel, facing east, and rugs had been laid all around it for spectators. Dark blue banners rose high behind the chairs reserved for the queen and her party: one—the tallest—glared with a pure star at its center, and the rest were embroidered with the royal birth stars: one for Ryrie Lear and then each of her children.

In the yard, the snow that had not yet melted (and would not until spring) had been trampled down into the mud, and spread with thick layers of hay. The field of combat was marked with chalk and poles at each corner, tied with four colors: blue for Innis Lear, black for Glennadoer, orange for Aremoria, and purple for Bolinbroke.

The teams were well matched, Prince Hal thought, and though a percentage of her spirit knotted up with tension, most of her had given in to the urge to enjoy herself and treat this as a holiday entertainment. She had Ter Melia competing in horsemanship; two of her mother’s retainers, Bax and Belavias, competing in the strength challenge and ax respectively; Rianor, a Persy captain on borrow from Hotspur’s retainers would represent Aremoria in lance; and Catrin Glennadoer, as Hal’s retainer, would stand for her side in archery. The final two competitions would be magic, for which the wizard had reluctantly agreed to join, and sword, which Hal herself took up.

She did not know if she could defeat Hotspur one to one, as they’d always been evenly matched, and Hotspur was the one of them who’d never stopped fighting. But Hal felt her team could win in every other category but strength, where Glennadoer himself would play.

Hal had taken up a corner of the yard tucked against the armory tower for her team’s base, populating it with extra retainers to act as squires and a few Dondubhan servants willing to keep the Aremore side supplied with food and drink and bandages. One of those servants had wrapped the portable rail with orange and purple to mark the space theirs.

As she waited to be called to the field, Hal scanned the crowd, marking the place across the yard where Rowan Lear and Glennadoer stood together, both in black and blue, wearing mail and leather armor: Rowan’s more traditional and spectacularly bright, his father’s studded with spikes and fitted at the shoulders with giant jawbones. Hal spied Hotspur pacing the rampart of the inner curtain wall with a scowl, hair glaring red in the sun.

Hal grinned.

The wizard appeared at her shoulder. “This should be interesting,” he murmured. He was not smiling, but a lightness in his eyes gave the impression of excitement. He wore a plain brown gambeson edged in leather and a brown wool shirt and trousers. At his belt was a short sword, and leather gauntlets hugged his wrists. Like hers, the wizard’s dark hair was braided thickly away from his face and bound in a tail still hanging with multiple charms of bone, horn, and yarn.

“Will you win?” Hal asked.

He looked across the field at Rowan Lear and nodded.

Hal spread her arms to call her team to her. “Gather in, you who would die for Aremore glory.”

It was majestically said, and her players smiled, even Catrin Glennadoer. Though the bold Aremore orange did not suit her pale coloring, the girl’s gambeson was pitch black and drew drama to her square features. She bowed, hand over her heart, and said, “My honor to serve a prince of such a glorious house as Bolinbroke.”

“We welcome your sacrifice,” she replied, a teasing smile on her lips.

Catrin said, “I will destroy my brother.”

Hal laughed and turned to Belavias. “First is ax: that’s you, Belavias. And then horsemanship, then a break to change the field for archery, strength, and lance. Magic next, and finishing with sword for me. And after that, we celebrate our championship.” Hal grinned again. “Keep drinking water, even though it’s cold, and eat in tiny amounts until after your bout. Then, I don’t care if you stuff yourself enough to vomit.”

Horns bellowed low, dangerous sounds that hit Hal in the gut instead of higher in her chest like Aremore hunting horns. She turned as the drumming began, fast and expectant.

Queen Solas led a procession out from the queen’s tower to the corner of the field. With her came her sister, Ryrie, and niece, Vae, both in the regal dark blue of Innis Lear.

Banna Mora wore red, her hand on the elbow of Rory Errigal for escort.

Young girls and boys dashed past the queen to toss dried petals across the combat field. They spun in circles so their coats and capes flared, joined hands to stomp-dance along with the staccato drums. Then, at a low horn call, they fled, laughing.

Solas lifted a hand and in a strong voice summoned the champions.

Hal strode forward immediately, chin up. A brisk wind fluttered the wisps of hair already loose at her temples, and she smiled. She stopped before the queen and waited for Hotspur.

It was only a moment before Hotspur appeared. The sun caught on her chain mail, dazzling Hal’s eyes. The prince’s smile stretched so wide, Hal was certain it would tear free of her face and grow and grow until it filled the sky.

Hotspur did not smile. Her expression held the intensity of war, but that flush of excitement high on her cheekbones gave her away.

These two had not spoken alone again since the tournament was declared, as Hotspur continued to avoid her. This was the only chance Hal had. If she could defeat Hotspur, there would be a window to convince the knight to Hal’s side. But if Hal lost, Hotspur was lost, too, as Mora would use it as proof of her own sovereignty.

“Welcome, champions,” Solas said. “The stars and roots of Innis Lear await your blessed combat, your battle of strength and strategy. We salute you and offer our favors.” She nodded to Banna Mora.

Mora took a blue-and-white ribbon from a nearby girl and walked to Hotspur. “My champion, Lady Hotspur of Aremoria, who holds my own honor in her hand to fight on my behalf.” She tied the ribbon to Hotspur’s arm.

Hotspur bowed and said, “I will do so with all the power of arms at my command, and strength in my heart.”

Then the queen said, “And to the Aremore champion, a gift.”

Vae Lear stepped forward, chin down shyly, but looking at Hal with her pale brown eyes. Her long hair was wound with blue and orange ribbons. In one hand she held a ribbon of orange, elaborately embroidered with stars.

Hal bowed to her and held still as the young princess tied the favor onto her arm.

“I would stand for your side, in friendship,” Vae murmured.

“Aremoria welcomes your support,” Hal said softly back.

And then Queen Solas cleared her throat and Hal leaned away. Solas said, “To further bless this day of combat, the winner will be gifted by our hand this gilded dagger.”

Ryrie Lear accepted a thin black pillow from a girl beside her and lifted it, tilted just slightly to display a beautifully wrought dagger, the hilt wrapped in deep red leather and dotted at the crosspiece with small pink rubies.

“Lovely,” Hal said, bowing, and Hotspur leaned forward for a better look, nodding her admiration for the prize. Hal raised her voice. “Though I compete for Aremoria’s honor, I dedicate the strength of my team and our winnings to our cousin and friend Banna Mora, in celebration of the half-year mark of her wedding to Prince Rowan Lear. A unity between Aremoria and Innis Lear always should be celebrated.”

Mora pursed her lips, irritated, but nodded. Rowan said, “We welcome Aremoria’s blessing on our union, and the strength you have to give us.”

From the sideline, the Earl Glennadoer yelled, “Do not think you can use such a dedication to urge softness from your enemies today, Hal Bolinbroke!”

The prince whirled rather grandly. “To think so would insult all of us, Glennadoer: What sort of honor would there be in playing half-assed?”

Glennadoer laughed, but angrily, and pointed. “We’ll see.”

Before the competitions began, a tall star priest emerged to offer a blessing on the field, invoking the names of the stars that had graced the horizon at sunrise, and led the Learish congregants in a prayer of compassion and togetherness under the zenith sun.

Then the first bout was called.

Belavias faced an Errigal retainer armed with a battle-ax and round shield. Wagers rippled around the crowd, and the queen lifted her hand to signal the start. The duke of Taria strode onto the field wearing a thick white belt to act as judge.

The sun shone down as the warriors met, glinting off plate armor. Hal did not let her attention waver, only smiled, standing with her arms crossed in the center of her team, but for Ter Melia who tended the horse she’d ride in the next competition.

At every clash of steel, Hal cheered or yelled, calling excited support out to Belavias. The yard of Dondubhan filled with noise, the familiar cries of a tournament, and Hal was transported to her youth and the glorious days of Rovassos’s grand tourneys. The melees, the single-combat challenges, the heady celebrations and weddings, the favors given, the exhilarating laughter. She sought Hotspur across the yard: the lady knight scowled. One of her fists twisted in her badly cut hair.

Taria yelled hold, citing a mortal blow—though it was only the appearance of such—in Errigal’s favor. Belavias cursed, but dropped his ax and tore off his helmet to growl congratulations at the retainer in wintry blue.

Sighing, Hal beckoned one of the page boys dashing past and gave him quick, specific instructions, then she strode onto the field to comfort Belavias. He groaned but was a good sport, and Hal clapped the Errigal retainer on the shoulder, pushing him toward the royal pavilion.

The queen stood to offer the Learish winner a cup of wine and a fine bracelet of hammered copper.

Retainers moved onto the field to reapply rushes and stamp down a few deep gouges in the mud made by the fighters. Others put up poles with rings attached and fences of various heights, and still others marked out a snaking path for the horses to run.

Hal backed up to her team and patted the already mounted Ter Melia’s thigh. The mare the knight rode was wide and strong, and stamped a gray leg very near Hal’s booted toe. Hal bumped her shoulder into the horse’s, laughing at the beast’s eagerness, and Ter Melia smiled, soothing her mount. All the while Hal kept her eye on Hotspur, and there, just as the duke of Taria began announcing the rules for the horsemanship competition, a page jogged up to Hotspur and offered her a thinly quilted hood, dark blue and designed for fitting under a helmet. Hotspur frowned as the page spoke fast, and then the knight gripped the hood in a fist, eyes snapping up to hunt for Hal.

The prince laughed and waved, and Hotspur glared, but the flat press of her lips was dear and familiar, and Hal knew she was amused. Hotspur gave the hood back to the page, and then turned to Sennos. The aide used a ribbon from his own hair to tie back some of Hotspur’s wild curls.

Ter Melia defeated Gelis of Hartfare, the queen’s master of horse, skewering all the loops easily despite the weight of her lance, commanding her horse perfectly, and did it all faster. Though Gelis was skilled, he did not carry himself with Ter Melia’s grace. On the dais Banna Mora herself smiled—though Ter Melia stood for Hal and Aremoria, she’d been one of Mora’s knights once.

At the break, while retainers set up archery targets and dragged huge logs onto the field for the test of strength, Hal wandered to Vae Lear and accepted a small cup of watered wine. She picked, too, at the candied meat Vae offered: it would be the only food Hal ate until after the sword fight, else she risk overfilling her belly.

“This is most entertaining,” Vae said in her soft way, pale brown eyes riveted to the retainers working in the field. “And it is tied for now. Do you think my brothers will win their bouts?”

“Mared maybe, but not Rowan.” Hal slid the young princess a sly smile. “My wizard is one of the greatest.”

“Surely the greatest have names.”

“Or perhaps they are so skilled, they leave little trace of themselves in our stories.”

Vae laughed lightly. “Well, my aunt likes him, and she knows the island.”

Hal couldn’t help glancing at the queen, seated on her tall throne. Rings adorned Solas’s fingers, and she wore a copper-and-garnet circlet about her neck. She spoke with Banna Mora and Rowan, who leaned casually against his wife’s knee from a seat on the ground. Hal had seen no sign of Solas favoring the wizard, but then, Hal was not often around the queen, and Vae was.

The wizard himself stood beside the hulking Glennadoer, slight as a child in comparison.

For archery, Mared was defeated by Catrin, though it was determined by less than a breath’s distance, and Mared appeared thrilled for his half sister, flinging his arms around her proudly.

Aremoria lost directly after in the strength competition. But none had expected the massive bear Earl Glennadoer to lose. He threw logs and hefted bundles of wood with roars, and though Bax of Aremoria strove to his utmost and did his country proud, he was no match. Unfortunately, Rianor de Perseria lost the lance throw against the duke of Taria’s brother, and so Aremoria was behind again.

Banna Mora asked Hal if she’d like to surrender; there was no shame in it, when the odds were overwhelming. And Hal would be treated extremely well as a hostage of Innis Lear, Mora could attest. Hal asked if Rowan Lear would be the one seeing to her comfort as well, to which most of the crowd laughed uproariously.

All that remained was the wizarding contest, and Hal to face Hotspur. If her wizard won, and Hal won, they would still take the day.

The sun rode high against the blue when Rowan Lear and the nameless wizard stepped onto the field.

Despite the cold, both men were barefoot and coatless. Rowan had done away with his mail, wearing only trousers and a robe open over his chest that hung from his shoulders like limp wings. He’d painted a spiral around his heart in chalk mud, and written in the language of trees across his belly. All his white-gold hair draped loosely down his back. Besides a single iron ring he was unadorned.

But for missing boots, the wizard remained as simply dressed as he’d been this morning: brown soldier’s gambeson and trousers, plain shirt. There were no hash-marks on his face or hands or feet, and all the yarn and charms had been unwoven from his thick dark hair. In places it kinked unevenly where the braids had bound it for so long, lending an even wilder aspect to him.

Their spare dress was part of the rules established between Hal and Hotspur, with the help of Connley Errigal, who would be judging this contest instead of Taria. The two wizards were allowed to bring only their bodies and voices, no premade magics or familiars. Any tools they used must be gathered off the field itself, like dirt or rushes or the very wind. Their magic ought not exceed the limits of the circle Connley would draw on the yard, to protect onlookers, and just as in the regular combat bouts, no mortal injuries were allowed.

Hal had asked, when the rules had been agreed upon, why Connley was called witch but Rowan wizard. She could not rightly explain herself why she’d assumed her wizard was a wizard, but not a witch, though both seemed appropriate. Rowan had wryly said, “I am called witch by plenty,” and then Connley, cheeks pink, answered that none called him wizard because he did not use the stars in his magic—his was the realm of potions and charms, of forestry and shadow-magic. The rootwaters were his greatest ally. While Rowan, Connley claimed, allied his power with prophecy and the will of the stars.

Of her wizard, Hal had asked, “Are you a witch or wizard?”

In his quiet way, he’d answered, “When I have been reviled or feared, I have been a witch; when admired, a wizard. That is the only distinction I know.”

“Are people afraid of me?” Connley wondered, brow wrinkling, and Rowan had touched the man’s jaw with his fingertips.

“They don’t understand you,” he’d replied, firmly.

The yard of Dondubhan grew hushed, as everyone studied the two wizards. Though Rowan was the younger, he was also the taller and broader where Hal’s wizard was fit but small. Rowan seemed a gilded prince at the height of his power; the wizard a modest soldier.

Connley used chalk to mark the circle, then bowed to the queen and announced the field was ready. Solas raised her hand and bade the game begin.

The wizard drew a deep enough breath his shoulders lifted, and he turned his left palm outward. Nothing changed.

Rowan bowed to him and stepped his right foot firmly down. The ground trembled, and Rowan’s lips moved; with his whisper came the wind. It gusted toward him, spinning around the prince, and shot toward the wizard, who merely closed his eyes. That wind tore at the wizard’s hair, shoving at him, and the wizard leaned in. Rowan spread his arms and brought his hands together with a massive clap: fire sparked, and when Rowan pulled his hands apart, white-orange fire blazed in an arc between his palms. He tossed it skyward and the fire transformed into a hundred tiny bats, wings aflame. The fire-bats shot at the wizard, but the wizard murmured and pushed out with a hand; wind pushed the fire-bats aside, knocking them to the ground where they sparked and flared and died.

Hal’s hands clenched together over her heart.

The prince sighed and gathered his breath with his hands, weaving it into solid water. He spun his hands and the water spiraled, tilting vertically. Rowan sent it whirling at the wizard, and the wizard reached with one hand to catch the edge. Water splashed in every direction, and the wizard said a word: the water became shards of ice. They did not drive fast at Rowan, though, but sliced down into the yard with hissing thuds.

Rowan smiled and said, “You never attack, wizard.”

The wizard smiled back.

“I won’t tire fast,” Rowan said.

The wizard remained quiet.

With a laugh, Rowan crouched. He put a hand to the cold yard, brushing aside gray-gold fronds of river rushes. Eyes open and on the wizard, Rowan spoke to the wind and roots. The earth trembled again, and then dirt rippled, chunks of it moving away from his hand, more and more until the earth became a small fountain and lifted into Rowan’s grip a small, sharp rock.

With it, Rowan cut a line of blood onto the back of his wrist. He dotted blood into his palm and onto his bottom lip, and spoke again in the whispering language of trees.

Wind erupted, dragging at the prince’s white-golden hair, dragging at the wizard’s dark braids.

The wizard did not move.

A shadow appeared on the earth between the men and Hal glanced up: a cloud was growing over the combat circle. It was thick and dark gray, billowing slowly outward from a single point. All the rest of the sky was clear blue. She didn’t know which wizard had summoned it.

Rowan said something, and roots thrust out of the ground like reaching fingers. They gripped the wizard’s ankles, tearing at his trousers. The wizard glanced down, surprised, but bent, and when he touched the roots they crumbled. He took a handful of the ashy roots and stood again, meeting Rowan’s gaze. The wizard held out his handful of ashes and slowly released them, letting them drift in the wind.

With a snap of his fingers, Rowan called more fire. Ten jagged balls of flame floated over his hands, rising into an arc, and he shoved them at the wizard, who extinguished them with wind.

That gathering storm cloud grew, the edges of its shadow reaching toward the Poison Prince and nameless wizard.

The wizard still did not attack. Rowan stared at him.

Again, Rowan stepped hard onto the ground, and from his bare foot a ripple spread, hard and fast, and it whipped the wizard off his feet. The wizard fell back, hitting the ground hard, but he rolled and threw a handful of dirt and rushes, which the wind picked up and slapped at Rowan. Rowan cut his hands down before him, and a shield of wind spun up, shredding the projectiles.

Rowan spat a word in the language of trees and his wind-shield caught flame, spinning and sparking white-hot. He shrugged off his robe and walked forward, hands out, pressing the fire-wheel forward. It grew, flaring out, and Hal felt the heat of it, narrowing her eyes against its brightness. She heard gasps and worried murmurs but did not look away from the fire. It impressed upon her eyes, so bright, as Rowan moved slowly, holding it all together with a clenched jaw, hair shifting in the eager wind.

The wizard held his palms out, too, head down, and he whispered, calling wind to spin around him. Tendrils of green crept out of the earth, too soon, out of season, touching his toes and glancing off his ankles. The springtime shoots quavered, and a small cry of pleasure and surprise trickled though the breeze behind Hal, spreading as if Innis Lear itself approved.

Sweat glistened at Rowan Lear’s temples, and with a yell, he heaved the wheel of fire at the wizard; his was a mortal blow, should it strike, yet Connley did not intervene, for who could believe the wizard at risk?

With a fist, the wizard punched through the fire.

Flames burst all around him, driving off in ragged lines like cracks of lightning, and the wizard cried out, reached with his hands, and grasped at the air: a soft pop knocked deep in Hal’s ears, and at the edges of the circle all the lighting-flames simply stopped. The crowd who’d shied away slowly lowered defensive hands.

The wizard collapsed to his knees, shoulders heaving with effort.

Rowan swayed with exhaustion but kept to his feet. Staring at the other man, the prince touched his bloody wrist, and with a red-tipped finger drew something in the air.

As if the world split, pink-white tears appeared, hanging where Rowan drew them: hash-marks, the language of trees.

Hal desperately wished to read it. She bit her lip to keep from begging for a translation, wondering if Hotspur understood.

The wizard actually laughed: a soft, sorry laugh, filled with self-mockery. He nodded.

Rowan closed his fist, and the hash-marks danced together, forming a shape: a small animal, large trianglular ears and thick tail. A fox. It dashed toward the wizard, around him, and then dissipated into the shadow made by the dark storm cloud.

Silence held taut in the fortress yard.

Then the cloud itself rumbled, and the billowing verge of its shadow touched the wizard’s hand, enveloping it. He glanced up to the opposite edge of darkness as it grazed Rowan’s foot, then slid up over his body: both men were engulfed in shade.

The wizard smiled slightly, whispered something, and rolled forward into the shadow.

He vanished.

Rowan cried out in shock, and the crowd erupted.

But the wizard stood behind Rowan; with one step he was up against the prince’s back, an arm wrapped around Rowan’s throat and his other hand around his chest, reaching up to hold the taller man in a choke.

“End!” yelled Connley, dashing frantically forward.

The wizard released the prince, who pitched away, spun, and gaped at his vanquisher.

Everyone was cheering, gasping and amazed, and Hal ran into the circle. Her boots skidded over the rushes and fiery ashes. She blocked sun from her eyes; the cloud dissolved, pulled away in every direction by the wind.

“That was—you stepped through the shadow,” Rowan said to the wizard, eyes wide, lips parted as he panted a little.

The wizard said nothing. Though his dark eyes, too, were wider and brighter than usual, as if in a fever.

“Men and women can do no such thing,” Rowan added.

“You named me just now, you know what I am,” the wizard answered softly.

Solas Lear stood off her throne and stepped down off the pavilion. “That was incredible, Fox of Aremoria,” she said, “and I grant you the winning of this battle, despite the prowess and strength with which my nephew and heir wielded his magic.”

“You are very good,” the wizard said to Rowan, who nodded, the start of a smile on one corner of his princely mouth; he had the grace to accept the compliment.

“Will you teach me?” Rowan asked.

The wizard peered at him. “Perhaps in a few decades,” he said.

HAL DONNED HER full armor to meet Hotspur on the field of battle.

The Lion and the Wolf, together at last.

Midafternoon poured down upon them blue and clear. The bright sun did nothing to warm the air, only crystalized the light into shards that bit at Hal’s eyes. She settled into the burden of plate mail. It pressed down on her shoulders and the small of her back, the weight dispersed evenly so that her entire body felt meatier, indomitable.

The prince strode out, sword in hand and buckler gripped in her left, the small circle shield like its own silver sun. Her helm held down the flat braids Catrin had plaited into her hair, and Ter Melia had smeared dark paint around her eyes for the glare. “The champions arrive,” she said, staring at Hotspur. She made her lips hook up into a smile.

Tell the story, Hal reminded herself.

Hotspur gleamed in steel and studded leather, her shoulders broadened by pauldrons and her breastplate polished as a mirror. She stepped strongly toward Hal and jammed a helmet over her hooded head. Those blue eyes burned, the only color but for a few thin curls of red hair pressed to her left cheek.

There were no other people in Dondubhan, for all it mattered to Hal.

“The day counts only for its end,” Hal said to Hotspur, her voice low and mysterious, for this was a legend she described, a legend reborn right here, between the two of them: Prince Hal and Lady Hotspur. “One champion tall and dark, her elegant strength apparent in every step, her glory in the shine of her sword—a sword of providence, the Heir’s Score, handed down from prince to prince for three hundred years. The other champion aflame, burning too bright for her size but able to carry the power: in her hand a whispering old blade, plain and black, but connected to the very earth beneath their feet.”

Hotspur scoffed, but her smile made Hal’s heart glow.

Hal’s heartbeat thrummed in her ears, in the palms of her hands. She tightened her grip on her sword and lifted her buckler to salute in the direction of the royal pavilion. To Hotspur, she said, “The fate of the world knots between these champions, these old friends, bound together by stars, sure, but mostly by their own hearts—and loins. It was time.”

Hotspur groaned and attacked. Hal met the knight sword to sword, and the force of connection jarred through her bones. Hal ground her feet down, leaning in, pressing toward Hotspur with the blades of their swords crossed, hilts together. Those beloved eyes were every blue that had ever existed, chips of ice and flickering flame, blue sky, blue sea, blue pennants snapping over a tournament, sapphire blue and heavy lapis. Hal clenched her jaw, bared her teeth at Hotspur, and pressed.

Either could break away: a foot on thigh, a twist and knock of hip, could swing their buckler toward the other’s face. The strain burned in Hal’s shoulder and arm, and the roar of the crowd pressed against their pocket of aggression. But the two held firm.

“Hal,” Hotspur said through grinding teeth.

Hal made a kissing face at her and thrust herself away.

Panting, she winked at Hotspur, and Hotspur shook her head, amused. The sun caught the motion on her helmet, winking light back at Hal.

This time when Hotspur attacked, she clearly meant it. The world narrowed to patterns ingrained in Hal’s body for fourteen years: strike and turn, buckler up to block, hook the enemy sword and twist to punch up with the pommel, disengage, angle her shoulder right, plant her heavy boots, breathe, breathe, breathe.

Hotspur got in a tight turn and cut under Hal’s arm for the weak seam between plates; Hal barely avoided it, twisting too fast, and hit a knee to the ground. Dropped her buckler and grabbed Hotspur’s sword wrist, flinging Hotspur back hard enough that she had a moment to clamber to her feet. She pressed her attack, shieldless now but unconcerned. The sword was all she needed.

Moving hard and quick, Hal hacked at Hotspur again and again, forcing Hotspur back as the knight blocked again and again. They turned on the field, and Hotspur yelled angrily, then dove to escape, catching herself with the buckler and tucking her shoulder. She rolled up, a lovely feat of dexterity in all her plate armor. Hal grinned and ran at her, sword high.

Hotspur braced with her buckler and sword together, and though Hal shifted the angle of her strike, Hotspur was ready and caught it. Hal pressed in, yelling with effort, using all her weight. Hotspur had to drop her buckler to add power to her sword, and it was pure strength against strength again.

Hal’s breath burned up her throat, and she forced Hotspur down onto a knee, holding the blade of her sword just over the crossbar with her gauntleted left hand. It added power to her hold, allowed her to adjust the pressure.

“If I could—if I had a knife,” Hotspur ground out, “I could gut you now, right—right there where the plate is riding up.” Her blue eyes darted down, and Hal’s followed.

The moment she looked, Hal realized it was a trick and she scrambled back as Hotspur contorted to free her sword and brought it smashing down on Hal’s shoulder.

It was more than a glancing blow. With a grunt, Hal swung up and caught Hotspur’s side with the edge of her blade. She ought to have lifted to cut up into Hotspur’s armpit, but Hal never wanted to hurt her.

Hotspur stumbled sideways and used the awkward momentum to grab up a discarded buckler. She flung it at Hal’s face. The edge slammed into Hal’s helm, but she jerked her head aside. Overbalancing, Hal used her sword in the ground to stay upright, gouging a furrow into the yard.

She was tiring. Single combat like this took more out of Hal than melee, when the chaos drew her into a narrow fugue state and she forgot pain and weariness, she forgot all but the goal: live.

This, though, was not live or die; Hal had no enemy here.

This was Hotspur.

“Maybe,” Hal panted as they both dragged themselves to face off again, “maybe these two champions meet in the middle, and as the zenith sun brings clarity and—and togetherness, we should put our swords down and go get a drink.” She managed a lopsided smile. Her best charm.

Hotspur choked on a little laugh. “You’d count that as a win.” She attacked.

Hal sprang forward and caught her arm under Hotspur’s: they slammed together with mutual grunts. Hotspur tried to tear away, but Hal clung to her. Their sword arms could not swing from this position; they were stuck.

She said, “A win for both of us. Show these islanders how Lady Knights do things, Hotspur. What Aremoria is.”

“What is Aremoria, Hal?” Hotspur whispered harshly, knocking her helmet against Hal’s. “What is it?”

“Whatever we make it, together,” Hal begged.

With a strangled cry, Hotspur dropped down, startling Hal into loosening her grip. Hotspur spun on her knee, sword arcing perfectly, beautifully, into Hal’s unprepared hip: the prince toppled over.

The ground slammed into her shoulder and leg, jarring her painfully, and Hal rolled half onto her stomach, reaching up to shove the helmet off her head. Pressure fled with it, and sound blazed true again, unmuffled: she was out of the drowning sea.

She rolled just in time to avoid Hotspur’s sword, and then kicked herself up and shoved into Hotspur’s stomach—the only way Hotspur could avoid it would be to stab directly with her sword. She didn’t.

Hal bowled her over, and Hotspur’s sword flew out of her hand as she hit the ground. Hotspur’s mouth opened in a grimace. Hal stood in the moment of Hotspur’s stunned delay.

Panting, Hal put her sword against Hotspur’s gut, and glared. She wiped hair from her sweating face, and glanced at Hotspur’s burning red cheeks. “If you want to be the Wolf of Aremoria, you must do it under my command.”

Hotspur snarled at her, but it was not fury in her eyes, it was uncertainty and rebellion.

Hal swept her arm out, removing the sword. “Aremoria wins,” Hal called, and forced herself to grin. She glanced back down at Hotspur. “Friend,” she added.

Cheering and celebration pounded through the earth.




BANNA MORA

Dondubhan, early winter

IT HAD BEEN suggested to Mora that she would feel stronger this week because it was the full moon, and such moons lent support to pregnant women. Mora managed to bite her tongue instead of snapping that this was exactly why she wished to regain the Aremore throne: Learish superstitions drove her to madness.

But as she walked with the royal procession from Dondubhan to the Star Field for the zenith memorial, Ryrie said sweetly, “You’re invigorated tonight,” and Mora easily replied, “It must be the moon.”

On her other side, Rowan snorted: he knew his wife’s ways, and was himself sparkling with vitality after the day he’d had. Mora held her expression cool and pleasant, and Ryrie seemed to decide her son’s reaction was uninteresting enough to ignore, or at least a shared joke between husband and wife.

Not for the first time, Mora wondered what sort of mother Ryrie had been, and the anger smoldering in her heart flared.

An hour ago, as Mora reclined at the great hearth in the communal room of the queen’s tower, awaiting all the Lear family to gather for the ritual, Glennadoer had joined her. He’d crouched beside her like an imposing old dog, fur cloak spilling off his shoulders and bone charms braided into his beard. Black dots arced around both his eyes: the Bear’s Teeth constellation. Mora recognized it herself now.

Glennadoer touched her ankle where her feet rested on a cushion, and said, “It was very nearly a complete triumph for Aremoria today.”

She was already aggravated by the day’s loss, and Hal Bolinbroke’s manipulation of Lady Hotspur, and Glennadoer’s heavy hand was a weight she could not take. She barely managed not to shift uncomfortably. Everyone touched her more than she liked since her belly had swollen enough to show. While Mora did not mind growling at anyone, it was rare for Glennadoer to approach her alone, and she wanted to know what was his purpose. So instead of demanding he release her, Mora—feeling only a slight guilt for using Rowan this way—said, “Your own sons both lost their matches.”

“Not my daughter. Daughters are stronger, in general. No daughter has ever betrayed Innis Lear.” Glennadoer’s eyes slid to Mora’s belly.

Again, Mora held herself in check, for Glennadoer’s favorite daughter was a bastard, and she did not like the connection his gaze made to the child in her belly. “It may be a son.”

“The stars say daughter.”

Mora sighed.

Glennadoer grinned at her, compounding the wrinkles around his eyes. He leaned back, dropping his hand from her. Still he crouched like an animal. Mora missed such flexibility.

He said, “A girl is better. We’ve had no king since Gaelan Lear, who nearly ruined us. Perhaps Solas might make your daughter her heir, overlooking Rowan and his generation.”

For a shocked moment, Mora wondered if Glennadoer could possibly know of the hemlock ritual—and that his son had repeatedly undergone it for years. As far as Innis Lear was concerned, Rowan had been a king since he was a child. “Rowan will be a fine king.”

The bear earl shrugged. “Not as strong as a daughter.”

Mora’s patience broke. “What is this, Glennadoer.”

“Only conversation, Banna Mora,” Glennadoer said, somehow both darkly and with gentle humor. “I am content to see a child of mine wear the hemlock crown.”

Hairs rose on Mora’s neck, and she gripped the arm of her chair lest she place a protective hand on her belly and give herself away. “It is good my child is a child of your line, so we will have no conflict between us.”

“Good indeed,” Glennadoer replied.

Then Rowan appeared in the arched doorway, half in shadow.

Mora sucked in a soft breath at her husband’s beauty: his midnight-blue robes glinted like the sky an hour past dusk, studded with tiny shards of steel and copper in patterns that spiraled to her eyes, but were certainly constellations. Black lined his eyes, heightening the vivid gold-brown in them, and she thought if she went to him the dark gray flecks would shimmer like shadows. He held her gaze, serious and still.

Stars and worms, she loved him. They would remake the world together.

Mora squeezed Rowan’s forearm now, as they walked into the Star Field.

Though she had attended several zenith rituals, this would be her first here at this most sacred memorial, where the bones and ashes of all the past kings and queens of Innis Lear were buried.

Solas walked slowly ahead, alone, though her family trailed behind her like wings. The queen wore a crown of simple silver, narrow spires cutting sharply up and hooking inward. It seemed raw, grown rather than forged. Mora liked it. Besides the crown, Solas’s attire was plain: dark blue and pale gray wool swept off her shoulders, hugging her curves, and dragged behind her against the frosted grass.

The pace allowed Mora to keep up easily. She did feel stronger this week than last, but rather than credit the moon, perhaps she merely settled in to the weight of pregnancy.

The Star Field stretched far, a valley of small standing stones, plinths supporting moon rocks and candles, piles of black stones and stacked limestone. Unlit candles were fixed on every surface, and when the queen paused at the threshold, marked only by a short arc of gray bricks sunk into the sloped earth, Rowan touched Mora’s cheek and left her.

Rowan, Era Star-Seer, and two others stepped onto the memorial grounds. As one, they lifted both arms, palms toward the heart of the field, and they all whispered in the language of trees:

Fire.

They snapped, and candles flared to life in flickering waves.

Mora remained beside Ryrie Lear, and welcomed the touch of Trin’s hand. More than any other women of Innis Lear, Mora had come to appreciate Trin’s tentative friendship. Perhaps because Trin had been the first woman Mora met when she arrived last year, perhaps because both reserved affection for those worthy of it. She’d sent for the practical woman to come to Dondubhan with the Errigal party, and she’d arrived in time for today’s tournament.

It was clear how the Star Field earned its name. Even despite the hovering gray clouds that hid the night sky, they had stars. Every tiny candle flame sparkled, and the memorial stones glowed in the diffused moonlight.

Wind blew steadily and freezing, thinning the heavy clouds. But it was easy to know where the full moon hung: there in the low east the clouds ached with silver light.

Though prophecy and superstition sat poorly in Mora’s mind, she greatly appreciated such stark displays of savage, Learish beauty as a night like this. She smiled slightly, listening to the hiss of wind and the murmuring congregation.

They did not cast bones or prophesize, no, that all remained for the Longest Night. The zenith ritual was for the past, for bringing it into the present. For memories and the dead, all the changes since the past full moon, and since the full moon this time last year, that was the prayer tonight.

Star priests brought Queen Solas a deep bowl of beer, and she dipped a cup into it, then drank. She spilled some onto the rocky ground. And then she offered the cup to Hal Bolinbroke.

Mora had known it was coming: Hal was the ranking visitor, daughter of the sitting queen of Aremoria, no matter the treachery with which the role had been acquired.

She had known. And yet, watching Solas offer Hal the honored second drink, Mora held her breath and pressed her tongue high in her mouth to block out emotion.

The Blood and the Sea on Mora’s first finger felt like a ring of frozen blood.

Hal Bolinbroke, effortlessly charming. After receiving the winner’s dagger, so many had flocked to the prince: Hotspur’s retainers were to be expected, as they were Aremore and Hal was their prince, despite Hotspur standing for Innis Lear, but Mared and Vae Lear ought to have behaved better. As should Rory Errigal and that young Taria duke.

Even Rowan had wandered to Hal during the aftermath, in the chaos of laughter and shared celebratory beer. He’d whispered something into Hal’s ear, and Hal had paused, staring ahead as if she could see nothing. Then Rowan touched Hal’s shoulder and the prince startled. Her mouth had fallen open and she laughed, clearly amazed. Later, annoyed, Mora had demanded an explanation of her husband. Rowan shrugged and merely said the prince had won from him a display of the magic he’d used to defeat Mora at the March.

Even now, Hal Bolinbroke took Solas’s cup with an alluring smile, a self-deprecating word, and candid eye.

Mora knew that look so viscerally. Once, Hal had offered it to her. Once, Hal had owed her allegiance, and had given it not only freely, but with love.

Banna Mora’s youth in Aremoria had been a worthwhile struggle. Always concerned with who thought what, with who made their assumptions about her—because of her Learish parentage, because of her tan skin and leonine curls, because of Rovassos’s devotion—and plotted with, or through, or around them. Mora never could take an offer at face value, nor plan as if those around her held her best interests close. Her relationships had been real, but always more than one single thing.

A lover was also an ally, a friend also competition. An enemy, a tool.

It had been invigorating to grow up in the Aremore court, and exciting, with spinning wheels of connections and the game of politics. A game that was always both playful and deadly.

But the Lady Knights hadn’t been part of it. Ianta Oldcastle she’d trusted. And the women who were Mora’s knights and squires had been hers. Sworn to her. Even at twenty Mora had not been naive, but she’d thought her knights adored her as she adored them. They were a unit. Sisters. Family.

She’d have died for them.

Instead, her rights had been torn away, and her women turned away, and Hal Bolinbroke stumbled into Mora’s place not merely with reluctance, but seeming unable to understand how holy a responsibility it was, to hold a country in your hand.

Hal, who tripped over friends, who never appreciated the effort it took most people to earn love: Hal had betrayed them all with her weakness.

Rowan brought Mora the cup of beer to sip.

She was supposed to hold a prayer in her heart as she drank, and whisper it to the wind. Mora only wanted the strength to take back what was hers. The strength to hold Hal apart from herself.

Even Hotspur leaned toward Hal again.

“Strength,” Mora murmured. “To hold my family together.”

And she passed the cup to Hotspur.

Rowan remained beside her, and Mora clutched his hand, curling her other beneath her belly.

The ritual wove around them, the hopes and prayers of the living whispered to the solemn ears of the dead. Throughout, Mora’s gaze tripped again and again to Hal. A bitterness climbed up her throat, a hurt she did not wish to display, and so she held herself rigid—too rigid, for it put an ache in her back and knees, and before long she leaned heavily against her husband, cursing this weakness as her child sucked vitality from her.

“Mora,” Rowan murmured, concerned, when the ritual broke and some folk returned directly to Dondubhan, while others wandered farther into the Star Field to visit personal memorials and the tombs of family.

Hal laughed brightly, shoulder bumping against Mared Lear’s, and that prince laughed, too. Hotspur was beside her, and a cluster of young people, retainers and cousins of royalty.

Mora wondered if she should kill Hal Bolinbroke right here.

She could, even in this state, because everyone would be too surprised. Hal’s guard was down. How easy it would be to take the dagger from her low-slung belt and stab into Hal’s neck so she could never tell wild stories again.

Nausea tightened Mora’s throat.

She could do it. Start war immediately. None could back out then. No more negotiating, no more alliances and marriage contracts or ostentatious tournaments. Just Mora’s army sailing to Aremoria in the spring. As inevitable to everyone else as it was to her.

But she’d lose Hotspur. And Mora needed Hotspur and the Aremore strength of arms she brought with her.

Mora told herself that was the only reason, and released her husband, striding directly for Prince Hal. It was time to mark her opposition. Remind these smiling fools they mistook Hal’s friendship.

“Remind us who remain, Hal Bolinbroke: Why have you come to Innis Lear?” she demanded.

It was a question she’d asked before, privately, the first night Hal spent at Dondubhan, when Mora trapped her along with Hotspur, too. Hal had said—

“To fix everything between us,” Hal answered, as she had then. Her brilliant brown eyes glowed with moonlight and bewilderment.

“But why? Why not hand your crown to me? You said to me once that you did not even want the throne of Aremoria. Tonight you are stripped bare beneath the watching eyes of Innis Lear: the stars and glaring moon, the rootwaters and the queen. All these wizards and warriors and me, Banna Mora of the March, who once was your prince—and friend. Tell me why you fight me now. What changed?”

Hal stared, lips parted, breathing as if she might taste an escape in the wind. A pink tongue flicked out as the prince stalled with a lick of her bottom lip.

Mora clenched her jaw and waited. She did not allow herself to blink, though anger and pain scoured her insides. This full moon ritual, this land, the family and people here reminded her of what she needed: to be whole. To touch everyone and make them better.

With fire if necessary.

“Aremoria is mine,” Mora said, commanding it so.

“It was yours, and you want it back for principle, for revenge, not for what is best for Aremoria.”

Mora laughed. “You contend that you are best for Aremoria.”

“I contend that war will do no one good. Aremoria is not like here.” Hal flung her arm out to indicate all the island. “The roots do not speak to queens of Aremoria. There is no wormwork, not like here, no witches and prophecies setting us on our courses. Aremoria is its people. How they love and hurt, how they pray and curse and—and die, and are born. That’s what I care about, because I know them. I’m one of them, and I want to take care of them.”

“I care for them. They are my people.”

“If you care for the people of Aremoria, stop trying to take it away from me. I am the prince, my mother the queen. That is how it is, Mora, now. What is matters more than how it came to be.”

“If you are so concerned with averting war, give Aremoria back to me—without rebellion or upheaval. Abdicate. You want to—you want to be free.”

Hal shook her head. “What I want doesn’t matter. You and Hotspur taught me that. What I am is all that matters, and I am the prince of Lionis. Lay down your ambition, Banna Mora. Let us be friends: Aremoria and Innis Lear sister-states, as they were a hundred years ago.”

Mora shook her head. “I do not fight for my own ambition. I fight for justice. I fight for what is right, what will heal Aremoria: bringing her together with Innis Lear, under one crown. My crown. That has been true for more than your hundred years. Don’t you remember Morimaros himself wrote of it, that idol we shared when we were children? He wrote that the greatest king would reunite Innis Lear and Aremoria?”

“You think Morimaros would start a civil war, a rebellion, just to do that? If he’d wanted to, he could have done it! He was perfectly positioned to make Innis Lear part of Aremoria again, but he chose people and love over that, Mora! His legacy teaches us what to prioritize.”

“I think you would fashion yourself after a Morimaros that never existed, after a story.”

The two women stood, surrounded by friends, lovers, family—the very stars and ancient tombs. Everything listened, everything watched.

Prince Hal’s jaw clenched. Her eyes glared into Mora’s, and Mora could only glare back, her body stiff with aching. Hal said, “I think he would want to be remembered the way I remember him. As a man who loved. Love was his priority.”

“And I think he more would rather Aremoria to last forever, as a bastion of wisdom and justice. That is his legacy.”

“You’re wrong, Banna Mora,” Hal said, disbelief and sorrow in her voice.

Mora fell silent, cupping her heavy belly; it was a struggle to keep her hands relaxed around her baby. “We will see, Hal,” she murmured. She could not believe this woman had once been among her favorite people in the world. Now they were separated by destiny, an ocean of history, and the legacy of the very king who’d brought them together. “A month after this child is born, I will come to Aremoria, and I will take what is mine. You are welcome to try to stop me with arms, but the time for convincing is past. No more words to me, Hal Bolinbroke. From now on, your only way forward is action.”

Hal, wisely, did not answer.




THE QUEEN OF Innis Lear sat among the thousand candles flickering across the Star Field, wrapped in a cape of white fur and blankets drawn around her like drifts of snow. A full moon hung at the apex of the sky, its light diffused by thin clouds rippling across its face and diminishing the span of stars. Her strange silver crown rested in her lap; one hand played across the tips of the twisted spires.

After the zenith ritual, after Banna Mora’s outburst, the queen had sent all her people away; back to Dondubhan for fire and beer and sleep. Only a handful of her most trusted retainers lingered nearby, down the slope where they could hear a cry for help, but not see her.

The wizard walked silently to her, slipping around tors built of small moon-white rocks and standing stones as high as his waist. In one hand he held a plain bag of bones, in the other a shovel.

Solas tilted her head to look at the wizard. He leaned the shovel against the limestone memorial before them: a rough-cut set of three massive liths, two standing tall, the other laid across them to form a doorway. Candles perched across the top, dripping white and yellowish wax. Down the length of the north stone a line of hash-marks boldly declared,

Gaela Lear, a rightful queen.

The wizard set his bag carefully beside Solas and accepted a flagon of wine from her. He drank, studying her pale face, the golden freckles scattered across the high planes of her cheeks, the gentle wrinkles at her eyes—solid mud-brown and vivid with wit. Her dark brown hair was wrapped into a simple braid that hung over her shoulder, unadorned but for the gray wool tying it off.

“What do you stare at, wizard?” she asked softly, a note of amusement in her tone.

“The queens of Innis Lear have never learned to embrace any aspect of royal decoration.” His dark gaze dropped to the silver circlet in her lap.

Solas laughed. “What is silver when I am crowned by the moon itself?”

The wizard smiled with her.

Cold wind snapped at them to end their flirtation and work. Shivering, the wizard took up the shovel and paused a moment to flatten his hand against the memorial. His thumb brushed the thin gouge in the stone that began the word rightful. It meant too many things to him, and nothing.

There’d never been anything right about him, not in all his long life. But that wrongness had made him, too, and opened the path for the earth saints to grasp his spirit and bind him.

The wizard put the blade of the shovel against the hard ground and began to dig.

He worked steadily, welcoming the burn in his lower back and shoulders; he’d competed in today’s tournament, defeated the rightful heir to the throne with a simple shadow trick. He missed the struggle of wrestling and swordwork, wished he might’ve been invited to fight for Prince Hal as a soldier instead.

This work put his sweat to the cold air, his breath a mist around him. He heaved earth away from the base of the monument, and every motion grounded his heart deeper into the island.

If he dug forever, perhaps he could stay forever.

But the wizard reached his goal too quickly. Undyed wool, thin and worn to strips, cradled ashes and chunks of bone, well preserved for a hundred years thanks to the kind of earth upon which the Star Field had been built.

He set the shovel down again and reverently touched a bone, cracked by old fire. “I found her,” he said.

The queen stood, holding her fur around her shoulders, and brought the bag to him. “This will settle them?”

Taking the bag, the wizard nodded. “Neither was given the release of fire and ritual, neither buried here with their ancestors. Nor were they transformed with shadows and rootwine into proper earth saints. Gaela was alone—the island claims she never wandered, never cried out from death. I’m not surprised. In life she did nothing half-assed, so of course she would die well and hard.”

“Irreverent wizard,” the queen murmured.

Together they knelt and withdrew the bones of two sisters from the bag: all unburned, uncracked, but easily distinguished because the heart of an ash tree had stained ribs and femurs in lines of gold and reddish brown, and the Tarinnish had put green and blue into the seams of the Dreamer’s skull.

A shaking sigh parted Queen Solas’s lips, and the wizard touched her wrist, concerned.

“It is only overwhelming,” the queen said. “These three sisters, my great-aunts, their bones together finally. I can feel the island shivering beneath me, and the gaze of the stars sits upon my brow.”

The wizard nodded. He placed the Dreamer’s skull against the earth and took his own shaking breath: he smelled candle wax and sharp dirt, a gentle blanket of damp decay coating everything. The wind gusted, a great gasp of relief from the island.

Here the queens, daughters of Lear, he whispered in the language of trees.

Solas said, With their sister queens, and daughter queens, and mother queens. Elia the mother of my grandmother, her daughter Gaela, the mother of my mother, her daughter Astora, my own mother, and one day me.

Part of Innis Lear forever, the wizard said.

Part of Innis Lear forever, repeated the queen.

And the wind cried, Welcome, queens!

It blew, and the clouds overhead raced, streaking across the stars; clouds were stripped away from the face of the moon, the full bright moon that bore witness, and the vast array of stars.

The queen slipped a flask out of her skirt pocket and uncorked it with her teeth. She dumped clear water—rootwater—over the bones, splashing them all. Then, putting the flask away, she snapped fire into her hand. That she cupped away from the keen wind; the wizard wrapped his hands around her hands, and together they lowered the fire into the small pit.

Pale orange flames skittered across the bones, burning the rootwater, making a mist of it all. Sparks leapt toward the stars, turning blue and silver, stars themselves.

The wizard used his hands to drag earth back into the pit, covering the bones. After a moment, the queen joined him. They dug through the heavy, dark earth, burying these queens again.

Both Solas Lear and the wizard panted into the cold night, breathing harder than the exertion necessitated: their hearts were drawn out, and the island wind tugged and pushed. The wizard’s thick hair ruffled, charms and red threads shifting like streams of blood and clicking bones. Around the queen’s face her hair curled in tired wisps.

Regan, the witch. Elia, the dreamer, said the wizard in the language of trees. “That is what should be carved there on the memorial. Beside rightful.”

Solas sat back and nodded, gazing at the bright limestone monument, at the flickering candle flames surrounding them, above, below, and everywhere.

The wizard dropped to the ground beside the queen, leaning back onto his hands. He shivered, and the queen reminded him there was wine tucked against the tall plinth against which she’d waited. Fetching it, and the wool blankets, the wizard made a nest for them, oddly comfortable, unusually eager to remain under the full moon with this queen.

They leaned against each other, and the queen offered half of her fur cape to share. It made them a shaggy, two-headed monster crouched on the earth.

“Is this your legacy, or mine?” Solas asked.

“Not mine, I have none.”

“Hardly honest—wizard.” She hesitated just enough to let him know she thought his name, but did him the respect of holding her tongue.

The wizard said, “My legacy is …  absence. Loss. A gaping wound unhealed.”

“This is a healing.” She touched the back of his hand and directed her gaze to the limestone memorial.

He looked at his hand where she’d touched it and said, “There is no single legacy, only a tangle of intentions, hopes. What are yours? Would you be the last queen of Innis Lear?”

“The last?”

“If Banna Mora has her way, she will become the queen of both Innis Lear and Aremoria, making something new. What will happen to this island? What will happen to the cliffs and moors, the Mountain of Teeth? What will the Tarinnish be if it is not the center well? Will Innis Lear even retain its name?”

The last he said breathlessly.

Solas lifted her gaze to the stars. “And so a nameless wizard worries for a nameless island.”

After a moment of silence, the queen continued, “I do not think Innis Lear will lose itself by becoming more.”

“It is hard to choose the vulnerability required to become more than what you were born.”

“Innis Lear was not born as it is, but was part of Aremoria once, and so maybe it is only natural to long for wholeness again.”

The wizard felt too much in that moment, and shied away. He sipped her wine, silent.

One of the first things he’d said to her, weeks ago in Astora City, had been, Innis Lear longs to be more than it is.

“Do you think you will die? Hemlock queen?” he asked.

“We all die,” she said in a singsong voice.

“Soon, before the Longest Night? That is when these prophecies seem to end.”

“I will be vigilant, but I refuse to chase prophecy. That is the path of self-destruction.”

“Self-destruction is my greatest temptation.”

The queen laughed lightly. “I like having you here, wizard.”

“I’ve missed it.” His voice was rough, uncertain.

She touched his jaw, slid cold fingers to the corner of his mouth. The wizard turned slightly and breathed against her skin. His warmth pooled in her palm, and she stroked his bottom lip.

The wizard took her hand in his, drawing her nearer. He put his arm around her waist and they kissed each other, equally earnest. The queen’s hands pushed into his hair, cold on his scalp. The difference of temperature—cold hands, hot mouth—crashed together in his chest and blossomed with a tension born of desire that drove to every part of his body. (His body that hardly belonged to him, but to the saints, the wicked earth saints, dancing fast in their root halls, spinning, laughing, shrieking at him, but distant, far, not here, not on Innis Lear, which was its own, so suffused with hard magic and a magic of desperation, drawing need from the stars, sharpening its teeth against the blood of wizards and queens.)




HOTSPUR

Dondubhan, early winter

IT WAS A problem, being Hal’s friend again.

When Hotspur agreed to marry Connley, she’d agreed to fight for Banna Mora, agreed to ally her family with Mora’s, in a martial wave destined to crash against Celedrix’s rule. Allowing Hal into her heart again changed nothing except how Hotspur felt.

Torn. Bloodied. Exhilarated.

Hal Bolinbroke made Hotspur long for possibilities, for stories with happy endings, for love and honor to rule the world.

Unreasonable things.

She should’ve told Hal to take her win and swallow it, and continued ignoring her. But she didn’t want to. She wanted—had always wanted—to be Hal’s. Too bad it forced her in between Aremoria and Innis Lear.

The first night after the princes’ public argument at the Star Field, Hotspur could not choose which to speak to, or where to sit or direct her attention. She drank too much because of it, and at the peak of her frustration she stormed to the high table and slammed her hands against the wood, glaring between the two of them. “You neither should be emulating anything any man has done!” she said.

Hal laughed, and Mora said, “He was more than a man, he was a king.”

Hotspur scoffed, though it turned out a slurry sigh, and replied, “I am going to go set something on fire.”

Connley and Sennos got her into bed, and she touched her husband’s face in a way intended to be gentle, but like her scoff, was more of a slap. “I haven’t been this drunk since our wedding night,” she reminded him.

She wasn’t the only one unsettled. Thanks to Mora’s declaration of certain war, Dondubhan became a nest of friendly folk drawing each other closer for warmth, yet never forgetting that when they emerged at the end of winter, rivalries would reform sharper than ever. If they emerged at all. Too many prophecies haunted them, touching on weather, desire, death, marriages, open mouths, open skies, and many girls being born. Some folk even called for a stop to evening readings, and a decent handful of Learish men and women grimaced when they caught themselves glancing up. Nobody wanted to see the Dragon, the Lion, the Wolf in any reading ever again.

The worst prophecy should have been the one that whispered behind closed doors: The hemlock queen will die. That one wove a filament of thrill through the tapestry of their lives, a thread that tugged sometimes on Hotspur, quickening her pulse. And the wind, when she listened, hissed, One for Innis Lear, one for Aremoria. It was a phrase she’d heard before, when she pulled her sword from the oak tree.

But to Hotspur, the worst prophecy was The wolf will choose the end, for it put the weight of Aremoria’s future squarely on her undeserving shoulders. Every time she thought she’d already made the choice, the world revealed more complications. She hated prophecies.

Hotspur tried to dismiss anything that wasn’t relevant to her daily needs. But magic made her listen. The wind teased Hal’s hair, whispering prince; sunlight caught the bloody garnet clutching Mora’s forefinger; Hotspur’s own pulse echoed back to her through the stones of the castle.

Connley continued her lessons, and Hotspur clung to the language of trees as if it could explain to her every mystery of the world.

Snow returned to coat the world in white ice but did not trap them in the great hall again. Every few days a party rode out to supplement their stock of salted fish and pies with fresh meat. Hotspur never missed a hunt, nor did Hal, and they circled each other as they searched for their prey, drawing nearer together again.

Despite Mora’s challenge on the zenith, or perhaps because of it, Hal seemed to embrace the remaining days before the Longest Night and squeeze loose every possible drop of enjoyment. As if after this winter there would be no more enjoyment in all the world—which perhaps was true. Prince Hal’s frenetic energy drew everyone, including Hotspur. The prince argued at the high table with Glennadoer and Banna Mora over historical accounts of battle, or shoved tables and benches aside to create huge strategy boards. She used stools and wide-eyed children to stand in for armies or mountains. Hal challenged anyone to games, and Hotspur found herself again and again at the end of a long table checking Hal’s priest and star pieces, or flipping cards. Hal won or lost, uncaring, but dragged those games out as long as possible.

Often Hal and Hotspur were thrown together (along with Mora) at the high table while Rowan and Connley hunched near the center fire with the wizard, murmuring about ancient magic and practicing little things like vanishing stones into shadow or shaping the flames into salamanders and ravens. Hotspur might’ve joined them, now an apprentice in magic herself, but could not choose the men or magic, when the other option was Hal.

One afternoon, some three or four days before the Longest Night, Connley leapt to his feet with such excitement Rowan tumbled backward and the wizard laughed gently. Conn spun to the high table and called, “Isarna! I did it!” He clapped his hands and fire sparked at the tips of his fingers.

She lifted her cup of beer in salute.

That night as she ate, Conn to one side and Hal to the other, Hal leaned around Hotspur and said to Conn, “The wizard is a good teacher?”

Shyly, Conn nodded. His eyes widened and he sighed softly, composing himself, then snapped. A tiny flame popped to life against his thumb, putting a dance of vibrant orange into the depths of his black pupils.

“How did he teach you?” Hotspur asked, thinking of Connley crouched by the cold, dry wood in Aremoria, struggling to light it.

Conn’s gaze dropped, and the fire puffed into nothing, smokeless. “He told me to rethink where fire comes from.”

Hotspur frowned, but Hal leaned in, her shoulder pressing against Hotspur’s.

“And? Where does it come from?” Eagerness floated on Hal’s breath, along with the sharp scent of wine.

“Love,” Conn murmured. “I thought it must be breath, or cracking lightning, some heat of warm wind, or the change in weather. But your wizard said fire is always waiting, pressing in, wanting to burn—just like people want to be loved. And we don’t let ourselves, or other people stop us. But love …” He met Hotspur’s eyes, and they were both thinking of that moment in their bedroom when the wind spoke through him. “Love is always there, once it’s there.”

Hotspur touched his cheek. His skin was warm, her fingers cold.

“I like that,” Hal said softly, and downed the last of her wine.

For the slightest moment, Hotspur imagined they all three were friends.

EVERY MORNING HAL made a point of sparring with Catrin Glennadoer, for exercise and to teach the young woman. Catrin fought solemnly, repeating Hal’s moves, learning by rote, obsessively.

Her mimicry put Hotspur off, though Hal did not seem to mind.

But then Sennos joined them, and he was a patient teacher, then Rowan, and Mared, and the six of them soon built up a rhythm of pairing off, with a witness to correct stances and call illegal moves. They were well matched, though Hotspur and Rowan were the most frequent winners. (Hal rarely seemed to be trying to win, and Mared was easily distractible. When the two of them faced one another, the bout might last an hour, with neither of them getting much real practice for all the teasing and flirtation, and their shared belief that a barbed insult was as good a weapon as a blade.) A few times Banna Mora joined them, though not to fight: she stretched and groaned and lifted armor like weights, and Hotspur suspected Mora of remaining on her feet more to aggravate her husband than for any other reason. That was Mora’s business, though, and Hotspur hoped, whatever competition flared between them, Mora won.

The wizard challenged Hotspur to wrestling once; she could never deny a challenge. And it was brilliant! The wizard’s corded strength and uncanny ability to free himself of holds made the match exhausting and impossible. Hotspur sweated and cursed, struggling her best, and still she only bested him for seconds before he twisted free or crushed her.

After dinner that night, as most of those in the great hall clustered into intimate groups for mulled wine and gentler conversation, Hotspur slid beside Hal, where she hunched alone, having been abandoned by Mared and Vae Lear, who attended their mother. Ryrie had summoned them to hold the ends of the long knitted charm she’d been weaving with red wool. A blessing for the hemlock queen to wrap herself in on the Longest Night.

Hal glanced at Hotspur, a smile lighting her rich brown eyes but not touching her mouth.

“Tell me about that handsome brown man who was with you at the Quick Sunrise,” Hotspur said, waiting for Hal to blanch.

The prince did, but then she laughed. “You did that on purpose,” she said.

Hotspur shrugged. She knew how to tease after all.

“Charm,” Hal said. “His name is Echarmet of Kurake Queen, and, if Mora doesn’t murder me, he’ll be my husband.”

“I’m sorry,” Hotspur said, touching Hal’s wrist. She’d thought as much. But bringing it up seemed like the thing a friend should do.

“Ah, he’s all right. Likes me, and I like him well enough.”

“But you’ll have to …”

Hal nodded. “I trust he’s incredibly good looking, attractive …  but.”

“If you married him immediately, do you think Mora would hesitate to go against an Aremoria united with the Third Kingdom?”

The prince narrowed her eyes, and Hotspur looked sharply away; Hal always saw through her, and Hotspur begged the saints and worms Hal wouldn’t say, Does that mean you don’t want war between us any longer?

Hal said, “Would Vindomata?”

And that cut straight to the heart of everything. Hotspur had chosen this path with more at her side than only Mora and Connley. Even if—even if—she mistrusted Mora’s intentions, she’d never convince Vindomata.

Hotspur swallowed, and said, “I liked it.”

“Liked what?”

Hotspur scraped her bottom lip between her teeth and nodded her chin toward Connley, where he leaned beside Era Star-Seer, his cousin, pointing at the arc of a star chart chalked onto the table. “Being with my husband. It’s …  not very different.”

“Oh, fuck, Hotspur.” Hal grimaced. “It’s incredibly different. For me.”

“Have you tried?”

“I don’t have to.”

Hotspur nodded. Then she tapped her shoulder against Hal’s. Hal tapped back.

Something cool as relief spread throughout Hotspur’s body. It felt too tentative, like it would snap if Hotspur pushed too hard.

It was true: she did not want war between them.

She stood up, knocking the table with her hip. Flustered, she left without another word.

The next evening, one before the Longest Night, children brought iron stakes into the great hall for Queen Solas to bless. These would be hammered into the hard-packed earth at every threshold to keep out the hungry earth saints ranging across the island on the Longest Night. A little girl brought one, blessed and tied with a red ribbon, to Hotspur and Connley for their chamber, and when Hotspur said there was no earth in which to bury it high in their tower room, the little girl smiled with her teeth and said, “Put it under your mattress then, or the hungry spirits will take you.”

Hal sat on the rushes with the children and Vae Lear, surrounded by iron, telling them stories of wicked ghosts and lost children. Vae shared her own story, and then Glennadoer terrified all with a tale of an ice monster that stalked the northern tip of Innis Lear, hissing instead of howling, just like the gentle noise of icy rain or slushy cold waves.

Chilled, Hotspur hugged herself and smiled. She felt too good for this to vanish with the end of the season.

She looked to Solas, leaning against her throne as she spoke easily with Taria and Rory Errigal. A laugh lifted the queen’s smile, and Hotspur could not decide if she admired the woman’s bravery, or despised her passivity. Then again, what could she possibly do? Even locking herself away could not keep her heart beating, if her heart decided to stop.

Hal caught Hotspur in the morning, running up behind as Hotspur crunched through a thin layer of snow toward the barracks. The prince’s noise was too much to ignore, so Hotspur turned in time to see Hal’s wild grin just before Hal grabbed her elbow. “Let’s get to the stables and hunt today, Hotspur, just us. Ride like we used to.”

Hotspur wordlessly—enthusiastically—agreed.

They conscripted horses, and Hal ordered that they be left alone, no retainers following. “Innis Lear will whisper in the ear of the Witch of the White Forest if something happens to his wife, surely?” she offered wryly, and how could the retainers at the barbican gate argue?

Snow dusted the high road and its stone walls, but the marshes to either side remained warm enough not to have frozen over. Morning sunlight glittered on the damp earth, putting a glow to the hoary grass. Heat from them and their horses turned to mist in the cold air. The sky was a blistering white-blue, and at the end of the high road they turned west, putting the sun behind them to save their sight. The dirt road curved around the Tarinnish, and arrowed southwest toward the sea and the road to Taria. Hal, winking at Hotspur, sent her horse jogging off the path and onto the rough moors. Hotspur could not be outdone and shot after, urging her horse faster until it overtook Hal’s and the prince laughed in protest: the race was on.

Hotspur’s breath ached from the cold air and wind burned her cheeks, brought tears to her eyes. But the horse stretched its legs, running full. Hotspur guided it with a gentle hand, trusting the horse to know its steps. Behind her, Hal yelled with joy; the brisk wind rushed at them, stealing their voices. Tiny leaves danced along the threads of wind, slapping at Hotspur, tearing at her horse’s mane. Run! it cried. Laughing, Hotspur bent over the horse’s neck and let her blood roar. Wings of hope and happiness flared open behind her, and the smooth speed of her horse gave the moment to perfect magic.

A line of trees rose ahead, and Hotspur sat back to slow her horse; Hal met her, and together they cantered down a slope of winter-silver grass and low evergreen gorse.

The horses paused naturally where the snowy moor rolled into black trees.

“We likely came too loud and fast to find good prey,” Hal said.

“Shall we on foot?” Hotspur suggested.

Hal slid her a look and shook her head. Her cheeks were pink and black hair fell in wispy tendrils around her face, having fallen out of the wool cap tied over it. “Let’s just ride, forget a hunt.”

Glad, Hotspur agreed. She pulled the heavy scarf she’d had tied around her own hair back up over her scatter of curls to shield her burning ears from the cold. Unlike Hal, in her orange leather coat, Hotspur wore a thick cloak and under it layers of wool sweater. Both had mittens protecting their fingers, and if they weren’t to shoot the arrows tied to their saddles, they wouldn’t have to worry about frostbite.

Under the slight shelter of trees the wind slowed, and sound was muffled by snowy shadows. The trees weren’t so near as to force them to ride single file, so they went abreast and their knees sometimes knocked; these horses liked each other, too. Bare branches clacked together, and Hotspur tilted her head to look at them and the shine of sky beyond. The forest floor crackled beneath the hooves of their horses, and Hal sang a little Aremore winter song.


“Gather all and welcome snow

welcome fire and swallow wine

swallow cakes and give a song

give a smile, dance a jig

dance for winter, gather all!”



“It’s so stupid.” Hotspur laughed.

“I loved it as a child, because it seems like a joke. I could sing it by the time I was four years old.”

“I prefer ‘Ballad of the Winter King.’”

Hal rolled her eyes so hard it knocked back her head. “Of course you do. Bloodthirsty!”

“Not truly!” Hotspur wrinkled her nose. “It’s about family.”

“And how family gets you killed in very creative ways.” Hal continued to eye Hotspur with amusement.

If there’d been more than a glancing of snow on the ground, Hotspur would’ve launched off her horse to start a fight. Or something warmer.

A moment later, Hal said, “I had to get out of there. The fortress. I don’t know how to look at Solas Lear. Our prophecy is easier than hers.”

“Even for the lion?”

“I’ve already been broken, Hotspur. I’m going to be all right.”

Hotspur sighed a little violently. She thought to herself, When the saints are singing and the restless are reclaimed, the dragon will burn, the lion will break, and the wolf will choose the end.

They rode in silence again until Hal said, “My wizard told me another riddle. An earth saint riddle given to him.” With a pause to create momentum, Hal continued in a hushed tone, “When the star roads blaze, bring the lion’s heart home. I don’t know if it means I’ll die, so my heart needs to be taken home, or that in the taking of it I’ll be killed.”

Hotspur stared. “How long have you known?”

“Since the equinox. I don’t know what the star roads are, though. But the more I turn it around in my mind, the more I think you’re my heart, Hotspur. Maybe you’re the one coming home.”

“I wouldn’t mind being home.”

“With me,” Hal said firmly. “At my side.”

Only the creaking of snow-heavy branches and the huff of their horses’ breath broke the stillness. Hotspur was lost in her swirling feelings. It was too late to go home at Hal’s side, nor did she think she could face Hal on a battlefield. Even if Hal hadn’t proven she could win, how could Hotspur step onto a field in which she’d have to fight Hal in truth? To death or complete defeat?

“How did this happen to us?” Hal asked.

Hotspur glanced over, but Hal stared ahead, black lashes fluttering.

“I could tell the story of it,” Hotspur whispered, seeing every choice that had brought them here in a perfect road scrolling open behind them.

“What was the choice that made it inevitable? When you married Connley, or when I kissed you at Tenne-Tiras? When you left me to flee to Mercia?”

Hotspur ignored the flood of anger and guilt that Hal’s final note engendered. She said, “Not when I married Connley! He is a good match. I like him.”

“But to marry him was to take action against my mother. You knew that. I know you did. Aligning yourself with Banna Mora, and Vindomata must support it. He’s not a convenient husband, he’s just a weapon.”

“It is a good match, Hal, and if Celedrix weren’t so intent on making Mora her enemy it would only be a marriage to strengthen the ties between Aremoria and Innis Lear. It is not my fault your mother fears Mora.”

“No, it isn’t, but it is not only my mother’s regret causing this, it’s Vindomata stirring shit. You knew what it would mean to both my mother and your aunt and—” Hal sighed raggedly. “You still married him.”

“I would have talked all of this through with you if you’d been there, if you’d been where you should. At the palace. With your mother. By my side. Being a prince.”

“And you’d have considered other options?”

Hotspur pulled her horse to an abrupt halt. It blew air and shook its head to loosen her grip on the reins. “What other options, Hal?”

“Not open rebellion!” Hal threw up her hands as she cried it; her voice echoed high and sharp.

“Your mother did this! Not only by refusing to ransom Mora home, but by treating me, and Vindomata, like enemies, or—or children! Did she tell you about Burgun?”

“I heard that you had him and wouldn’t give him to my mother.”

“He was mine, and everything Celedrix did seethed with disrespect. I ought to have the authority to make my own determinations on hostages, Hal, and I ought to be trusted to get good ransoms and turn Celedrix’s rightful part over to her. I’m no child. I need no nurse, and Vindomata especially doesn’t. The queen’s fear makes her weak—because she betrayed, she assumes betrayal! We never would have if she’d trusted us!”

“Maybe you would not, but can you honestly say the same of Vindomata? I know Mother’s made mistakes, but she’s your queen. She won it, and your family backed her. Vindomata is drenched in being a kingmaker, and she cannot give it up.”

“Her children died putting your mother on the throne.” Hotspur pointed at Hal’s face.

“If she deposes Celedrix, then what was that sacrifice for?” Hal grabbed Hotspur’s hand. “Let’s not fight, I—I don’t want to, it isn’t why I asked. I only want to know if you would trust me on the throne. You loved me once, and you could again.”

“You think I stopped loving you? You idiot!” Hotspur tore free of Hal’s grip and nudged her horse on.

Her insides trembled. She shut her eyes tightly and cursed herself. She was the idiot.

Behind her came the sound of Hal’s horse trotting to catch up. “We shouldn’t fight,” the prince called softly. “And there should never be war between us.”

“Will your mother surrender?” Hotspur asked.

Hal shook her head no.

“I cannot betray or abandon my mother, my aunt.”

“You could convince them to stop. Support me instead of Banna Mora, and support Celeda. Support what is right, not Mora’s quest for vengeance.”

“It is justice, though,” Hotspur insisted softly. Convincing herself. “Mora would be a strong queen, too, Hal. It was hers before it was yours.”

Hal dropped the reins and held her hands out with the palms up. “Tell me one final thing, Hotspur. What do you want to happen? If you could will it so?”

The intensity of Hal’s brown eyes, the pink at her high cheeks and the tip of her nose, her pale lips, and that flutter of rich black hair at her temple—they begged Hotspur to reach out, to touch her and smile. How could she say what she wanted: for them all to live, for Celedrix to be stronger and better, for Vindomata to forgive and find love again, Mora to come home to Aremoria with her husband and child in arms, not encased in vicious armor. And for Hal to be honest and rise up to meet Aremoria where it deserved to be met.

She wanted Hal to be queen.

If she said it, everything would fall apart.

“Hal.” Hotspur touched her mittened hand to Hal’s, then leaned in to grip the prince’s wrist. “Let’s just be friends. For now, while we can. And later, when we look across a battlefield at each other, remember this. This winter forest and that race across the moor.”

Wind slithered among the black, barren trees, hissing and gentle.

A tear blinked like a tiny drop of ice at Hal’s lashes. “All right, Hotspur.”

“Friends.” Hotspur said it hard, with all the passion she could muster, and she heard a response from the wind.

One for Innis Lear, one for Aremoria.

Even the island put them opposed. She added, “It will matter, Hal, that we’re friends, when we think of the same thing, at the same moment on the battlefield. Innis Lear says so.”

It brought a bare smile to Hal’s lips. “I never thought I’d see the day Hotspur Persy spoke openly of her magic.”

Hotspur shivered. She felt the power of this place in her bones, and she knew she would take it with her when she returned home.




INNIS LEAR LIKES the Longest Night.

The sun falls beneath the line of black sea, a flare of light, arrowing in every direction. When it is gone, the stars rule.

Tonight there is not even a steady moon to calm the spirits.

Folk put candles in every window and fly red flags; they drop long scarves just as bloody-scarlet and thick brown along the ramparts and tie ribbons to trees: See, hungry ones, blood already has been shed here, no need for you to pause!

Parents tuck apples carved into ferocious masks into their children’s beds, then huddle together with friends or family and wine, to cast private prophecies and tell jokes against the night. They will not sleep, for to sleep on the Longest Night invites dreams of dark futures: the stars, of course, cannot see into dreams. Older children crawl out of beds and into those of their friends and siblings, and they, too, make stories of their futures and tease each other over falling in love and discovering sex.

In great halls and town squares bonfires flare as people weave constellations from holly and thorn vines and long bearded wheat, to throw their hopes into the fire. Those hopes burn and become sparks, and join the stars in the sky. Rowan Lear weaves a prophecy out of hemlock, for himself and his wife, for Innis Lear, and whispers in the language of trees for the fire to pause and part, so that he can reach a hand into its heart and cast his deadly wish. He kisses his aunt hello and farewell, just in case.

Nearby, Banna Mora winces at the ache in her joints as she lifts a bowl of stewed cabbage made just for her because it was all that sounded appetizing in the world. She reclines in her bedchamber, Trin of Errigal tending to her needs and willing to miss the bonfire spectacle. Rowan has promised to come to her after, and Mora is too pregnant to be a diplomat tonight: she knows better than to believe hungry earth saints wander the island, and she knows her future. She knows what Innis Lear wants from her, and the destiny she shares with her husband. Though a hemlock queen may die tonight, it will not be Rowan: his death will come later, in Aremoria. After the child is born.

Practical Trin doesn’t mind her lady’s temper. This dark night is meant for dark moods, and later, when the prince comes to spend the last hours here with his wife, Trin will join her lover Aelis and start the dawn with kissing and sex: that is the proper way to make a future with magic.

In the cold corridor that leads from the hall to the king’s tower, the Earl Glennadoer leans against the stone wall, large hands on his eldest daughter’s shoulders. “This is your destiny,” he says to her. “Are you ready?”

There is a light in Catrin’s eyes as she stares up at her father. Fear, anticipation, and bravery are sentiments to cause such a shine, and it might be any of them she’s feeling, or all. She squeezes the hilt of her sword and nods. He’ll show her how to transform tonight, how to summon the bear that exists in her blood. She is afraid, but oh so eager to experience it, and she trusts her father.

The queen of Innis Lear holds her sister’s delicate, pink-stained fingers as they walk to the central fire in the great hall of Dondubhan. They’ve made a crown of rose vines with the white-petaled, everblooming blossoms that cling to the wall of the queen’s garden. It is a tradition from their mother, who died when Solas was thirteen and Ryrie eleven. Bound in a circle, hooking thorns a danger to any hand that grasps it, the crown holds within it bright red strings of yarn, twisted across in a web, strung with crystals and glass beads in the constellations of the Swan and the Summer Hound, overlapping into a unified pattern. Together the sisters toss the crown of blood and stars into the fire. Ryrie laughs and slips her arm around Solas’s waist. They hug each other tightly, eyes locked on the flames, on the sizzle of rose thorns and flaring lines as the web catches. Between them are no regrets.

In the upper yard of the fortress, Connley Errigal and Era Star-Seer crouch amid half a dozen Errigal cousins, tossing holy bones across a Longest Night blanket. Deep midnight blue, it was woven into a tapestry of tonight’s sky, as seen from right here, this very spot at the midpoint between dusk and dawn. Tonight it is not needed, for the lack of moon allows the stars to blaze—to glare—watching with prophetic judgment. But this blanket remains folded at the bottom of an oak trunk in the queen’s chamber every other night of the year, and so they use it. Six torches surround them, and a jug of honey wine is shared, spiced with clove. Connley laughs, immersed entirely in his role, and nudges Era over a joke she makes at Rory the Youngest’s expense. Both wear half masks covering all but their mouths: black and studded with shards of seashells in star patterns. These two play the heavens; somewhere is a band of youths and retainers in masks made of fur and leather, acting the earth saints. That group gallops throughout the fortress, howling with laughter and sharing wine around, carrying baskets of nuts and sugared fruit. Take a piece, answer a question truthfully, or join their rageful hunt.

Hovering near the prophecy-makers are Hotspur and Prince Hal, sharing glances and a cup of clove mead. The hard-packed earth spins beneath their feet and they both breathe easily, alert and altered, one or the other occasionally glancing up at the swath of stars. Hal points at the Lion of War, her birth star, and sings a little song about Morimaros the Great. Tonight, Hotspur loves her, and Hal can believe nothing will pry them apart ever again.

Unlike the night Connley and Era threw prophecy for Prince Hal, tonight they do not falter, they do not hesitate. Every word from their lips is certain, and low with power. The fall of bones speaks to them like music, prophecies spiraling together for some, dropping into nothing for others because there remain pockets of impossible darkness in some futures beyond this Longest Night.

But any near enough to the Witch of the White Forest see the flicker of light in the depths of his eyes.

Hotspur wants to lick his jawline. His mouth moves carefully, with confidence: her strange husband in the center of his power. Alive with prophecy and humor: the humor of belonging. She wants to love him, and love Hal, as if the friction of loving both can carve bigger spaces in her heart.

Hal wants to kiss Hotspur, kiss away the lust she sees blatant on Hotspur’s face, and take it for herself. She might, too, before the sun rises, if it’s to be her last chance.

IN DISTANT LIONIS, a capital that glows like the moon, but cut off from the slithering power of wormwork and ignorant of stars, Queen Celeda tries to smile despite the pain in her side. Her children, but one, surround her, playing strategy games and laughing, giving each other gifts handmade. Everything is warmth and brightness, a pocket of light against the deep black Longest Night.

Ianta Oldcastle kneels heavily in a cave hundreds of feet directly below, whispering ancient ritual words—prayers, truly—that her mother taught her, and she in turn had learned from her own mother, who had it from hers. Ianta touches river water gathered into a stone bowl to her lips, to her forehead, and presses her palm over her heart.

A wishful Nova Irris sits in Prince Hal’s thronelike chair on the balcony at the Quick Sunrise, forcing laughter and drinking too much. She knows in her very guts that Hal will never be hers, and never even pretend so again. Nova had liked the pretense, she used it and needed it still, for what will she be without it?

SOLAS OF INNIS Lear’s lashes flutter as she gazes into the fire and she considers: it is so dark, so late, and now the island itself whispers yes to her, and welcome, and so she gives her Longest Night rod to her nephew Mared. She slips out of the great hall.

That nephew cradles the rod of stars in his elbow, standing tall. He is willing to rule tonight, to remain awake until the dawn comes. He wonders where Rowan has vanished to, but his older brother has always left him behind, and this is the Longest Night, and so alone Mared will watch the fire flicker and fade, watch the ripple-stretch of lustrous red embers, as beautiful as the heart of Innis Lear.

Reeling with laughter, Ter Melia stumbles as the gang of earth saints ricochets against the inner curtain wall again, spinning to aim at the chapel. She peels off, clutching her stomach where joy pains her so greatly. She is too old, she thinks, for this revel, and ought to hold vigil with the adults. But the freedom is invigorating, and here under the weighty skies of Innis Lear Ter Melia can make herself forget what has happened these past few years, and even what might happen next.

High beside the north turret crowning the queen’s tower, the wizard stares out at the flat black Tarinnish. His hand presses to the moon-blue stones and he feels every rough shape against his skin (noticing the rough but not the fine has always been a fault of his).

He wants to remain here, with Innis Lear. He touches his temple to the turret stones and sighs, amused with himself. So old, yet so much still a child.

A cry of distress echoes from the yard below and jolts him straight, but it dissolves into howling laughter: that band of young men and women dancing a wild hunt tonight.

The wizard remembers real earth saints dancing, the vicious spirals of root and blood-sap, shrieking laughter, razor teeth, lips like bark or curling red fungi, and eyes blacker than deep well water. Sugar on his tongue, draining down his throat until he choked. So what if he gave the saints their bargain? He was nobody, nameless, a memory in the wind and the dusty smell of raven feathers.

Tonight, though, someone awaits him, a creature of flesh and human heart. She knows his name, though does him the courtesy of pretending to forget.

He pushes away from the turret and descends.

ECHARMET OF KURAKE Queen sweats a little, sitting beside the fire built before the well in the star cathedral. Kitty-Cat lounges across his lap, stomach to his knees, and her long brown arms trail against the rug, drawing invisible lines there, loops and letters. Kitty-Cat is drunk too easily for a girl of her status and strength. He rests a hand on the small of her back and tips his head against the wall, looking across at Vatta Bolinbroke with half-lowered lids. The second daughter of Celedrix smiles shyly at him, even as she argues with her mother about whether or not wine and cider should be mulled with the same spices. It is ridiculous, and the outcome hardly matters, but the two enjoy the sparring.

To Charm’s eye, Celedrix’s cheeks are wan more than porcelain pale, her smile too slow to come.

Perhaps she only is tired, but Charm is afraid. When she dies, there will be nothing but himself and Prince Hal and the throne.

He needs his Father for years more, decades. He needs her to see her grandchildren lift sabers and recite the best Aremore learning poems. Earn their first godscarves.

This heat in his guts feels like grief, but Celeda is alive and so why is he already grieving? Moon And Shadow is here, teasing her daughter, lifting that elegant black brow. How can he fear when she will be gone instead of appreciating this? Might it be her last Longest Night? What then?

Charm swallows and pats his sister Tigir’s bottom. Kitty-Cat twists her neck to glare up at him and he laughs, shoulders shaking. He pinches her side. By her miniature shriek his laughter is emboldened. Yes, this is better. Make the moment better, if it is to be a memory; do not wallow.

His laughter draws Celeda’s attention, and Vatta’s. That sister presses her lips into a smile, too, as Kitty-Cat rolls off Charm’s lap into an ungainly pile. But his gaze meets Celeda’s, and they share a snap of understanding, secret and intimate. She knows he thinks of savoring the moment.

This is the gift she has given him, to know the truth. But not only for him, Charm realizes: for herself also, to have an accomplice in memory-keeping.

Yes. Charm nods. He will do this for her (for all of them).

A MAN WHO belongs there slips into the queen’s bedchamber at Dondubhan, knife in hand. He listens to the rhythm of blood pounding in his ears, counting his heartbeats, awaiting the hiss of wind and the flare of power. This is right. This is destiny.

He cuts down, slashing the sleeping queen’s neck. Hot blood splashes his strong hands, his hairy wrists, and when her head lolls over he sees the understanding in those dark brown eyes: she was not surprised.

VINDOMATA OF MERCIA tears into a lover again and again all the stretching hours of the Longest Night. If she does not, she will be plagued by the ghosts of her sons, murdered and haunting her, though it is their killer who should suffer.

The duke of Mercia does not wish her lover to speak, but to expend the energy of his mouth distracting her, inducing sweat to bead on her skin and pleasure to thrive. Base desire coats her trauma like limewash to hide the joints of wood and bushels of thatch composing the walls of her heart.

North, Caratica Persy, earl and wife and mother, sleeps. Her hip aches, and the torment translates into the skittish horse she rides in her dream, a horse she barely controls, as if she’s become a novice rider again, barely a squire. The horse bucks and bites, snorting white smoke.

And then there is Douglass of Burgun, bold prince, stomping his feet against the wooden floor of the hall in his father’s castle. He cannot yet think of it as his, because since his father died, every chance he’s taken, risk made for gain, Douglass has lost. But that doesn’t stop him from planning, from reaching ahead. There will be war in the spring, and he will slaughter his way toward Celeda of Aremoria, the queen who refused to respect him as an honest hostage, and does not deserve her throne. He’ll rip her hair and make a fist around her throat. She’ll die, and even if he gains nothing else, it will be the name of this castle as his own.

ALONE WITH THE stars, the Poison Prince of Innis Lear digs his hands into the wind.

Months ago, far to the south at the Summer Seat, his wife nearly let him die, caught between hemlock and rootwaters. She saved him, kissed him to life again with the blessed waters on her tongue, but in the numb moments, in the shadows that were neither life nor death, he saw something:

A blaze of silver, streaks of starlight reaching toward each other across space, across the sea. It was a bridge of magic, a road of stars, and for a split second, Rowan Lear existed at both ends.

The Dragon of the North had said as much to him once, and Rowan had thought then that it meant he would stand at both gates in different times. Open one, open another, and mark the thresholds with his name.

But in the hemlock vision, there was no difference of time, for time spread out in spirals and reoccurring—ever-occurring—moments. There was no distance between now and then and to come. Rowan Lear at both ends, now, then, soon, always.

Beside Rowan, the stones of the Three Sisters lean together at the crown of the moor, and beyond Dondubhan burns with torches and candles in every window. The fortress is a bonfire, the Tarinnish behind a watery mouth, and far north, north, north the dragon dives beneath the horizon again. An hour ago, on the Mountain of Teeth, that dragon was fully revealed.

It is time.

With wind knotted in his hands, Rowan steps hard onto the frozen moor. He snaps for fire and calls more wind. A wheel of orange flames bursts into life around him, from the coal and salt and hemlock seeds he traced into a circle against the earth. He pulls at the wind and lifts the fire up and up to waist height, his teeth bared with the effort.

In his vision, he saw how to do it, and so he reaches. All day and night he’s consumed nothing but hemlock and rootwaters, in a cycle, clearing everything that was not pure from his body. His blood is scarlet and star-clear water, scattered with moon-white hemlock petals.

His bones thrum with power, the hairs on his body rise, his skin crackles, his eyes widen as his sight blurs and the stars streak.

The road, the broken, crumbling road.

He sees it!

Here is the path. He will die a hemlock death, a queen of Innis Lear, truly becoming a piece of it. If he lives, he will go to Aremoria and die one final time, to open the road and anchor the magic there.

No other hemlock queen need die tonight.

Only Rowan Lear.

He can taste the lightning on his tongue, metallic and bloated. The shadows are silver, just at the tip of his grasp!

His heart stops.

INNIS LEAR LIKES the Longest Night.

It likes the howling and prophecy, the thousands of bright eyes staring up and up, the knees to the earth and the flooding rootwaters. It likes its people on edge. It likes the tilting wheel of fate when everyone notices how sharp the edges can be.

ROWAN OPENS HIS eyes, cold against the prickly moor grasses and frozen earth. The wind is quiet, but the earth turns under him. Still he can see the silver, but his pulse bangs dully in his skull.

The silver is dawn breaking in the east.

One for Innis Lear, whispers the wind, one for Aremoria.

THERE IS A grotto on the northeast bank of the Tarinnish. Mossy boulders gather, making a mouth of stony lips for the natural well that draws rootwaters from the navel of the island. Thin, silver ash trees grow in a layered circle, and curling ferns and tall grasses bend nearer the well. Spindly weeds cluster, reaching for the heavens, always ready with winter-white petals. Hemlock. Starweed. The Queen-Maker.

As if sleeping, a woman curls against the first mossy stone step. One hand stretches toward the rootwaters, the other cups itself against her heart. Dark blond hair, knotted with charms and snaking braids, sprawls around her splotched face. Her eyes are open, looking at magic, at star saints, at the last flare of her destiny.

She is dead, poisoned by a weeping crown of flowers.

When the sun lifts, the first tender rays brush against her tranquil lashes.




PRINCE HAL

Dondubhan, the Longest Night

HAL PUT HER arm around Hotspur’s shoulders and the two women leaned closer for warmth. Their mead was long finished, and the flask of liquor drained. They spoke little, but shared glances and tiny smiles, drunk and sighing and relaxed.

In the east the lowest stars blanched in the first gleam of silver-dawn. But at the summit of the queen’s tower at Dondubhan, it still was black and cold.

The prince did not wish that eastern light to spread, for at the end of this Longest Night she worried Hotspur would slide back into her spiky shell. These hours had been bliss, the two of them together laughing, wandering the fiery yard and dark corridors of the fortress, Hotspur open to jokes and small touches, arguing for fun, singing even! If there were a way to end the turn of stars and keep the sun from ever rising again, Hal might have taken the risk.

“All this prophecy,” Hotspur murmured.

A cry rose from the yard far below them, then waned into a muffled flow of crowded laughing. The hunt still spun and danced, tripping now and smaller in size for how many of their number had passed out or paired off.

“What about it?” Hal asked, stroking her hand down Hotspur’s shoulder. They sat tucked into the corner of the battlement, sheltered from the wind off the Tarinnish. Her bottom was cold where it sat against the stones, but the rest of her radiated warmth.

“The dragon, the wolf, the lion, again and again. Like we don’t know we’re important.” Hotspur lolled her head against Hal’s shoulder, catching her gaze with languid eyes.

Hal could not help herself: she brushed her lips against Hotspur’s forehead.

Hotspur wrinkled her nose.

“Connley and Era gave me a prophecy a month ago—the last dark moon, actually, right when I arrived.”

“Really? What did it say? Did they give you hope for your mission here?”

Despite the gentle teasing in Hotspur’s tone, she seemed genuinely interested.

Hal hesitated, and Hotspur snapped her teeth playfully, as if she would bite Hal’s neck. It sent a hot shiver coursing down the prince’s spine. She shifted her hips, glad now for the cold stones under her. “They said we were changing the future—the three of us, coming together.”

“Obviously. That’s what people do when they act at all.”

“Well, and I wanted to know how to fix everything between our countries, and they said I could not. That it requires balance. One for Innis Lear, and one for Aremoria, but one what? Who knows.” Hal thought of what Connley had murmured, with a weird light in his eyes. Your instincts will keep you in pieces, but a sacrifice makes you whole. Then, Nothing will keep Isarna whole. She shook her head to banish his voice, then said, “I feel like Saint Elegar.”

“Isn’t that the saint who was torn into half a dozen pieces?”

Hal nodded.

“Worms and baby-eaters, Hal, don’t feel like that!” Hotspur pushed away, so Hal had to look at her or obviously avoid it.

She looked at her lap and forged on. “It’s time to bring the pieces together.”

“Your pieces?”

“Only you could do that, Hotspur,” Hal whispered. Her gaze lifted to Hotspur’s frowning eyes, then dropped to her equally frowning mouth. If Hal kissed that frown away, it would heal at least the greatest rift in her heart.

Hotspur hummed a single, low note of warning.

Hal smiled, not amused in the least, but at least recognizing herself. “I still have nightmares about that day—when Vindomata killed Rovassos.”

“Worms.”

“Yes, worms. Worms of blood and—I think about death all the time.”

“Me, too.” When Hal glanced in surprise at her, Hotspur continued, “I must be comfortable with death, to charge into battle. To lead. And so I wonder about it, and what it might be like. Soft, I think.”

“Soft? Even if you die violently? Which you court, Lady Hotspur, Wolf of Aremoria.”

Hotspur tilted her face up to look at the glittering stars. “Maybe not soft, so much as comforting. Inevitable. Like the sunrise. Death melts pain and longing, hope …  maybe it’s like love. Love like Connley spoke of it—to summon fire. Death is all around us, active like the wind. Whispering, slipping into dreams. It waits for when we stop reaching out to people, or we’re so broken we can’t resist it any longer.”

“You make it sound like we’re already dead, only still standing and speaking because of our relationships with others.”

“That sounds right.”

Hal laughed quietly. It was heartening to know Hotspur felt that way. That loving each other kept them alive. She said, “When I think of death, it is extremely practical. I step into the street where a horse is loose, and I imagine—like a sudden waking dream—the horse crashing into me, its hooves crack my leg and stomp on my ribs, and my blood splatters its belly. Or I lean against the stone rail on the marscote and it suddenly crumbles, and I fall. I feel the rush of air on my cheeks and my heart stops before I hit the courtyard, but I still hear the smack of my body, the screams of a gardener …”

“Hal.” Hotspur’s voice was low with horror. “I thought it was only dreams.”

“Sometimes it’s not my death. I’ve felt the splash of your hot blood—streaked on my mouth and neck so many times.” Hal squeezed her eyes shut and shuddered. She hated death, and killing; most of all she hated that killing was as inevitable as death itself. For a prince.

Hotspur hugged Hal. The knight smelled like juniper and smoke. Hal pressed in, arms going around Hotspur’s waist and dragging her close. Stars and worms, she’d missed this: Hotspur’s sturdy body twisting around hers, holding her to protect her. It didn’t matter how much taller Hal was, or that she was equally strong; Hotspur could keep the worst enemy at bay with a glare, could hold off the most vicious of devils.

“I love you,” Hal whispered, clinging.

Another howl and scattered laughter rose from the yard. Hotspur pulled back, hands rubbing down Hal’s arms.

Hal kissed her.

Hands on Hotspur’s face, the prince kissed with every tangle of her heart. Her fingers splayed, and she slid them into Hotspur’s curls.

Hotspur did not push away.

Her hands cupped Hal’s elbows and it was the only encouragement Hal needed: she parted Hotspur’s lips with hers, tasting that hot, bright mouth for the first time in more than a year. Pushing onto her knees, Hal kept Hotspur’s head in her hands, tangling the red curls as she stooped over Hotspur like a hawk. She groaned into her lover’s mouth, and Hotspur grabbed at Hal’s hips, shoving coat and quilted vest back to fist her hands in the wool shirt. Hotspur opened up to Hal, and Hal reached behind Hotspur with one arm to support them both as they scraped along the rough wall to press against the flat stone floor.

If there had been thoughts or words in her head, Hal would not have paid them heed. Her hands tore down Hotspur’s front and she found the hem of her trousers. As Hal kissed Hotspur’s mouth, never letting go, even to breathe, she found the ties at the waist and tugged. Hotspur eagerly lifted her hips, spine arching, and her head fell back. Hal scoured that revealed neck with hungry kisses, and when Hotspur whimpered, Hal bit her carefully, pressing her teeth firm and tender.

Hotspur’s searching hands found a slice of skin, and Hal jerked at the cold fingers there on her side, then her belly. She leaned down against Hotspur, pushing her thigh between Hotspur’s. Hotspur kissed Hal’s cheek, straining for her mouth again.

As they kissed, they rolled to their sides, and Hal wedged her hand into Hotspur’s trousers, crawling her fingers down toward that hot, slick well.

“Hal,” Hotspur whispered, sounding hesitant at the same time her legs shifted apart and she shoved herself into Hal’s hand.

Hal nearly burst at the eager heat, at the stuttering of her heart: This was how they were meant to be, connected right here. She moved her fingers hard, remembering what Hotspur liked the way she remembered her own name. Hotspur panted, flinging her head back, grasping at Hal’s thighs, then bottom, then dipped under her shirt again and scraped nails along Hal’s sides to the laces of Hal’s pants. She got her own hands dug in, too, groping for Hal, both of them urgent and chaotic. When Hotspur pushed inside Hal, Hal nearly perished.

It was the easiest fuck she’d had in her life; maybe for the wait, or the desperation, or just the very rightness.

Both panting and alight with desperate pleasure on the battlements of Dondubhan, Hal and Hotspur closed their eyes and melted into stillness. Wind whispered. Occasionally a burst of laughter broke the peace of these final moments before dawn. Hal put her nose to Hotspur’s neck, a hand tucked into Hotspur’s ferocious curls. Her heartbeat thumped in her hot, chapped lips, in the palms of her hands, in the center of satisfaction deep in the cauldron of her belly.

“Hal,” Hotspur tentatively said. She shifted under Hal, and the prince recognized the motion of discomfort.

“Don’t ruin this,” Hal begged. “Don’t say anything.”

Hotspur wrapped her arms around Hal’s shoulders. “Maybe I’ll say something to make it better,” she hissed.

Hal laughed, shoulders shaking. She pressed her nose into Hotspur’s neck as Hotspur snarled at her mirth.

“Get off of me, you hag,” Hotspur said, shoving.

Hal’s laughter worsened as she was tipped over. She let the laughter grow, lift up and shoot toward the brightening sky.

Flinging out her arms, the prince welcomed the cold against her palms, against the strip of bared skin where her shirt still rode high, and she welcomed the hard reality of the stone against the base of her skull. Overhead, the stars dipped and flickered, surrendering to pale silver dawn.

She thought perhaps to remain here until she died of thirst. Her bones could grow into the pretty stone, a yellow-white skeleton melded to the gray-blue. Stories told by the wind and trees would entertain her, and Innis Lear could syphon her ghost bit by bit until Hal was part of the island.

Could Aremoria do such a thing?

“I love you, too, Hal,” Hotspur whispered.

Hal smiled, said nothing. She’d keep that, and this.

“I have to say something else, though. And you …”

“Oh, Hotspur.” Hal laughed sadly. She was going to ruin it.

“This only makes everything worse.”

“Love doesn’t make things worse.”

“Harder, then.”

“The only thing in my life that’s ever been easy was falling in love with you,” Hal murmured. “Staying in love with you, on the other hand …”

Hotspur smacked the back of her hand against Hal’s stomach. “Be serious.”

Hal sat up, taking Hotspur’s hand and keeping it between her own to listen.

“I don’t know what to do, Hal. I’m stuck between the two of you—between you and Mora. I exist between Hal Bolinbroke and the rest of the world.”

Their hands together were the only parts of them touching. Hal said, “I’m part of the world, too. Maybe you simply exist in this world with me.”

“I feel like an arrow shot into the sky, that always arcs back to the earth. I always arc back to you, Hal.”

Hal’s entire body suddenly was floating, expanding. “Hotspur …  What are you saying to me, Hotspur?”

“Maybe you …  could be better, Hal. A queen. I—”

A scream broke the night.

Not a cry of the wild hunt, not joy, but a high, suffering wail that stripped up through the queen’s tower.

Hal and Hotspur stared at each other for a breath, eyes gone wide, then leapt to their feet, scrambling to adjust their clothes. They tore together for the tower stairs.

Their boots smacked the worn steps as they clattered down the tightly winding stairway. A yell echoed, a man’s voice, and another answered: Hal nearly collided with a retainer in Learish dark blue. They pushed on, moving through the narrow corridor to the interior stairs: these spiraled, too, but led to the residential levels.

A crowd blocked the opening to the queen’s chambers, which took up this fourth floor of the tower. Hotspur and Hal pressed through, pushing people and using their names to get through soldiers and servants. Just inside, the duke of Taria rubbed his face, confused and worried, and when Hal burst into the bright, open chamber that was Queen Solas’s personal bedroom, she skidded to a halt.

The bed, taking up most of the space, was splashed with blood.

Ryrie Lear was dead.

Her neck had been slashed and her dark hair soaked up the blood, turning it into heavy black snakes that sprawled across the mattress and strangled her throat—no, that was the gash, the jagged wound. The lady’s eyes stared up.

Nausea climbed Hal’s throat.

The flash of blade, the hot blood on her face, Hotspur’s hand tight in hers—

Kneeling beside the bed, moaning softly, was Solas. Her nightgown pooled about her knees in a puddle of blood gone cold and sticky; her hands pressed into the mattress, one tangled in her sister’s wet hair.

Behind the queen crouched the wizard, shirtless, holding Solas about the waist in one strong arm. She leaned against him, tears streaking down her face. They dripped off her jaw.

Morning light grew from the windows, reaching toward the shadowy bed. Hal couldn’t breathe but for shallow, uneven gasps. Her skin prickled with cold sweat.

Hotspur squeezed her shoulder and said something, but Hal missed it; Hotspur vanished. There were conversations behind Hal, in the hall, but inside this room everything hushed.

The queen’s mouth trembled and she sobbed once, bending to put her forehead against Ryrie’s. “She wasn’t a hemlock queen,” Solas moaned. The wizard let her go but touched a hand to her back, then stroked hair off her shoulders, gathering it to keep it away from the blood. The tender, careful movements soothed Hal’s panic as if the wizard were touching her.

“Mother.” Rowan Lear knocked Hal aside. He stepped forward, bewildered, stunned, and climbed onto the bed. It creaked and rustled, and he put his hand to Ryrie’s throat, then her face, leaving scarlet prints against her cheeks. “Mother,” he said again, and then whispered in the language of trees.

The air in the bedchamber rushed toward him, and Solas cried out, gripping his wrist. “Stop, Rowan,” the queen said. “She’s dead.”

“She’s cold,” Rowan said in a voice of such anger Hal’s knees trembled.

“What happened? Who did this?” There came Banna Mora. Hal finally turned: Mora stood with Hotspur, the latter supporting Mora with an arm about her waist.

“Someone hours ago,” said the wizard.

Solas stood and wiped tears off her cheeks: she smeared blood under her eyes in an arc toward her jaw. “Where is Mared? He is the captain of my soldiers here. Where are Taria and Rory Errigal and Glennadoer? Wake everyone not already so. Search every room, account for all—some others might be dead, or missing. Hal Bolinbroke, do the same for your people, and you as well, Lady Hotspur. Mora, sit down.”

Mora frowned, a hand pressing hard to the side of her belly, and said, “Rowan.”

The prince got up as if his name from her lips were an alarm. “I will find whoever did this,” he said. “No part of Innis Lear is safe.”

“The Swan burned faster than my Summer Hound last night,” Solas murmured, glancing again at her sister’s body. “She is not a hemlock queen.”

Hal backed away, turning to go as Solas had bidden her. Every moment she regained herself was a moment it sank deeper into her awareness that she was in danger: she the foreign prince, the enemy, the one Innis Lear already planned to meet in war. No matter that Hal wished to prevent that war, and this the most assured way to guarantee it.

“Wait,” said Era Star-Seer, her small voice calling from outside the room. “Here is someone who knows.”

Solas said, “Make way,” and Hal moved toward the dark hearth instead of forcing her way out while Era brought in her witness.

With Era and Connley came the second Glennadoer sister, of the bastard line. Laise. She was slight and seventeen and shy; even now she shuffled reluctantly and held her head so that her dark blond hair fell in front of her eyes.

“Laise Glennadoer,” commanded Solas of Innis Lear in an only slightly trembling voice. “What do you know?”

The girl’s hands grasped each other, and she wrung them, pressing her lips together. Her light eyes darted to the dead princess and pink flushed her cheeks. “My father did this.”

Hal’s stomach rolled. Protests and gasps of shock coursed through the room, but Solas hissed through her teeth, a sharp order for silence. (Behind her, the wizard stood tense, like a hound eager and ready to be unleashed.)

“Why,” Solas asked softly, “would your father wish to murder his queen?”

And Hal suddenly understood: this was Solas’s room, and she ought to have been sleeping here, not Ryrie. Or not only Ryrie. The queen had escaped because …  Hal glanced again at the wizard and tried not to goggle.

Era nudged Laise Glennadoer roughly, and the girl said in a rush, “He’s taken Catrin to the hemlock well, to make her a queen.”

At that Rowan strode out, fury masking his features. He called for retainers and his armor, and for saddled horses. But as he vanished, Banna Mora laughed.

Solas smiled, too, but grimly, and pressed her hand to her heart, fingers curled like claws. “Why should you not be killed where you stand, complicit and willing, Laise?” Solas asked too softly to be anything but a threat.

“I didn’t know—I—Catrin only told me her part, early tonight—I’m so very sorry, Solas, my bright—bright queen.” Laise’s legs gave out, but Connley caught her.

Hal met Hotspur’s furious, panicked eyes, and they both nodded at once, then turned to push out of the bedchamber.

“Meet you in the yard?” Hal said breathlessly, and Hotspur clasped her wrist before leaving.

The prince made her way hard and fast up the tower again, burst onto the roof and dashed across the battlements connecting the queen’s tower to the king’s. She ignored retainers and dove toward her rooms. The whole way she planned out what she would don first, and she hoped Ter Melia was near, or Rianor so she could have somebody quickly saddle a horse for her, too, and join Rowan Lear on his hunt. They’d need all the swords they could claim, to chase down his father.

When Hal pushed open the door, eyes already darting toward the stand with her mail, it took her several breaths too long before she noticed the hulking shape that stepped out of the shadows behind her and closed her bedroom door.

Owyn Glennadoer.

Hal gasped and flung herself at her armor, reaching for the Heir’s Score.

“Stop, Prince Hal,” Glennadoer rumbled. “I am not here to hurt you.”

Finding the sword, she gripped it and unsheathed it in one motion, spinning to face him with her left hand on the pommel for strength and leverage. “You murdered your own wife, why should I trust anything you say?”

The entire rocky slope of his face bent into a frown. “Me?”

It was not offense at the accusation, but surprise to be found out so readily.

Hal did not give up that his daughter had betrayed him. Her heart hammered hard, and she focused on evening her breath, putting her feet in a balanced stance: she was too exhausted for this, too tipsy still, and unsteady with the shift from giddy to horrified in the past half hour.

“Hide me, Hal Bolinbroke,” the earl said. “Go with me now, to Aremoria, and claim the might of Glennadoer for your side.”

“Oh, wormshit,” Hal breathed.

“With Glennadoer, it would balance some of the enmity your mother faces. I have taken the March, which Vindomata holds now, before. I can do so again. I have pushed into Aremoria, and I have Burgun barons who are my friends.”

“You’re a murderer.”

“Who among us is not?”

“I am not!” cried Hal. She could see the value he offered, though, the means to tip these scales toward her mother again.

Glennadoer smiled. “You only have the pretense of friends, Hal Bolinbroke. None who choose you, who die for you and yours. For centuries, Glennadoer has felt the pretense of friendship from the throne of Innis Lear, but we have been kept from the fruit of rootwaters and the glory of stars. Because of sins hundreds of years old! I know what your position is, I know, I share it. We are put in places we deserve but are judged not to have earned.”

Hal licked her lips. She grasped for anything to say, to stall. Hotspur would come for her, when Hal did not arrive at the stables. “What of Catrin?”

The earl’s expression hardened. “She, too, is dead. Poisoned by this island, and not saved. She ought to have been my queen; she was the true strength of Glennadoer. The stars told me she would die—Solas. The queen, not my child. The stars as good as told me to do this.”

As she shook her head, Hal’s mind raced. She didn’t understand how the island could poison Catrin, or a husband murder his wife—but then, he’d intended to murder Solas. This was what came of prophecy! “The stars lied to you, then,” she said. “How can I throw in with you when your own stars betray you? Solas was not where she should have been, so you murdered your wife, and your daughter is dead.”

The air seemed to thicken as if Glennadoer’s energy—his magic—filled it. The spirit of a bear pressing against Hal, terrifying.

“The island itself betrayed me,” he growled.

Hal gripped her sword tighter, though she knew to keep loose, to be ready. “No,” she said. She could not stall longer, nor pretend for him. “No, I will not. Give up. Surrender to your queen.”

The earl roared and charged. Hal braced to block his sword, then turned to give his momentum its weight. He stumbled, she spun, and Hal screamed with all her might.

His sword cut back and she blocked again: the hit clanged up her arms, hard enough to rattle her teeth. This room was no place for a fight: too many obstacles.

Ah! But she grabbed a clay cup and threw it at his head, then flung a chair awkwardly, and dove in, stabbing up with the Heir’s Score.

Glennadoer grunted, turned, and she cut him! Triumph surged through Hal and she used the spike of energy to leap onto her bed and then throw herself off it, angling her sword down.

He threw up his arm to block her, and she felt the crack as her sword broke his bone. A harsh cry split open his mouth, and Hal saw his dark red throat in a flash. She hit the floor and pushed all her body at him; hit his gut, tipped him over.

His sword came at her, and she turned: the tip slashed through her coat and vest and shirt, scoring her flesh in a line of fire.

She kicked out, found his wrist, and stepped hard. He grabbed her other leg, throwing her off-balance. Hal screamed again as she twisted and managed to get her sword under her so that when she slammed down, it was with all her strength behind her sword, and that sword skewered through his gut.

Stunned silence rippled out from them both: Hal stared at Glennadoer’s mouth, splattered with blood. He brought both hands to the blade of her sword, and Hal stared at the bubbling blood, the gush with his every breath. She’d killed him.

Her body seemed to dissipate into nothing but air: she was nothing. In the center of the world steel became blood and flesh, his body grunted, flailed, and—died.

Hal let go the hilt of the Heir’s Score.

She stumbled away.

There was blood on her face. Hal smeared it, panicked. Rovassos—this is how kings—how kings

—die—

Just then Hotspur burst into the room.

Hal’s vision blurred, sparking at the edges, like stars—wheeling, merry stars, calling out to her—and she was broken in pieces: an arm here, a leg on the tower roof, her thoughts spread and scattered among the chopping waves of the Tarinnish, her heart—her heart—

her heart
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INNIS LEAR REMEMBERS the wizard for whom it is named.

Her memories are its first:

She digs her fingers into the cold earth. A nail breaks, pain snapping into her palm. She uses it, thrusting back into the earth, diving deep into the cliff.

Beneath the wizard waves crash, dragging and pushing, as they claw inexorably higher.

The sun lends power to her back, and the moon is a sharp hook above her, angled with its points toward her homeland, her shattered temple, the king who broke her.

This cliff is a raw wall of stone, bedrock shoved up out of the world by forces too awful for Lear to harness. But their leavings and echoes she can use, the angles of stone and fire, caught against the constant grating waves and singing moon.

She will take it all away from him.

“I did not lie,” he said softly, touching her teary cheek.

“You did not speak true,” she replied, dull with shock. Behind him black trees of smoke rose, branching into the bright sky. Her temple, burning. “I believed you, what you wanted, from me and from my people and my power.”

“Your power is too much, Lear, it shines too boldly in the hearts of these villagers and farmers, and they will always look to you as a sun, my crown nothing but a reflecting moon.”

“I loved you. I was no threat to you.”

His hand lifted away and he said, “You do not understand power, if you think so.”

Lear will show that traitor king how well she understands power.

With a guttural cry she throws her spirit down, reaching out with a hundred hands for the creases and nodes in the island’s body, its bones and blood: she slides through rock, dashes along trickling waters, teases the twisting roots. She listens as she spreads, to the pulsing strength of the island and its wordless longing. The island has no will, only a pure magic that matches the magic of her homeland across the channel. Linked, for this island is a drifting hand to the body of her home, connected by threads of fire, deep beneath the sea. But above, the paths of the stars arc from east to west, trailing magic from horizon to horizon. Those roads connect the lands, too. Those are the bonds she can snap, tear free, and take for herself.

The wizard grasps the magic, the ache of the star roads, and flies along them back home, back to the rolling hills of Aremoria, the great forests of pillar-strong trees, valleys and living rivers. She listens, and laughs. Hot tears fall down her cheeks where her body sprawls against the island cliff top. The trees shiver and lean together, birds sing in dreadful expectation, and the winds laugh, echoing her laugh.

Creatures peer at her around roots, opening eyes like cherry stones and eyes like seashells. What is she doing?

She hears but only smiles angrily.

Magic spreads everywhere, between both island and home, in the rocks, roots, and waters, in the air, in the words of the people as they kiss and yell and dream.

Lear braids those roads of power together, tangling them into intricate, unbreakable knots. The trees ask her why, and the wind gusts with curiosity. The world trusts the wizard Lear, and she promises it will be over soon.

She is no longer crying when she takes all that magic into her fists and tears.

Aremoria screams: the wizard does, too.

Her scream makes the island tremble.

Her strength and the winding tensile power pull to the center: her center.

It bursts her heart and shatters her bones. Lear is nothing but power, nothing but the magic. She keeps pulling, keeps dragging it here, toward the setting sun, into the bowl of the crescent moon, along the efforts of the tide: here to the heart of this island.

A cradle of knotted magic, a navel of pain.

Lear’s final breath is fire, and with it she severs the threads binding the star roads. They snap back at her, whipping raw sparks, and she opens her arms for them all.

The magic sinks as she sinks, bones into rock, blood into rootwaters, spirit into wind. Here is the home of magic, infused into every pulse and groan and spring blossom.

INNIS LEAR NAMES itself.

AREMORIA CANNOT REMEMBER.

It has no memories of its own. But the earth saints do: they remember the loss of the stars, the closed doorways, the fury of grief.

For a thousand years they have schemed to take it back, especially the one with eyes of cherry stones. They play their tricks, send their shadow-man, lay points of hope in the fall of a leaf, in the death of a king, in the heart of a golden oak tree.

HERE IS HOW a wizard is made:

Ninety-four years ago a lost soldier, a ruinous young man, thrusts his iron sword into a golden Aremore oak, marrying the sword’s whispering power to that of the roots. For so long he battled this end, he pulled away from the promise in their words, but what is the point any longer? I accept your bargain, he says, falling to his knees.

Twenty-two years ago a woman thinks of another tree, the yew in her castle courtyard said to be a goblin tree, despite the peaceful shushing of its leaves in the summer breeze. She likes the yew because she relates to it. Both are strong and elegant; both belong there in the yard, under the blazing sun; both are trapped and unable to move, but only to grow where they are planted, pressing against the slabs of limestone holding down their roots. Her gaze lingers on its furrowed gray bark, on the flutter of thin leaves, and she feels a longing, a desire, even. One night, she slips out of bed in only her robe and wraps her arms around the tree. Her bare feet scrape the thickest roots; her cheek leans against cool bark. She kisses the tree and murmurs that she would like a child stronger than herself, stronger than all of them, able to break free of the stones, of the entire courtyard and castle, to be whatever she can be, and burn down any barrier.

Does the yew hum agreement? Does a warm hand find the small of her back? Caress her neck, and slide fingers along her hips? Does she meet an earth saint there, under the moonless sky, and do they dance and do they feast on flesh and tongues and tears?

The woman opens her eyes at dawn in her bed beside her husband, wild with her dream and sorrowful, and when her child is born, she is named Isarna.

WAKE UP

Wake up

Wake up!

The trees sleep, dreamless, all these generations.

They stretch in a creaking old yawn when a young wizard almost dies in their embrace, bleeding into the soil, and they remember for an instant.

Or when a keen child touches a hand to them, whispering silly stories, they remember that once they shared entire conversations and held webs of truth between their roots.

Wake up.

A girl murmurs to the rose vines in a cathedral garden, hush now, not yet, not yet and the trees know enough to anticipate that what is not yet will be soon.

Wake up.

They hear the summoning now, they hear more and more, babble and promises from dreams or from hollow voices singing deep beneath their roots: Soon your eyes will open. Soon you will share secrets again.

Soon.




AN HOUR BEFORE sunrise on the Longest Night, the queen of Innis Lear asked the wizard, softly, “What is it like, when you aren’t here?” She skimmed her fingers along the hash-marks scarred into the skin over his heart. The scar spelled his name—the oldest and first given.

He covered her hand with his, the touch of his calloused fingers light against her knuckles. Darkness surrounded them where they lay on a thin mat in a storage room in the northern turret of the queen’s tower, meant for folded tapestries and unused stools, but perfect for a wizard who preferred shadowed solitude and believed he deserved no more. He had claimed it for his own when he arrived at the fortress weeks ago. Beside the mattress a single flame fluttered at the tip of a narrow white candle stuck with its own wax to the slats of the wooden floor.

It was no place for a queen.

Despite her broad way of asking, the wizard understood her question. “My memories of the halls of earth saints are unfocused. A blur of sensations, smells, bright visions. They exist, they dance where there is no earth nor sky, but spaces between the earth, between the stuff that makes us solid. If they do not dance, they would drift into death or disperse, or become solid. The only way to survive there is to dance. Or hunt—fly through the shadows and from root-tip to root-tip, from past to past and future to future. Time is not grounded there, as it is here.”

“But is it terrible? I would not like to think of you in a terrible place.”

“It is …  beyond such things. When I dance under the trees, Solas, I don’t remember terror or regret, I don’t know what made me, or even have a word for what I am. It’s only when they send me up that words become solid with meaning, memory, and potential.”

“You won’t remember me.”

“I won’t forget you, either. Someday, under the sky again, my tongue will form the shape of your name and bring with it all the meaning it holds.”

The queen sighed softly and pressed her mouth to his chest, parting her lips to taste his skin, the delicate flavor of salt and earth, the tingle of airy magic. “I wish,” she said to his flesh, “you could take me when it is my time. That time may be within the hour.”

He paused, hoping she was wrong, then said, “It is not for queens of Innis Lear to go to the earth saints.”

“Only kings of Aremoria are so blessed?” A hint of anger put daggers between her words.

“Innis Lear is too jealous of itself. The way it was made, the way that first wizard cleaved its spirit and heart away from Aremoria, makes the island desperate and selfish. You are part of it, and it will keep you for itself when you die—so long as you do not cling to life and names as Regan did, as she forced her sister to. The queens of Innis Lear become the island when you take up the hemlock crown, and its rootwaters are your blood. There is no room for earth saints in this place now, no space between roots and rootwater for them to make their castles.”

“What do you mean, how it was made? She cleaved it from the mainland.”

“The wizard did not tear the island’s mass, the rocks, from Aremoria: that is only the story. She came to the island and she broke the magic, the paths of magic linking shadow and shadow, root and root. She cleaved Innis Lear from Aremoria by taking that power and driving it into the island, through her own life and bones and blood. That is what she stole: she stripped magic from Aremoria and planted it on Innis Lear.”

The queen sat up and leaned over him, both hands propped against his chest. Ghostly lights shone in the black of his eyes. “But you were a wizard in Aremoria.”

“I was. Where wind blows, trees live, stars shine, and people spit, there will be threads of magic—sleepy magic, hard to awaken and mold—but it is nothing like the sentience of Innis Lear. The Aremore trees speak if you coax them to it, the wind can relay messages, birds are—well, birds. But Aremoria has no will of its own. The earth saints do as they can, take as they care to take, leave blessings and steal the occasional child. The land itself is only land. For now.”

“For now.”

The wizard put his hand on her cheek, digging fingers into her hair. He pulled at the soft strands, combing through the long brown tresses as if he might whisper to them as to wind. Her hair fell from his fingers in a fan, brushing his shoulder, pooling in swirls against his elbow and teasing his ribs. “I cannot say,” he murmured, “what will happen in the next months, but I think I have a part to play. Innis Lear is ready, now that its ghosts are laid to rest, ready for the star roads to open. But they must be opened from Aremoria, power dragged back to that land, and a new wizard anchored there.”

“You mean take magic back from my island. I won’t let you do that, wizard.” Her hand slid up to his throat, but she did not press, only showed him that she could.

In the shadows, his teeth flashed, but when he spoke it was with sorrow: “You would not be the first queen to think she should kill me and stop me.”

“What stopped her? Love?”

“Love does not stop people from killing.”

Tears gummed her eyelashes when she blinked. “Tell me what stopped her.”

“She was better than me.”

“Am I?”

The wizard touched her wrists. “Innis Lear is so strong, Solas. Its queens live mightily. I could not strip magic from Innis Lear if I had a hundred years and every earth saint at my back. Healing the wound between our lands will only give your island more power, like mirrors reflecting candlelight back and back and back again upon itself. And it is what the island wants, longs for. Open, it whispers. Innis Lear wants the star roads open again. Wants balance and earth saints of its own.”

“You have had a hundred years and the earth saints at your back.”

His smile was slight, and he said nothing.

The queen kissed him and spread herself over him again, chest to chest, propped on her elbows with her hands in his thick hair. “Come, let me take you to my bed, the queen’s bed. We will be there when the sun rises complete, and see if I have lived through this Longest Night. If the prophecy for the hemlock queen to die falls true”—the queen smiled crookedly—“you will plant me beside my grandmothers.”

“You aren’t going to die tonight,” he said.

“Stay with me, then. On Innis Lear.”

His eyes closed, and when she put her cheek against his, he whispered in the language of trees, I do not belong here.

You do, Ban Errigal, and when you realize it, when you have suffered enough to forgive yourself, I will welcome you home.

The wizard shook his head. “You’re mistaken, Solas. He died a hundred years ago.”

“Just as Regan Lear did, and Elia the Dreamer thirty years after that,” the queen murmured. “Yet neither was allowed to rest until now. You’re more like them than not, part earth saint, restless with your past. When your wanderings are over, when your bargain is served and you are ready, you, too, will come home.”

“You will be dead by then,” he said, aiming for hardness.

But the queen of Innis Lear laughed sweetly and kissed the tip of his nose. “I am Innis Lear, you said yourself. So long as the island breathes, I will be here, and my bones will be the roots, my blood the waters.”

Home, he whispered.




PRINCE HAL

Lionis, winter

LIGHT SPEARED OVER the Lionis skyline as Hal entered the palace. She paused under the pink and silver clouds, wincing at the cold dawn. If she was to be a rising sun, she must surely be a winter one. Bright, but falsely warm.

Only six days had passed since she’d murdered Owyn Glennadoer, and each of them she’d spent running.

Hal still felt blood on her face, though she’d scrubbed and scratched it all away.

At the city gate, she’d left Ter Melia and the three soldiers who’d accompanied Hal to and from Innis Lear (the rest of the party was either making their way slowly home, or Banna Mora had claimed them as hostages). Because Hal’s return was not expected for weeks yet, the prince thought to go quietly, in the hopes she could make it to her mother before rumors began, and with the queen invent together the story they would tell.

Thus far, she’d not been recognized. But at Lionis Palace, she was the fallen Lion Prince and could not hide. Though her travel clothes were worn, her hair unkempt, cheeks chapped red, she remained herself. Surprised gossip would spread, but nothing worse than surprise, if Hal kept her expression clear and tears off her face.

In truth she’d not cried at all. Nor had she slept beyond what absolute exhaustion forced upon her: dreamless it seemed, only to wake choking on a string of Glennadoer’s hot blood.

Hal did not hesitate as she took the broad stairs off the People’s Courtyard up toward the level where she could cut across the audience gallery to her mother’s chambers. She ignored everyone—saluting guard, bowing maids, startled and diplomatically gaping nobility—until she arrived at the double doors where a page in Celedrix’s colors waited and a guard held out his gauntleted hand. “The queen is not to be disturbed,” he said apologetically.

“Is she alone?”

“So far as I know, Prince.”

“Then move yourself, man,” Hal said calmly, with no hint of humor.

He did.

The front room was dim once the door closed behind her, though light filtered in from the queen’s bathing room as well as through the arch leading into her bedchamber.

“Mother?” Hal called tentatively, a sudden apprehension tightening her already nervous stomach.

No answer came, and she moved toward the bedchamber. Again she called for her mother.

“Hal? What—?”

Relief softened her knees and Hal took a fortifying breath before hurrying in. Morning light glazed the simple room, soft enough to mark no shadows over the floral tapestries, nor upon the thick rugs, nor darkening the perfect clouds painted on the vaulted ceiling. The bed dominated the side of the room opposite the daunting hearth. Curtains had been drawn around three sides of it so that Celeda could see the edge of the windows but not the door.

“Hal?” her mother said again.

Hal hurried around and knelt beside the open portion of the bed.

Celeda reclined against striped silk pillows, hair loose, face unpainted, a quilt drawn to her waist and a heavy wool robe about her body. She blinked heavily, and her frown pulled worse lines around her lips, dragging at her eyes. Her lips were too dry. She looked as exhausted as Hal felt, and sick, even.

“Mother, what’s wrong?” Heart pounding, Hal leaned her elbows on the mattress. “A winter cough? Fever? You’re so pale.” Hal reached thoughtlessly to put the back of her hand to Celeda’s cheek. It was cold.

The queen stared at her daughter, lips apart, as if she did not quite believe Hal existed.

“Mother,” Hal insisted.

“I do not have a fever, nor winter sickness,” Celeda said. She took Hal’s hand as it dropped. “What are you doing here?”

Hal studied her mother, afraid.

Celeda said, “Hal,” and her voice was stronger, more commanding. The queen released Hal’s hand and sat up, with only a slight wince. “Tell me why you are home so early, and without notice or fanfare.”

“Then you will tell me what is wrong with you.” Hal tried—and failed—to make her voice as strong as her mother’s.

“I will, Hal, I promise.”

Taking a deep breath, Hal nodded and sat back upon her heels. She thought to ask for wine, but on an empty stomach it would spell disaster. She did not need such things to fortify herself. She refused. “I killed Owyn Glennadoer on the morning after the Longest Night,” she said.

Silence drew between them, Celedrix watching her daughter, Hal returning the steady gaze of her mother.

Celeda asked, “Why?”

Hal’s hands trembled in relief at the simple question. It mattered that her mother assumed she’d had a reason. “There is much I have to tell you, Mother, but the most salient is this: Glennadoer murdered Ryrie Lear, and sought shelter with me, to ally his betrayal to Aremoria, and when I refused, he would have killed me had I not defended myself.”

The queen whispered a thing in the Mother-tongue that sounded like a wondering curse. “You’re uninjured? You’re well?”

“Yes.”

“By the blessings of the Luminous,” Celeda murmured. Then she leaned forward off her pillows. “It is an incredible thing to have defeated the Bear of Glennadoer, Calepia. We can use that for much good. No matter what you choose.”

“What I choose?”

The queen of Aremoria hesitated, leaning back again. “I have missed you while you were on Innis Lear, and given much thought to you, your future, and what is best. I was gone for ten long years, and I missed not only raising you, but the things that made you who you are, and what you want. When I think of legacy, I think of you.”

“Mother …” Hal had no voice for the word, and so her lips shaped empty air.

“I want you to be what you are. I want you to follow your heart to your own ambitions, Hal Bolinbroke. What I want for you and what you want for you—if they do not match, I can give all of this, put all of this to your sister. Because I want you to be happy. I want you to reach for strength and glory on your own terms. It is the best way for me to have any legacy at all. You. What you say of me when I am gone, how you remember—” Celeda stopped suddenly.

Hal blinked as if there were tears to hide, but her eyes were dry. “Mother,” she said, in the absence of anything else to say.

“You will tell stories of me,” the queen whispered. “Many children do not fondly recall their parents.”

“I do—I will. You …” Hal was lost. She did not like the particular swell of morbid expectation growing between them—it was not like her visions and dreams, it was too slow, too surreal.

Celeda said, “If you do not want this crown, tell me, Hal. I will release you. I will make you a knight or a general, I will send you to the Third Kingdom to serve as an ambassador. I will let you be a grape farmer in Ispania.”

“I …” Hal shook her head. “I can’t choose the crown. It’s mine already. I’ve begun to fight for it—it’s too late to choose, Mother.”

“It’s not.”

“Everything I might have had, if I’d had a choice, is …”

“Hal.” The dark certainty in Celeda’s voice stopped her. “Choose.”

Tongue dry, Hal stood. She backed away. “I already did. I chose you. And Aremoria.” Stunned and horrified by the overwhelming sense her world was about to shatter, Hal said, desperately, “I want to be as good as you. I want—I want to be a queen because I deserve it, because I serve and know the right thing to do.”

“I love you, Hal,” Celeda said tenderly enough to bend steel. “As a future queen, then, tell me the rest.”

The prince stared, wanting to push at her mother, wanting this delicate glass moment to break already. But the queen— Hal licked her lips, and obeyed. “I came here straightaway. I wanted to tell you what happened before anyone heard anything, so that together we could form a strategy.”

Her mother’s smile was proud, and Hal’s throat ached with gladness and grief both, a heady, spiraling feeling. “Go on, Prince Hal,” Celedrix said.

“I charmed them, everyone on Innis Lear but for Banna Mora, who is determined in her revenge, to follow a destiny she has discovered on Innis Lear. Hotspur I had on my side, and if not for this murder, if not for the bad ending of my stay, I might have brought her with me to fight against Mora and even Vindomata. Not only because of what I was to her, but she knows the reasons war is going to hurt this land she loves as well as we do. Though she married into Mora’s family, into the noble lineage of Innis Lear, she is the Wolf of Aremoria, Mother. We may still use that.”

“Good. What will you do next? Once I have food brought to us, and send word to the palace that you are gloriously returned, and after you tell me every detail, what will you do?”

Hal bent her head, closed her eyes, and said, “I will go to Charm Kurake, and tell him our wedding will be immediate. I will send invitations of pardon to Caratica Persy if she lays down her arms against me, and to Mercia, though Vindomata will refuse. I will—I will reinstate the Lady Knights, and then I will marry the son of your heart. I will make my sister Vatta a knight, and my advisor, and remind her that what I have earned is mine, she should not stand against me. I will lead the Aremore army north to keep the March, where Mora will go first, and Mercia, and Burgun probably, too. I will hold Aremoria in your name.”

“In yours,” Celedrix said. “Come here.”

Hal went to her mother’s outstretched hand, obedient more than eager. She sat on the edge of the bed, teeth clenched. “I don’t want to know.”

Celeda said nothing.

With a shaking sigh, Hal closed her eyes and said, “But you have to tell me.”

“I’m dying.”

The prince shook her head in easy denial.

“Only my physician and Charm know. So it should remain, for a sickness in the queen now, before you have consolidated your strength, will fuel enemy gossip.”

“I don’t believe you,” Hal said urgently. “It’s—it’s a story of your own, to make me stand up. You don’t have to tell it, I don’t need it. I’m already standing. Please stop.”

Celeda smiled a little, a knowing smile because she knew her daughter well.

Hal could hear her own heartbeat in the thick silence. She shook her head, her fingers too hard against her mother’s.

“I may have months or years,” Celeda said lightly. “Unpredictable. But it will be limited. The pain takes me sometimes, and soon I will not be able to hide it. You must ready yourself.”

“I’m ready to be a queen, but not an orphan,” Hal whispered.

“If you said you were, I’d be offended.”

The smile now on Celeda’s mouth reflected the half-cocked smile of the Prince of Riot, whom Hal suspected was dead and burned—broken at last.

“Go, sweetheart,” Celeda said. “Kiss my cheek and then go eat, bathe, speak with your sister and with Charm if you like. Let me rest, and when you have settled some, when you are able, we will make our plans. Remember: Charm knows, Vatta does not, nor Tigir.”

In a blurry haze, as if her skin had become clouds and her mind a shallow, wide pool, Hal kissed her mother’s cheek and then closed her eyes. She could tell herself a different story, disbelieve everything here. But she did need food, and a bath. She did need this kiss.

“Come back this afternoon,” her mother said, as if this were a day like any other.

HAL WENT TO the residential wing, to Charm of Kurake Queen’s chambers. She did not think, did not speak, but went filthy and hungry and lost. The foreign prince was not there, and Hal entered regardless. She sat upon the same half sofa where she had first conversed with Charm, months ago, and waited. She waited, thoughtless, thought-free, until the door opened and her betrothed was there, coming in alone, with a frown and an air of exasperation.

Prince Hal stood, eyes round and helpless.

Charm closed the door and came to her, said, “Prince Hal, why are you home? Are you well? Are—”

She touched his chest, shook her head, and stepped against him. She whispered, “You’re the only one who knows, she said. The only one.” Hal’s breath caught and she made fists, pushing them both into Charm’s chest. But she leaned into him, forehead against his shoulder.

Carefully, he wrapped his arms entirely around the prince, and held her in silence though she did not weep.




HOTSPUR

Innis Lear, winter

THREE THINGS FROM that last winter haunted Lady Hotspur. A mother’s cry, a crown of smoke and fire, and her name spoken like it was the end of the world.

First:

Hal’s face was terrible as she stood up from her knees, covered in Glennadoer’s blood. The prince’s lips parted and she murmured to herself, the same phrase again and again. One hand slapped suddenly to her chest and her fingers curled as if to tear into the skin at her collar. She stared at the earl’s dying body, at the blood, at the hilt of the Heir’s Score rising from his chest like a monument.

“Hal,” Hotspur whispered, the name slicing through thick stillness and the gurgle of Glennadoer’s final moments.

Hal turned swiftly, unbalancing enough that she threw out her hand to catch herself. Her eyes were so wide, the vivid brown gaze nailing Hotspur into place. “He wanted me to give him shelter. Convey him to Aremoria for alliance against Innis Lear.”

“You said no,” Hotspur said, stepping farther into the room.

“I said no. But—but …”

With that, the prince grasped the Heir’s Score again and with a terrific grunt wrenched her sword free.

Blood slipped down the blade, scattering in an arc against the floor.

“I have to get out of here,” Hal said softly, as if to herself.

Hotspur grabbed her arm. “No, it will be understandable. Everyone will understand.”

“Mora can say I was working with him to kill Solas. She can say I arranged for him to come here. She can say anything, and she will be believed. I have to go. Don’t you see? Relationships don’t matter. I was wrong—I thought what we were could make our future, but he was—he was her husband. Glennadoer murdered her, his wife, and meant to kill his queen, and …  Mora won’t care what we were to each other, either. I killed him. He’s dead, Hotspur.”

This was no look on Hal’s pallid face, in her eyes, that Hotspur had ever seen before. It was both certain and desperate. A decision had been made; there was no story to tell.

Hotspur could not argue. A knight did not argue with her queen.

“All right, Hal,” she whispered. “Get your things fast, I won’t tell anyone he is here yet. Come to the yard as soon as you can. I’ll have Sennos go with you, and—”

“No, none of your personal retainers unless you want to be implicated with me. My wizard, tell him, and Ter Melia, I think.” Hal nodded.

“Fuck,” Hotspur said.

“Keep the rest of my people safe, and send them after me when you can. Though if they end up hostages, Mora will treat them well. And so will you.” Hal got in Hotspur’s face, then, sword hanging from her hand so the tip touched the floor but did not—quite—drag. “Be careful. Do what you must. I love you—and that will always matter to me, if to no one else.”

“I’ll see you in the yard.” Hotspur kissed Hal quickly, tasting blood, and left.

Her last glimpse of Hal was moments later, the two of them crushed together in the lower yard as the search party charged through the barbican gate behind the moon-haired prince of Innis Lear. “Go, Hal.” Hotspur pressed Hal against her horse. Ter Melia swung up onto her saddle; the wizard was nowhere to be found.

Hal kissed her again. Fast and urgent, and stars wheeled overhead and inside Hotspur’s mind. She was terrified this would be the final kiss of her life, as if no other kisses counted. Remember Hal’s lips, she thought. And the texture of Hal’s tongue and the cool leather of Hal’s gloves on Hotspur’s neck. Ice in the air, dissolving hoofbeats, her own thrumming pulse making an ocean of her skull.

The kiss ended. From a breath away Hal said, “Hotspur,” and nothing more: an invocation of all they’d ever been and ever might be.

“Hal,” the Wolf of Aremoria whispered back.

SECOND:

Triplet funeral pyres reflected red-hot in the tears crawling down Rowan Lear’s sober face as he stared at the crackling, popping, melting bodies of his mother and his father and bastard sister. Ryrie Lear had her own pyre, built high beside three standing stones just within sight of Dondubhan fortress. Glennadoer and his unfortunate daughter shared a slighter pyre downslope, yet near enough that from a distance it seemed the same fire. The same plot had murdered them all, the same prophecies and ideology.

Hotspur stood beside Banna Mora, her shoulder an offering of support should Mora choose to accept. Instead, the woman pressed the heel of her hand against her belly, high up, as if to staunch a bleeding gash.

Though Hotspur had barely known the deceased, and hardly knew Rowan better, it was impossible not to sink into the tragedy of the evening. Her guts clenched, her eyes burned, and she let herself cry, as always.

The winds of Innis Lear whispered, One for Innis Lear, one for Aremoria. It was what the island wanted. Innis Lear and Aremoria, one. Together. Every voice of every tree and root murmured the same, again and again, unceasingly.

As the sun set, casting the sky in bonfire colors, Rowan raised his hands before the heavy smoke of his mother’s pyre. He gave a gentle command in the language of trees: The wind lifted at his feet, tugging the hem of his midnight-blue robe. It flared behind him with a snap, and the Child Star pennants carried by retainers snapped in response.

Rowan sighed, songlike, then moved his hands before him, weaving the air with his fingers.

The black column of smoke tightened together, narrowing into a funnel, turning, twisting, but slowly—too slowly. Rowan drew it into separate pieces and braided them with the wind his instrument.

Hotspur felt Innis Lear beneath her feet, approving. The island’s sanction reverberated in her bones like a new sense. Her fingers tightened upon the hilt of her sword; the voice of iron gleefully hissed, I burn, I burn!

She’d never heard it so clearly.

Connley put his hand over hers, enclosing her fingers and the sword hilt. He did not cry, but his gaze was haunted by the dampening weight of grief.

Rowan spread his hands apart and the smoke drew flat like a disk, turning slowly still, and the center opened up. Wind slipped, weaving, into the smoke, and formed it into a ring.

With another little snap, Rowan began to move around the bier. He whistled and whispered, then reached up to point at the smoky ring, where a narrow column of smoke lifted. Seven columns in all he made, evenly spaced around the ring, and at the tip of each tongues of fire blossomed.

The sun vanished, and the moorland fell dark but for this burning diadem and the glow against the three standing stones. The seven flecks of fire gleamed like cut topaz marking the spires of a raw iron crown.

And then Rowan clapped: the smoke dissipated in a gust, blown in all directions.

It rolled out over the lower yard, caressing every person gathered here to witness the funeral.

The prince sank to his knees, and Solas settled a hand on his shoulder. Rowan hugged her thighs, pressed his face against her stomach. The queen’s fingers clenched in the cloth of his robe, and she said, “Our family is always with us, on Innis Lear.” Her voice broke against the name of their island, and Hotspur thought she knew why.

Innis Lear demanded everything a person had to give.

THIRD:

Hotspur closed her eyes when Banna Mora screamed inside the birthing room, as if the raw sound were manifest and could be defeated with blindness. She pressed hard against the stone wall, glad to be out here, not helping with the midwife, the queen, Rowan and Connley and half a dozen women. But still the scream dug into Hotspur’s ears, pouring hot pellets underneath her skin.

A desperate thread connected her to her friend, as Mora balanced between life and death, and Hotspur wanted it. Wanted this with enough intensity it bowed her back. She clung to the terror and hope, the livid need inside her body. She knew this so well: it was war.

That alone taught Hotspur she would be a good mother herself one day, if she survived so long. Someday this war would be hers, too, and beside the desire blossoming deep inside her was an absolute certainty that she was made for this as much as she was made for anything.

Hotspur lowered herself onto her haunches, hands dug against her eyes hard enough that blotches of light appeared, shifting and swirling like fish in a black pond.

By the time Mora’s daughter was born, tiny flowers had shoved up through the frosty crust of Innis Lear, and the rising sun dragged spring in its wake.




PRINCE HAL

Lionis, early spring

FREEZING RAIN GAVE the city of Lionis a streaked quality as Hal Bolinbroke made her way solemnly down the cobbled road to the Quick Sunrise. Her toes were numb with cold, but the cloak she’d wrapped herself in kept the rest of her pleasant enough—except her stomach, which was tangled with nerves.

At her back strode three soldiers in orange tabards over mail shirts, swords sheathed at their hips. It was no quiet approach, but a clarion of armor and stomping bright enough to wake the neighborhood.

Hal had avoided this for weeks. Facing her friends after spending the entire winter apart, and facing them like this, as royalty. Not the Prince of Riot, but the Lion Prince, heir to the throne of Aremoria.

She had been scoured out on Innis Lear, scraped down to her bones, and she was trying to rebuild. Ever since her mother was banished, Hal had looked to another person to anchor her heart. First Morimaros the Great, then Banna Mora, then Hotspur. That was unsustainable for a prince, and worse for a queen. To serve Aremoria, Hal had to be the anchor.

It began today. Before her wedding, before she marched to war, with this simple—impossible—confrontation.

The allies at the palace she’d wooed these past weeks had wished to come with her to her former haunt, but Hal had refused them, knowing she needed to take this leap herself, and prove she could resist temptation.

It was the turning point of her story, after all.

The prince paused before the slumped face of the tavern. The windows were pulled tightly closed and only a thin trickle of smoke rose from the main chimney; those other five mismatched pipes were cold. No music spilled through the cracks in the shutters, though it might’ve a mere hour ago, just before dawn. In the gutter beside the shallow steps leading up to the heavy front door, Hal smelled piss and sour wine, but nothing worse today.

She swallowed, licked her bottom lip, and gestured for the soldiers to wait here. Without knocking, the prince pushed inside the entryway, into the dull dining room.

Stools were stacked atop the two long tables and the benches pushed to the side wall. Ysso, the slender young man who served in a tattered gown with the bodice unlaced, swept the heavy flagstone floor, a square shawl around his shoulders and his lips pursed as if he whistled silently. There was a fire in the hearth, but it smoldered slowly. Through the rhythmic shushing of the straw broom, Hal could hear Ianta Oldcastle say from up on the second-story balustrade, “—and if the prince were here, I’d say so to her face!”

“Good morning,” Hal said quietly to Ysso.

The serving boy spun and gasped and then curtsied. “Your— Your, ah, Princeliness.”

Hal smiled slightly. “I’ll go on up to Lady Ianta, then. Send some coffee, if you have it. And breakfast.”

Ysso curtsied again and Hal made her way across the floor to the rickety but wide staircase.

Her friends would know, when they saw her, it was not their Prince of Riot come, but the heir to the throne. The sober red tunic she wore was made of rich stuff only a prince could afford, and the black of her trousers and shirt was pristine and expensive. Her old red jacket had been replaced with new, just as vivid red leather, studded at the shoulders with steel. She wore garnets in her ears and on her fingers, and her boots were polished and laced to the knee. Someone else had put her hair in elaborate braids circling her head. And the final touch: at Hal’s hip the hilt of the Heir’s Score gleamed hard black.

The stain of Glennadoer’s blood was only visible to the prince.

On the second-story balcony, Hal paused: Ianta slammed an empty mug onto the table beside her chair, pointing firmly at Miss Quick. Barda slumped against the leg of the table, hat flopped over her eyes, but she was not asleep. And Nova glowered with a shoulder propped against the wall.

“What would you say to me, Ianta?” Hal drawled—but softly, an echo of humor more than the reality of it.

Nova spun, lips parted.

“Hal!” Ianta gripped the arms of the chair and shoved herself to her feet. “Darling Hal—you’ve come home.”

The prince kept her smile slight, heart aching. “Home is where the crown is, and all you’ve here are half pennies.”

“We’ve sack, too,” Ianta chided, and Nova said, “And crowning pleasures.”

“We’ve missed you, Prince,” said Miss Quick. “Such stories we hear!”

“They’re all true.” Hal touched her brow in brief salute.

Then with a scowl, Ianta stepped forward and embraced her. Hal let her eyes shut and her arms reach around the old knight’s waist. The heft and soft cushion of Ianta’s chest and stomach were so comforting, so much a fixture of her life, that Hal did not want to release the swell of feeling.

She did, though, and said, “I’ve asked Ysso for breakfast and coffee.”

“Coffee! This is a celebration,” Ianta said urgently, staring at Hal. The knight smelled of sugar and wine and sweet smoke. Vessels had burst in her cheeks, and her eyes were more pink than white around the blue irises. Wisps of blond-gray hair curled against the old knight’s skull, short and pressed in the shape of a missing cap.

“Coffee,” Hal repeated.

Ianta narrowed her eyes and turned, but kept an arm about Hal’s shoulders. “Has the Prince of Riot gone sober?”

“I’ll have wine with my lunch, and with my dinner.”

“This is dinner, Hal: the meal before we sleep.”

“I’ve slept, and only just woken, so this is my breakfast.”

“Sleep again, with us. Easy enough magic to turn breakfast into dinner.”

Hal laughed. “I’ve seen better magic this winter to be so easily pleased.”

Nova slid closer. “Tell us about it?”

With a soft smile, Hal touched Nova’s jaw.

“Here’s coffee!” called Ysso, tromping up the stairs.

Miss Quick took Ianta’s elbow and put the knight back into her seat, then with Barda’s help dragged over a couple of stools, and soon they had a merry table set, the five of them, and Ysso, once a tray of cheese and sliced eggs was brought, sat to make them six.

The coffee was old and dark, but hot, and kept Hal’s tongue where it belonged. The gleaming woodwork and low ceiling beams around her, the company and the smell of sack spilled and stuck in the cracks of the table were enough to put longing in her heart. Nova touched Hal’s thigh, and the prince did not stop her but neither encouraged. Almost as if in retaliation, Nova said, “Everyone is saying you killed Owyn Glennadoer, Hal.”

Hal skewered a glance at her. The pretty young woman lifted her eyebrows.

“And that Banna Mora declared war on you over it. On Aremoria,” Nova added, bloodthirsty.

“I did kill him,” Hal said. No more.

Barda eyed Ianta, and with a twisted smile handed a coin to the old lady knight. Ianta folded it into her meaty palm and turned a knowing look on Hal. The prince swallowed a comment on their gambling over her reputation. The weight of Ianta’s regard reminded Hal why she was here.

“Tell us the story,” Barda urged.

“Tell us everything,” added Nova.

Hal shook her head. Part of her new self was moderation, and she would harness the inherent mystery of letting others tell your story for you, given just the right details and encouragement.

She said, “There is nothing to tell. He murdered his wife, hoping to barter his treachery for alliance. I killed him because he would get none from Aremoria for such a deed.”

“Hal!” Nova shoved at Hal’s arm.

“Killing should not be entertainment,” Hal snapped.

The younger woman reeled back, face slackening in fury.

“Peace, Nova,” said Ianta. “Our prince is out of sorts for being away.”

“In sorts, finally,” Hal corrected. She held her cup in both hands, relishing the coffee churn in her empty stomach. “In sorts, and sorted out. My sort is princes and the principled, not clowns nor desperate fools.”

Nova knocked over her chair as she stood. “Say that with your sword out!”

Hal leaned back in her chair, eyes narrowed and chin up. “Sit,” the prince commanded.

Outrage opened Nova’s mouth, but shock closed it. She shook her head, brow pinched, hands curling into fists.

“Sit,” Hal said again, no less firm but quieter. “I have use for all of you, if you would honor the vows you made to riot, and turn that passion to purpose.”

“We had purpose, Hal,” murmured Nova.

“Mine then and mine now.”

Ianta snagged a piece of cheese and popped it thoughtfully into her mouth. Ysso had frozen in Barda’s lap, and Barda spiked her coffee with a shot of liquor from a worn brown flask.

Reluctantly, Nova replaced her chair and sat.

Miss Quick said into the silence, “Will there be war?”

“Yes.”

From her jacket Hal pulled a thick fold of vellum. She could still smell the ink. She opened it and flattened the declaration on the table. Her mother’s wax seal and signature filled the bottom third.

“What is it?” Ysso asked, leaning over it.

“Don’t drip on it,” Hal said. The prince’s hand did not tremble as she touched the first word, but only for the force of her will. “It’s a writ to reinstate the Lady Knights under my command.” Her voice was steady but gentle, because it had to be. “I’ve a commission for you, Lady Ianta Oldcastle, and you Nova, too, though not yet as a knight yourself. You still must earn that.”

“Hal,” murmured Ianta with delicate awe, or fear. The old knight covered her mouth, staring at the writ.

“Ter Melia will serve with you, and perhaps I can convince Lanna Ritus and Imena to return. Bring our number to nine, with a few more ideas. If both of you accept.” Hal kept her eyes on the writ.

“We would fight Banna Mora,” Ianta said, solemn. “And Lady Hotspur.”

Hal nodded and did not glance up.

“Traitors,” Nova snarled.

The word sliced painfully into Hal’s heart. “It is more complex than that.”

“They rise up against their queen, and their prince, and you would call it complicated? Why?”

“Because it is.”

Nova slammed her fist on the table. “Tell us what happened on Innis Lear, Hal! Tell us what you went through, what they were like, and why you’ve come back like this. Ready to wage war over …  complications!”

Hal didn’t rise, only tilted her chin to look coldly up at Nova. “I owe you no explanation. I am your prince, and you will do as I command, Nova Irris.”

“I thought we were—I thought …” Nova pressed her mouth tightly into a line, her eyes bleeding angry hurt.

“And so we were, and might be still,” Hal said more gently. “But only if you acknowledge that I am the future queen of Aremoria, and as such not to be questioned when I choose otherwise. It is a new step between us, but neither new at all. If you did not know this day would come, what did you know?”

“I knew what you let me know.”

“And the same goes now, only your knowing allowance bears less weight than mine.”

Ianta harrumphed. “Such is the way of kings, Nova. Someday, when you’re old and withered, when your skin hangs off you like a lady’s dressing gown, you’ll understand.”

“What, like you, Lady Ianta?” Hal asked.

“I’ve lived too well and in too good a compass to have sagging skin, my lord.”

“Good compass indeed.” It pulled a smile across Hal’s lips. She tapped the writ with her forefinger. “You will go where I ask, if you would leash your planet to my fair sun.”

The old knight folded her hands on her stomach. Eyed Hal.

“It is real, Ianta. You can see it for your own eyes.” Hal slid her finger along the fancy lettering, Lady Knights. “It cannot be taken away from you, not under my rule. It is space. Legitimate.”

Lady Ianta remained silent.

“Where are we to go?” Nova asked, voice low.

“First to my wedding, there to make new vows to me, once I have made my own.” Hal slid her gaze to Ianta again, leveling it there on the pale blue eyes of her old mentor.

Ianta’s lips parted. Yet the old knight replied with no wit, nor any dull word at all: simply silence.

Hal rose and departed, putting her back to her old friends. She left with hard steps, taking the stairs two at a time, until she slammed out into the merry morning.

The prince said nothing to the queen’s soldiers, striding past them up the cobbled street. She didn’t let herself break into a run. The streets were too slick with mud and ice. Her step faltered finally as she imagined snapping her leg, the bone thrusting out of her flesh, and the pain—

But the wizard appeared at her side as she rounded a corner into a narrow lane with shallow stairs that cut between tall, leaning houses. She did not startle, rarely surprised these days by his comings and goings.

The wizard had not departed Innis Lear when she did, and Hal had thought him lost to her, given back instead to the meandering magic of the island (and its queen). But two days after arriving home in Lionis, she discovered him on the marscote drawing hash-marks into the window frost. She’d hid her relief poorly, bringing him wine to share under the frozen sky, and said she wasn’t certain he would return. You’re my lion, Prince, he’d replied.

“I’ve changed,” Hal said now, winding her way home to the palace.

“You sound displeased.”

“My old friends don’t understand.”

In silence they emerged from the narrow lane, and Hal did the palace guards the courtesy of waiting. They caught up, bringing an echo and clatter of armor along, and Hal continued walking.

“What is there to understand?” the wizard asked.

His question slid into her ear and wormed through her brain, and Hal was further discontent. “I feel as though I cannot control anything anymore.” She could not tell him about her mother—she could tell nobody that—and so she said, “War is coming. I could not stop it, and so the strongest choice now is to embrace it. If danger is what I face, I must become danger.”

“To speak with the wind we must learn its language.”

Hal side-eyed the wizard.

Wrinkles pinched around his eyes, as if he smiled; he did not. But he put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Even Morimaros was not ready to be king on the day he was made so.”

“You are so old,” Hal said testily.

“I wasn’t here for that,” the wizard answered as if appalled.

“So you’re only guessing, then. To make me feel better.”

“Is it working?”

She shrugged, but something of smugness appeared in the wizard’s face. She shoved him.

The wizard hardly budged. He walked, hands falling to his sides, palms out and fingers shifting as if there were tendrils of frozen wind to catch. He said, “You’re close to something. The words falling from your lips ring in the air, but are not quite to the shine of stars. Follow the path of this lingering doubt, and you’ll find the truth at your core.”

“That sounds like a prophecy,” she teased morosely.

“It’s experience.”

Hal didn’t push, hoping her silence was invitation enough.

The wizard said, “I was born a bastard, on a starless dawn. Told I was nothing by enough people who mattered that when Elia told me I was good, when Mars told me so, I didn’t believe them. When Elia told me to be better, to choose differently, I never did. But you are.”

“Mars,” Hal murmured, unable to let it go that her wizard used the king’s nickname.

Her tone put a real smile on the wizard’s face. “He’d have liked you, but his patience was limited.”

Hal snorted. They walked in contemplative silence for a bit. Then Hal asked, “Will you stay with me?” She stared ahead at the widening street, then up at the blue-slate roofs of the changing neighborhood. Folks had emerged from their beds to move about on early-morning errands despite the rain. Shutters opened and the gutters ran with bathwater and piss. She meant forever.

“No.”

The abruptness stuttered her steps, but Hal pressed on. She’d expected something mysterious. For a time or Until I’m needed elsewhere. Or, until the star roads blaze, and I bring the lion’s heart home.

That same part of Hal that had gone quiet on Innis Lear—or rather, been overwhelmed by a new, darker understanding of what was right—held her tongue. Instead of teasing, arguing, or fretting, the prince nodded.

“You won’t need me,” the wizard said.

“What if I do?”

He shook his head and put his hand on her shoulder. “Need and want are different, Hal.”

Before he could move away, Hal hugged him. The wizard fell still, but slowly returned her embrace. “I needed this,” she whispered.

“Me, too,” he said with no little regret.




CHARM

Lionis, spring

PRINCE HAL MARRIED Echarmet of Kurake Queen on the balcony of her former chambers, overlooking a crowded People’s Courtyard. The sun flashed and hid behind rapidly moving clouds, lending the day an uncanny sensibility, as if the Luminous winked upon the union.

Charm wore scarlet and silver, with his Sun and Moon blades crossed at his back, silver god stripes painted from lips to chest, and his corona powdered silver to match. He felt large and strange upon the crescent balcony, but Hal put her hand upon his arm and lifted her chin with a smile. It comforted him: her vivid red style complemented his. She had pearls in her hair, garnets the size of his thumbnail sewn to her tunic, and an ancient cape of orange velvet said to have graced the shoulders of every monarch upon his marriage since Morimaros the First. The words Always for Aremoria were embroidered down the back in the just-as-ancient language that had given birth to Aremore, Ispanian, and Diotan. Charm told her quietly that she looked magnificent, and that he was proud to stand as her husband, proud to share his desire for her though she could not return it. Her smile turned a little sour, but she laughed it off before facing the Aremore crowd to give them what her people needed: hope, stability, and laughter.

The Aremore wedding ceremony was brief, little more than a declaration and a speech, as they held hands uplifted before their audience: Charm kissed her knuckles and Hal kissed his mouth, smelling to him of floral soap and nervous sweat.

Hal’s speech was short and pretty: she spoke of Aremoria as a people, a land of prosperous abundance, if they worked together, if they found ways to be strong. She told them a marriage between herself and the Third Kingdom would be a model, to welcome new strength into their Aremore family, and she invited all present to make promises with her to defend their homeland, and be happy.

Applause followed Hal and Charm inside; they went to the receiving hall where sideboards had been laid out with expensive Ispanian sweet wine because it was Hal’s favorite, and roasted meats and delicacies native to Aremoria and the Third Kingdom. Hal was relieved of the weight of the orange cape, and Luminous Phetira put a band of beaten silver around Charm’s wrist, marked with the sunspot of God.

In the Third Kingdom, the only requirement for a marriage was that the girl or Mother involved declare to four Mothers that she had chosen her husband, and state what their marriage names would be. Before the toasting began, before she ate a bite, Hal stood before her mother and said, “I am Hal Bolinbroke, born Calepia, daughter of Celedrix and Aremoria, and here is my husband, Echarmet of Kurake Queen, who becomes now Echarmet of Celeda Queen, prince of Aremoria. Someday I will be queen, but our line shall remain named just so: Celedrix.”

Celedrix smiled and accepted the promise with a kiss to the cheeks of both her daughter and son-of-her-heart. She squeezed Charm’s hand in particular, eyes shining proudly.

Hal gave the same promise to Mata Blunt, Earl Ithios, and to Jesmin Alsax, matriarch of the Alsax clan who were a great Aremore merchanting family. The fourth of the prince’s chosen witnesses was nowhere to be seen.

Wine was thrust into Hal’s hand and she drank, sharing her cup with Charm as was proper, he’d heard, for newly married couples. He asked, “Have you heard from her?” and Hal frowned no. She shut her eyes, letting him read the fear on her face. She opened them and smiled for everyone else.

They moved into the crowd as a unit, and his wife, his prince, leaned into him sometimes, and away from him suddenly at others, and Charm suspected Hal felt both strengthened by his solid presence and increasingly nervous of his physical nearness. While not expected by the traditions of Charm’s people, consummation certainly was expected by hers.

An hour passed, filled with conversations and assurances, sharing a bite with each other to perform their union, and still Hal’s final guest did not appear. Earls and lords, knights and ladies, rich merchants, ambassadors and soldiers and librarians from the Royal University approached them with words of congratulations and gifts, passed to Ter Melia at Hal’s left or Tigirsenna on Charm’s right, who then passed them to attendants for safekeeping. Charm spied Lanna Ritus, a former Lady Knight, and Danika de Everus, who had not been one of the original corps, but had served as a foot soldier under Lord Everus during Celedrix’s revolution and been raised in rank for her performance. Both were here on Hal’s invitation, as was Nova Irris, leaning angrily against a pillar of whitewashed stone, flushed in her youthful fury.

Charm’s aunt Elodisil approached with her lips parted respectfully, and said, “Echarmet of Celeda Queen, we will miss your name in our Mother-lines, but respect the line of Moon And Shadow.” With her was Ambassador Enai, both resplendent in gold-shot godscarves, heavy gold earrings tugging at their lobes.

“Will you return home now, first-daughter of Elophet?” Tigir asked from Charm’s side, in the rolling Mother-tongue.

Elodisil tapped a finger to Tigir’s head, where her hair had been ironed into thick curls and no godscarf wrapped. “I will go, yes, to take news of this union to our Great Mother. With the first ships of the spring, though, there will be a battalion of soldiers for Charm to take at his wife’s side when she goes to war.”

Hal said, in careful Mother-tongue, “We give thanks to the Great Mother for her gift. But …” here the prince returned to Aremore, “I regret the necessity of it.”

“It would be a gift even if this were a peaceful time,” Elodisil said, and at her side Enai nodded his agreement.

Charm said, “It is my dowry, Hal.”

She laughed as he’d intended.

The merriment faded quickly as their guests continued to approach, and Hal grew impatient again with searching through the crowd. The prince said, “She has to come.”

Charm offered her their shared cup of wine again. “If she does not, you will be just as strong.”

“That is a low bar, Charm. My strength comes and goes.”

“Like a tide, and nothing affects us more than a tide.”

“The sun,” Hal whispered.

“You can give the declaration to someone else,” he said softly.

Hal lifted her chin, and then, reluctantly, said, “But I want her.”

In the tongue of Mothers, Charm said, “Because she Fathered you.”

“My mother was banished when I was ten. My father died two years later.” The prince’s voice was so low it could hardly be heard over the chorus of guests laughing and chatting. “Ianta Oldcastle was mother and father, both. I want her to know this is possible. I have to do this, make this thing for her and for me—for all of us. To prove the world can change at my word, if only in this small way.”

Charm admired the passion behind her sentiment and nodded once. “It is good for you to make yourself …  a home for them. And for me.”

“Is that what I’m doing?”

Just then a break appeared in the crowd and there the old knight posed in the center of the marble floor: Tall and wide, in a too-tight orange coat she’d saved for years, and the proof of its time folded at the bottom of a trunk was in the long wrinkles cutting across the tightly buttoned front. Ianta Oldcastle stomped her way down the aisle, silver-blond hair twisted up in a messy bun, cheeks red.

Hal stopped breathing, and then relaxed into a laughing, breathy grin. “Come here, old friend,” she called. She released Charm’s hand, but he followed, placing that hand upon her shoulder.

The entire chamber slowly quieted in waves until each face had turned upon either Hal or Ianta Oldcastle.

The knight obeyed, with only a glance toward Queen Celeda. She stopped out of reach of her prince and sank hard onto one knee. “My lady.”

“Ianta,” Hal said. “Lady Ianta, I am Hal Bolinbroke, born Calepia, daughter of Celedrix and Aremoria, and here is my husband, Echarmet of Kurake Queen, who becomes now Echarmet of Celeda Queen, prince of Aremoria. Someday I will be queen, but our line shall remain named just so: Celedrix.”

Though she sighed hard, Lady Ianta nodded. “I see you, Hal Celedrix, and your husband, for he is rather too large to miss.”

Charm stepped forward to offer his hand to the old knight. “A thing we have in common, Father.” The title he said in the Mother-tongue, because his wife’s Father was now his own.

And Ianta scowled as she gripped his hand, pulling hard to drag herself back to her feet. “I need a fucking drink, Hal,” she said.

Hal answered, “Then go with us. I have another thing to discuss with you.”

With that, Charm and his wife retired to the Princes’ Gallery down the corridor and beyond the throne room, where every portrait of every prince for two hundred years hung upon the gilded walls. Additionally, a small table was set in the center, right where the afternoon sunlight arrowed, and readied with a pen and inkpot, and a roll of expensive parchment flattened by amethyst weights.

Lady Ianta followed grumpily behind, and Hal had Ter Melia collect the others. They were eight in all: herself and Charm, Ianta, Ter Melia, Nova and Lanna Ritus and Danika de Everus, and finally Princess Vatta joined them, too, closing the door upon a disappointed young Tigir. Two attendants shared out wine, which Ianta drank greedily and asked for more.

Then the wizard stood beside the portrait of a young prince upon a battlefield. Charm was unsettled to see the small, strange man simply appear within a closed room.

“Lady Vatta,” Hal said, and walked to the table. She touched the charter. Vatta took up the pen, dipped it in ink, and signed her name.

Ter Melia nudged Lanna Ritus, who came and signed her name, too, marking the same vow. Then Danika de Everus took her turn. Hal drank with both.

Nova Irris, the spiky young woman who had been Hal’s recent lover, stared between her prince and the charter, arms crossed tightly over her chest as she waited just beside Ianta Oldcastle. She’d not choose against Ianta, Charm could see that, and respected it while at the same time he would never forget where the young woman set power.

Oldcastle studied Prince Hal with calm blue eyes.

“Be my Lady Knight,” Hal said. “A wedding present for your future queen.”

Ianta screwed her mouth unpleasantly, glaring at Hal. “I lost everything, Hal, I don’t want to lose again. Look what’s become of me. Drunk, red faced, soft. The muscles under this flesh melted with my future.”

“So bitter sounding.” Hal put a light sneer into her voice. “You’re not the only one. I lost, Hotspur lost—Banna Mora lost, and Ter Melia and Nova! All of us. But not all of us gave in to it. You and I did, we wasted away, we hid and drank and—we must emerge stronger.”

“Why?” Ianta’s voice did not grow louder, as Hal’s did. “Honor—”

“—is for the dead, I know.” Hal shook her head. “This is friendship, and a future. This is about Aremoria and who will be the sun. You’ve spent years at my side, with me, Ianta. I thought you believed me when I said one day I would step out of the rain.”

“I do. But you don’t need me for that. Let me to what I have become.”

“My friend. You were my mentor, but I want you now to be my friend.”

“Do queens have friends?” Ianta muttered.

“Yes!” cried Prince Hal. “Otherwise what is the point of anything? You are my friend, I choose you. All of you, if you will choose me in return. And Miss Quick and my wizard, Charm, my husband and friend, my court, my family, and every person in Lionis, for worm’s sake! All of Aremoria is my friend. The roots and flowers and sky! There is no sun without all of that! Don’t you see? I exist to be your friend. To be Aremoria’s friend! The queen is supposed to be the sun, but what is the sun without sky and moon and land and people? A useless cold star.” Hal put her hands to her waist and glared at Ianta, then at everyone, including Charm, too, in the sweep of her hot glance.

Hal looked back at Ianta. Slowly, with terrible precision, she said, “And if I have enemies, I will be friend to my enemies and meet them where they insist! With violence and mercy.”

“There it is,” murmured the wizard, who had sunk down to his haunches beneath the portrait. Charm felt watched by both the wizard and the painted prince above him.

“Hal,” Ianta said. “All right. Stop fussing.” She looked around at their audience, then at Charm. He crossed his arms again. The old knight struggled to control her descent to one knee again. “My prince. Hal Bolinbroke, daughter of Celedrix. My sword is yours, and my life. So I swear.”

Hal walked forward, a hand out. She touched it to the wrinkles at Ianta’s forehead. “Friend. And friends. You are witness to this vow, and have witnessed one another’s. Though much has come before, this is our beginning. My land is on fire, my loves. Our land is burning. But we will fight, we will stand together and win. We will repair the fault lines pulling our country to pieces, and weave ourselves—this very landscape—into something more glorious than any of us could imagine alone.”

“Prince Hal!” cried Ter Melia.

“Prince Hal!” joined in the others.

“Hal of Aremoria,” added Charm enthusiastically, just as inspired as the rest of them.

CHARM WOULD HAVE let Hal be alone that night, if it had been up to him. Alone, or sharing nothing but mulled wine and the fireside and friendship.

When finally they were ushered to their new rooms, no larger than his had been, but slightly more so than hers, Hal had not spoken a word to him in nearly half an hour. Charm felt heavy, as if his bones were made of steel. He wanted to feel anticipation, desire, hope for their future, but his wife—his wife—remained anxious.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” she said, walking steadily toward a tray of liquor. But she stopped, never touching the crystal carafe. “Over and over again, as if to imagine it in many ways would make the moment better.” Hal glanced at him over her shoulder, determinedly wry. “It didn’t work.”

Charm sighed silently, his shoulders heaving. “As far as I am concerned, as far as Elophet, Great Mother of Es I-Eles-Xih A Es is concerned, I am your husband, your consort, and your future king. There is no further requirement upon our union tonight, nor at all again until it is time for us to make children.”

“I appreciate that, Charm, I do, but the longer we put it off, the worse it will be, don’t you think?” Hal left the liquor alone and suddenly began to untie the laces under her left arm that made her red tunic hug her waist. She fumbled but said nothing, brow wrinkled in concentration. Charm wondered if it would be better or worse to help her as he opened the buckle of the belt across his chest that held his swords crossed upon his back. The harness loosened easily and he settled it on the back of a plain wooden chair. He waited, studying the room instead of Hal.

Windows taller than him were flushed black from the night beyond, and candles lit the room, set in silver upon little tables here and there, on a bookshelf—dangerously, he thought. There was a wide-open arch cut into the wall beside the pretty hearth, and he could see the edge of a bed from where he stood. Dark purple and flower-braided blankets were piled upon it.

Hal hissed as she succeeded, and with one motion stripped the tunic entirely off herself, dropping it to the floor. It plopped down hard, because of the jewels embroidered along the collar and cuffs.

“Your turn,” the prince said, and marched to Charm as if he were a battlefield. She wore only a thin sleeveless shirt over her trousers and polished boots. Her hair looped and curled delicately with moon-drop pearls and tumbled down her neck. She swallowed, and he followed the line of her throat past her collar and to the folds of linen against her breasts. Charm’s skin felt tight and ready, his palms hot, wanting to be filled with her hair and thighs. At least, he thought, he would have no trouble stirring himself for her. He only wished they could make love joyfully, as friends. Hal loved to wrestle, to run and play, and sex ought to have been exactly that between them.

Without warning, Hal kissed him.

Her mouth was hot but awkward, a forceful press of lips—not even as simple as the kiss she’d given him before the folk of Lionis Palace. Charm parted his lips and breathed in softly against her, a god’s kiss.

Hal leaned down off her tiptoes.

Charm had already touched her hips, and followed her motion, letting her be free, though one hand lingered against her ribs, rucking her shirt up slightly.

With wide, intent brown eyes, she studied him, and said, “I keep thinking of Owyn Glennadoer, who I skewered as you will skewer me. There was blood at the corner of his mouth, blood on my sword, and blood sprayed, like ribbons in my hair.”

“I am not a knife inside you,” Charm said very low in his throat. “I am not your death. I have seen death, too, Hal.”

She flattened her hand on his chest and pushed gently.

Charm released his hold.

“Tell me a different story,” Hal whispered, turning her back to him. She reached up to draw her hair around her shoulder, off her neck, and caught his eye briefly.

He stepped close, putting one hand carefully around her waist, and when she did not flinch or draw away, he pulled her flat against him. “You are Aremoria,” he murmured, bending his neck to say the words against her temple. Her lashes fluttered and closed. “The only story I know for this is about touch, and smells, and trust, Hal.” He put his lips to her skin, kissed her, breathing in. “You smell of sweet pine boughs from the receiving hall. Of salt and wine, a heady combination, Prince. I am here to serve you, to make you a Mother one day, the greatest role for a man to play in a queen’s line—and though I may do other things, serve you in other ways to be your consort, my ambition is my own. Through you, I will be able to influence the course of history. For you, I give my body, my seed, and my future united to your line forever. Tell me what you smell.”

Startled, she opened her eyes. Hal put a hand over his on her stomach, sliding her fingers forward to link between his. She turned her face and breathed in. “Wine, and sword oil, and the tickle of the powder in your hair. I don’t know what it smells like, a very delicate clay, perfumed with a vivid earthy something. It smells like I want to taste it.”

“Myrrh,” Charm said.

“You smell like myrrh,” she whispered.

“Do you like it?”

“I do. I like it.”

“That is all this is, Prince Hal, our marriage. Two bodies touching until we smell the same.”

She leaned against him, as if she was finally relaxing. “You did promise me poetry,” she said, eyes closed, head lolling.

Charm hugged her, wrapping both arms around her, and he kissed her cheek, then with one hand tilted her chin sideways to kiss her mouth. He liked how she smelled and tasted, and gave in to the urge to open her mouth with his, kissing more deeply.

Hal shivered, and the squirm of it slid along his entire body. Charm moaned softly for her, so she would know his pleasure, as his sex organ hardened.

But the prince went stiff, too, closing her mouth.

He let go.

“This isn’t going to work,” she said, avoiding his gaze as she moved away—but her thigh hit the edge of the sofa and she snapped her eyes up to his. “We’ll need something to …  I’ll never be ready. I—I know what is necessary, and it will hurt me too much unless I have something to wet myself with.”

Charm, who had believed her months ago when she had said as much, nodded, jaw clenched. He did his best to hide his disappointment, glad she could not see how warm his face felt, could not understand how tightly he had grown. “I have another strategy prepared,” he said, going to the door. He opened it before she could stop him.

Three attendants waited, should the new couple need anything. One was a young Mother of Ambassador Enai’s household. Her head was bowed beneath a simple pink-and-white godscarf, her light brown hands folded patiently around a silk bag. Charm beckoned for her with her name.

She came inside.

“Hal,” he said, “this is Talsil, whose desire-of-reflection is strong, and has shared with me that she finds you very beautiful.”

The prince stared at Talsil for a long moment, seeming at war with herself, both terrified and intrigued. “Talsil,” she said, licking her bottom lip. “You are also very beautiful.”

The young Mother smiled, rounding her face pleasingly. Charm knew her to be full of humor and familiar with the ways of Aremoria, such as only one who had lived here most of her life could be.

“What do you do?” Hal asked. She darted a glance at Charm, who smiled, too, amused at her.

“I write for Ambassador Enai, and teach the children of his household the art of writing and Luminous calligraphy. But—” Talsil winked. “I have other skills with my hands, and brought with me a very fine oil that warms almost instantly to the touch.”

“Worms,” Hal whispered, then blew out a heavy sigh. She raised her eyebrows at Charm.

“I would like a massage,” Charm said. “It has been a stressful day. Talsil is quite talented at tracing the breath of God upon the muscles of one’s back, wife.”

“Are you?” Hal managed a real smile this time. “I would like to know what words the Luminous has put against my skin.”

Talsil did not wait for further permission, but headed with swaying hips for the bedroom.

SOME HOURS LATER, in the dark, Charm lay upon his side, naked. Hal rested with her back to him, one hand reached behind to hold his. Nothing else of their bodies touched.

On the prince’s other side, Talsil slept, limp and snoring in tiny little gasps Charm found endearing. He wished he were so satisfied, but this evening had been so much effort. While pleasure had been found, amongst the three of them, between himself and his wife it had been layered with hesitations and averted eyes.

Only the low fire put light into the room, and Charm traced the line of Hal’s creamy shoulder with his gaze. “Was it too awful?” he whispered, unable to stop himself.

Hal tilted her head enough that one eye caught the orange light. “I am all right, Charm. But I will tell you, since my mother confessed she is dying, the scale of what I consider to be awful has shifted every single day.”




HOTSPUR

Dondubhan, spring

SPRING CAME LATE on Innis Lear, but when it did, the arrival spread soft color across the whole of the land. Pale purple clover speckled the bog, and weeds along the banks of the Tarinnish burst with brilliant yellow and warm white flowers. The grass flushed hot green, and birds flooded the blossoming cherry and apple and dogwood trees of the queen’s garden, filling the skies with their eager song and splattering the ground with their shit.

Mora’s child was a healthy girl, named Cealla for Mora’s mother. The baby was dusky pink and bald, and did not cry overmuch, but mewed like a kitten and even at only two weeks managed to grip Hotspur’s lengthening curls with impressive obstinance whenever Hotspur wrestled her from one of the besotted soldiers.

The birth of a new heir should have calmed the world, but there was a breathlessness to the settled wind, a waiting tension.

Or perhaps it was only Hotspur.

Hal was married. Hotspur thought she didn’t deserve to be jealous, didn’t deserve to be angry at all—yet she was. She could not forget the yearning in Hal’s voice when she said, Hotspur. She could not forget the touch of Hal’s lips, the control and purpose of her hands, demanding a promise.

What mattered, Hotspur told herself, was the alliance with the Third Kingdom. How it would shift the coming war. Vindomata had already taken back the March, with Burgun at her side. It had begun, and Hotspur was more of a weapon than ever. The Wolf of Aremoria would choose the end.

No matter whom she loved.

She wished Connley were here.

For weeks after the Longest Night, her own husband had been quiet and supportive. Hotspur had told him of her confused feelings of being trapped between Mora and Hal Bolinbroke. He’d said he understood, but when Cealla had been born, Connley had vanished from Dondubhan. An untroubled Rowan insisted it was the prerogative of the Witch of the White Forest to go where he willed, when he willed, and didn’t it add some mystery to their relationship? Hotspur tried to accept it as such, but she’d grown used to Conn’s presence at her side and in her bed, a constant companion and friend. Missing him taught Hotspur how few friends she’d ever truly had. Everyone else was somehow either under her command or her commander. But Connley had left her, without anyone to tell.

The shutters of the Dondubhan barracks windows had been lifted away to allow brisk lake wind to clear out the stale winter, and the floor had been covered with fresh rushes. Hotspur spotted for Banna Mora as the warrior princess gripped cloth loops bolted to a ceiling beam and dragged her body up. Weights were piled around them, and there was a woven mat for stretching. Mora’s regimen for readying herself for war in a mere month was brutal, but so was her midwife’s courage in forcing breaks and her attendant Trin’s schedule for nursing. (Mora did not do the nursing herself, the better for her physical recovery.) Three retainers joined them every day, skilled and wolfish, who liked to hold Cealla and touch her tiny nose and sing Learish lullabies with a strong rhythm her mother could use for pacing her exercise. These men would be the first to swear themselves to the newborn princess when the girl was old enough to speak their names.

Mora groaned through clenched teeth as she performed a fifth pull-up. Her arms trembled, and Hotspur touched a hand to the small of her back as she lowered and dropped the final inches to the floor.

“Too slow,” Mora panted, rolling her shoulders.

Hotspur snorted and handed her water gathered from the Tarinnish, which Rowan claimed would strengthen her even faster. “Better than yesterday, and that’s what counts.”

“Only nineteen days until we sail for the March.”

Trin called, “And steady improvement is better than leaps and fits.”

Banna Mora said nothing, as this conversation recurred every few hours.

“Wrestling?” Hotspur offered. Anything to put off talk of invading Aremoria.

“I want a sword in hand.” As Mora went to the rack of swords she glanced toward her retainers and midwife. Hotspur followed the look to find Per, a broad-shouldered, grizzly-bearded retainer holding Cealla against his shoulder, a gauntleted hand cupping her tiny head.

Per said, “She’s sleeping.”

“She threw up on me,” said the youngest retainer, with a weird little smile like he was pleased.

The midwife nodded from her chair in the corner, where she was repairing a tear in a blanket with heavy wool thread.

Hotspur double-checked the tuck of her shirt into her trousers and squatted a few times to stretch her knees and ready her muscles. She and Mora flowed into one of their old warm-up routines, despite Mora already having worked for nearly an hour. They each chose a dull sword and buckler, fit the small round shields over their left hands, then tapped their edges together in salute.

The tang of sword on sword woke Hotspur’s blood, though they were only light touches, skimming delicately as each woman tested their space and each other. Hotspur smiled, and Mora returned it, green-brown eyes alight.

After only three quick passes, darting in to swing, block, dodge, and retreat, Hotspur was ready to push harder, but sweat shone across Mora’s hairline.

“Break,” Hotspur said to Mora’s frustration. They set down their swords and bucklers. Lying upon the mats, the two women lifted their legs slowly, holding the motion in their abdominal muscles. Mora groaned. Hotspur closed her eyes and stretched her arms over her head. Down here she could easily smell the light perfume of the river rushes and lavender.

“This is good,” Mora murmured.

“We don’t have to push so hard,” Hotspur replied. “We could go slowly, be sure.”

“I’m sure.”

Mora’s quiet tone brooked no argument. But Hotspur said, “War is hard, even on someone at the height of fitness. The camping, the planning, the lack of sleep. A campaign exhausts everyone.”

“I’m sure, Hotspur.”

Hotspur turned her head to the side and looked at Mora’s profile: strong, hardly showing strain at all but for at the corner of her mouth. Her tightly braided hair held against her skull, and sweat beaded at the hollow of her throat.

Hesitating only because there were others present, on the far side of the barracks practice hall, Hotspur asked quietly, “Why?”

Silence fell as Mora lowered her legs to lie flat against the hard-packed earth. After a handful of slow breaths, Mora said, “I know who put this question in your heart.”

Hotspur winced, thinking of Hal who’d argued so passionately that this war would do more harm than good, that Mora’s chance was over, that Aremoria itself would suffer. That Mora only wanted revenge.

Hal, drawn and pale with blood splattered along her jaw again, eyes too-wide circles, nearly feverish with the aftereffects of Glennadoer’s murder, commanding Hotspur no.

She said, “I won’t deny Hal began to draw me, at the end. She is right that war comes with a steep cost. You know that, and so I ask, how do you know you must do it, Mora? How do you know it is right?”

Banna Mora drew another slow breath, held it, and pursed her lips to blow it out as if she could see the wind of her lungs piercing the world. She sat up smoothly and said to Trin, “Bring my child to me, and leave us.”

It was done as she ordered; Trin also handed Mora a towel and refreshed both her and Hotspur’s water from a pitcher. The retainers shut the doors to the practice hall behind them; the two women were alone with the quiet and the sighing baby. Bundled in soft blue wool, Cealla slept with her tiny bottom lip stuck out and her brow wrinkled. Hotspur frowned, and in answer, Mora put the baby into Hotspur’s lap.

She weighed nothing, and Hotspur curled around her, smelling gentle lavender and the sour echo of spit-up. A smile hooked the Wolf of Aremoria’s lips as she touched a finger to Cealla’s round little cheek.

“You want one,” Mora said.

“More than one,” Hotspur whispered as she folded the blanket a little higher up around Cealla’s head, casting the dusky pink face in shadow. A child of hers and Conn’s would have thick curly hair, she was certain.

“You’ll have your chance. And they’ll be cousins.”

Warmed at the thought, Hotspur glanced up at Mora again. There was something of the princess’s cheeks and the shape of her eyes in the baby, though Hotspur might just as easily find similarity in the shape of a cloud, the baby remained yet so unformed. “Is it strange? To be made of war and fire, but have my heart swollen with such tenderness and wanting?”

Mora smiled crookedly. “If I knew tenderness, perhaps I could tell you.”

Hotspur rolled her eyes a little, then dropped them back to Cealla. “She’s lighter than the most delicate stiletto, fragile enough to be killed by stray breeze.”

“On Innis Lear, even a queen of great strength might be killed by the wind.”

The two women watched Cealla sleep for a few moments, sharing the water between them as through the open window drifted voices and that very wind, warm but stinking of spring rot from the thawing marshes. Mora leaned back on her hands, tipping her head toward the ceiling beams. Motes of dust bobbed in the angled sunlight.

Gathering her courage, Hotspur touched Cealla’s soft cheek, then looked square at Mora. “Why are you not content with all you have? Family, a crown already, and this strangely willful island? A people, a place …  it is everything, right here. You love your husband, and he you. You can be happy, without sacrificing more soldiers or yourself, without trying to kill Celedrix or Hal.”

None of the words had cracked under the weight of Hotspur’s urgency, but Mora glanced sharply at her friend.

Hotspur added, “This winter I saw royalty in Hal Bolinbroke again—finally. A true power, the spark of leadership shining through that mess she made of herself. It took her a long time to learn it, but she was thrown into rapids as much as you were. And you know she did not kill Glennadoer willingly, she had no choice. Even Solas was glad of it, and though your husband might have liked to do the deed himself, you must be relieved he was not forced to. Patricide would change him, no matter how just. Hal was a—a vessel of justice, unburdened Learish subjectivity. Imagine, Mora, how her actions change shape if we all are friends. Allies.” Hotspur paused, passion catching up with her, and whispered, “We could have everything.”

Mora studied Hotspur nearly long enough for Hotspur to grow skittish. Then Mora asked, casually, “Did I tell you I met a dragon last year?”

Stunned, Hotspur knew not whether to tense at being teased or to shatter against this perfect pearl of truth unexpectedly revealed.

“It was the Dragon of the North, a massive beast of granite and rubies, and it taught me that when the world burns, we must learn to breathe fire.”

Hotspur’s lips parted, but still she could dredge up no words.

Mora smiled knowingly, without looking at Hotspur. “You can’t believe it. I hardly believe it myself, except when I close my eyes and reach for the memory, it strikes me with such cold clarity.” A laugh bubbled merrily from her, another thing Hotspur was shocked to witness. Gaiety should not settle into Mora’s skin like it belonged there; she was a hungry, ambitious woman, and when she slid her glance finally to Hotspur, there it appeared: the flame. “I know what I am, Hotspur. Who I am, what I am meant for, and how to make myself—my people—whole. I know what I serve: Innis Lear, and the future of Aremoria. Being the queen of Innis Lear makes me the queen of Aremoria, too, because they are two lands meant to be one. One Aremoria, and One Innis Lear. That knowledge burns inside me, it consumes me, and I must release it. I must be what I was made. To do otherwise would lessen me, and lessen my crown, my people along with me. If I do not act as I have promised, I will not deserve to be a queen.”

“I believe you,” Hotspur said. “I understand breathing fire.”

“It matters to hear you say so.”

Hotspur held out her hand, the other carefully pressed to Cealla. Mora slapped their hands together and wove their fingers.

“I want your clarity,” Hotspur said. “I have none of my own. My aunt directs me, or my mother, or you, or Hal—my world has always been burning, Mora, and I have always been fire.”

“That seems clear enough to me.”

“Clarity of being, but not of purpose. You have purpose. Everyone around me seems to. Is my purpose only war? Only to burn as I am commanded? I wonder, sometimes, if there were peace, what would I be? If you bring everyone together, make everyone whole, what then for Hotspur Persy?”

Mora snorted. “There will always be a battle to fight—believe me what a war it is to become a mother. And stay a mother, too, I think.”

“I felt it when this little one was born. But will it be enough? Or will I scorch everything around me?”

“Hotspur, you’ve been doing that all your life.”

“What if I cannot burn at all when Hal Bolinbroke is dead?”

The question fell like a dying star.

Hotspur covered her mouth with both hands. In her lap, Cealla wiggled and frowned in her sleep.

For another long moment, Banna Mora did not reply, and Hotspur hated herself for revealing such weakness. She hoped Mora at least would not patronize her by pretending there was a way for Hal to survive all this. They could not all survive, the dragon, the lion, and the wolf.

Then Mora reached to touch her daughter’s tiny pouting lip. She said, “Rowan says he is going to die in Aremoria. It is our destiny to unite our countries, and open the star roads between Innis Lear and Aremoria. He believes he must die for it.”

“Wormshit, how …” Hotspur shook her head. “What star roads?”

“It is something to do with wormwork, with prophecies and earth saints. That in order to be reunited under my rule, the lands must be reunited under magic, too.”

“Hal’s wizard gave her a riddle. When the star roads blaze, bring the lion’s heart home. I don’t …  I don’t know what it means except that I’ve never heard of star roads until then, and now.”

Mora snatched her hand back from her sleeping child. “So. From two fronts, we hear of star roads. Does that mean it is real? That Rowan will die when we go to war? When I go to Aremoria for my throne, he will go with me, and try this magic, and die.”

“Mora.”

The princess’s face was terrible: a hard mask of grief.

Hotspur said her name again. “Mora. Lock him in the dungeon. Don’t let him do it, if you can save him.”

“And what if he said, Solas, lock Mora in the dungeon. Don’t let her do it, if you can save her. How can I betray him like that? How can I believe my destiny, and deny him his? Especially if we would ever rule Innis Lear together.” Banna Mora held out her hand where the Blood and the Sea encircled her forefinger. She was trembling. “I love him, but my love will not bind him. He wants to do it, he is willing to risk it. Must I not honor that? Allow him his risk when I am risking everything, too, for what I want? What we want is the same, and so too is it what Innis Lear wants. I am bound to this island, by blood and promises, Hotspur, and I must move forward with our combined will to face our stars.”

“I see. If you respect him,” Hotspur whispered, “you have to let him be brave.”

Mora nodded. “We all have to choose our own ends. Hal chose her path, as I chose mine. As Rowan chooses. Embrace it, Hotspur, and love Hal more for it, even if it kills her. Burn when she is dead, because if there is anything this winter taught me it is that when backed into a corner, Hal Bolinbroke is as glorious as she ever was. We all are stars, Hotspur. I am a true north star and Hal a dancing Star of Birds and you are a comet, streaking across the sky. Follow me because I do not waver, love Hal because she loves wildly, and fight because you will burn to the absolute end.”

The Wolf of Aremoria drew a breath of wonder, and said, “Maybe we will all break in Aremoria.”




ROWAN

Dondubhan, spring

THE EVENING SKY stretched silver-blue overhead, darkening along the horizon to a deep violet in the east and vivid orange where the sun had recently set. Rowan strode out through the gates of Dondubhan unchallenged, for he was the prince and known to walk the moors and marshes when he liked. A light cloak flowed off his shoulders, more than he usually wore, but he had a purpose for the extra layer tonight: wrapped against his chest was his baby girl, nuzzling and near asleep for having just eaten her fill of a wet nurse. Rowan had claimed her and told the nurse he would be walking the ramparts, teaching his daughter of the springtime stars and reading the next day’s prophecies.

Outside and across the bridge, Rowan turned north to follow the path around the Tarinnish toward a cluster of old, squat ruins whose name even the trees did not remember. As he walked, the Poison Prince sang to his child. It was a soft love song, filled with longing and promise, and unlike so many Learish ballads, it had a happy ending. He would have only happy endings for his girl. His little queen.

If only his mother had lived to meet her.

But Rowan sang, warmed by emotion so vast he could not define it, but only struggle to name it something as simple as love. This feeling was not mere love, nor protectiveness, nor awe alone, nor fear nor vicious determination. Somehow, it was all of them, and Rowan had whispered to the winds he finally understood the island’s power, for as he craved safety and happiness for this tiny child, so Innis Lear did for its people and itself. Its magic. And he understood that this newborn seed, this relationship of fatherhood, could not be parsed by any language; it was meant to be accepted completely as itself.

It made him wonder, too, what had been wrong with his own father, and even his distant mother. Had it been the uncertain magic of the Glennadoer curse that shattered the seed of his father’s love? Had Ryrie been too scattered to consider her first son as Rowan considered his first daughter?

They were all broken on Innis Lear.

The island had lost pieces of itself a thousand years ago.

Oh, the island had gained much: a will of its own, a cohesive power, and a true name. But it had lost the liminal spaces, the shadow-magic. The roots of Innis Lear became so strong, so filled with stars and bloodlike rootwaters, they expanded through every space until the magic was all. Innis Lear had lost the rootworld. Lost those places for earth saints to dance and exist. They’d been driven out by willful magic, like worms fleeing flooded soil.

A healthy field needed those worms.

Hints appeared in ancient spells and the slithering whisper of the wind, as to which pieces might be regained, and clues laid down in ballads he’d grown up singing. The Dreamer had offered glimpses, too.

For years Rowan had tried to understand the whole of the delicate narrative, but he was only a man, if a wizard. His mind was a singular spark, not like the omniscient gaze of the island or the calculating kaleidoscope of the stars. Not even like those lost earth saints who constructed their elaborate webs with a multifaceted hope.

No, Rowan was not meant to understand, he was meant to act. The dragon had showed him, years ago:

a line of starlight stretching like a road between Aremoria and Innis Lear. Rowan, somehow, at both ends

That was his only part left to play.

Cealla wiggled, and Rowan was glad to have pressed her against his bare chest, beneath shirt and tunic, both of them wrapped by the cloak. This was enough. She was enough.

His daughter had taught him this: one act could alter all.

One moment, and this tiny, perfect creature had been made between himself and Banna Mora. Even if he did nothing else to ever influence her, Cealla existed.

One act could change the world forever. He did not have to manipulate a hundred possibilities, persuade or command or even understand. He only needed to choose.

Rowan laughed a little, changing his song to a merry jig with silly rounding verses. A round was the way to weave disparate threads together again. A round, a round, around! It put a spring in his step, and before too long the prince arrived at his destination.

The mouth of the secret spring where kings and queens were made.

Grief dampened his smile as he stepped inside the grove.

Shaded from the final rays of twilight and the first glow of a full moon lifting over the trees, the spring rippled with black water. Boulders surrounded it like thick earthen lips, and new sprouting starweed grew spindling fingers and ruffled leaves. Rowan held his daughter against him with one arm and removed his boots, then the cloak. He crouched and drew away his tunic and shirt, then set her down beside a cluster of hemlock to remove the rest of his clothing, until he and his little daughter were naked before Innis Lear.

Cealla muttered, sucking her lips, and her eyes opened wide. She saw her father, who smiled and whispered, Welcome, little queen in the language of trees; she saw the blur of leaning trees and the distant pinprick of loving stars.

For a moment, Rowan hesitated, caught in the memory of the Longest Night.

After he’d held his mother’s bloody body, he’d chased the path of his traitor father to this very grove.

He’d charged in, mail shirt ringing, and skidded to a stop at the sight of his half sister Catrin sprawled upon the earth, one hand trailing toward the spring, her fingers dipped beneath the clear waters. Dawn spread pink over everything in a bloody tinge, and Rowan had yelled for his retainers to search for Glennadoer (not knowing, not yet, his father already was dead, gutted by the sword of that Aremore prince!). Rowan himself had knelt at Catrin’s shoulder and rolled her against him. Her mouth had been pulled tight in a grimace of pain, blood and spit dried at the corner, and the pale skin of her face was bluish from suffocation.

Starweed numbed a person first, put them into a stupor, and then when it had won control, sent muscles convulsing with the most wretched waves of pain until every part of the body loosened into death. Rowan had never fallen through to the tremors except once, and nightmares that he might had plagued him for three years after.

My sister is not a queen, he’d whispered. The wind had answered,

Not now, now not ever.

Rowan Lear had stared down at his half sister’s body and thought about how much of his life he’d misinterpreted his father—his murderous, brutal father. Rowan had told himself that Glennadoer loved him, and when there was fury or hatred, it was only because Glennadoer knew no other way to teach or love or prepare a son for the throne.

That had been wrong. Glennadoer never intended Rowan to wear the crown, no matter what any queen or any voice of Innis Lear wanted. His father had betrayed him long before he put a knife to Ryrie’s throat. And betrayed Catrin, too, and all his people. Glennadoer had wanted to rule over Innis Lear.

And in the shadowed grove, surrounded by horror and the grieving retainers, Rowan had remembered the lesson of the Dreamer’s journal: You do not rule, you do not control, you become.

And he had laughed, startling the retainers who murmured to their friends and wives later that the Poison Prince’s mind had already slipped away; thank the stars he’d married a queen. Kings of Innis Lear would always go mad.

Rowan had laughed because his life already belonged to Innis Lear, and because in the end he was going to be something greater than Owyn Glennadoer could possibly have imagined.

Now with his daughter in his arms, this future queen, Rowan knelt at the edge of the pool. Night wind chilled his shoulders, but he was not cold. Cealla warbled a thin song of distress, and Rowan sang back to her: she calmed. Her little fists waved awkwardly as he held her in his long, pale hands and lowered her gently into the rootwaters.

My child, he whispered. Here is my daughter, who will be queen after Solas, after Banna Mora, long after me.

The wind lifted tendrils of his hair, sliding around him and tickling the cheeks of little Cealla. Our queen, the island murmured.

She screamed as he dunked her once and drew her free, water streaming off her wrinkled skin, her kicking legs and hairless scalp. Rowan smiled and brought her against his warm chest; she cried still but clung to him. Rootwater beaded on her face, dripping off her shoulders and tiny snail-shell ears. He kissed the droplets from her brow and paper-thin pink lips.

Rowan sat back, dragging the cloak to them and wrapping them up together.

“So you are anointed, little queen,” he said. “And I will tell you a story now, which someday the wind and roots will relay back to you, for I will be gone.” Rowan sighed, hugging his daughter. “Hundreds of years ago, the greatest families of Innis Lear sacrificed their children to the island. An offering to tie the folk to the land, the land to the folk. Our power cannot be got for nothing; we must give and the island must give. The starweed, the death of the queen to become the queen, has replaced those old sacrifices. It only requires one—one death. Your father, little queen, has died for Innis Lear with every moon of my life since I was nine, and the rootwaters have revived me. I have always been the sacrifice at one end of the star road, half alive and half dead, like the ghosts, the broken earth saints. Your father is an earth saint already! I have slowly prepared the way for the return of the rootworld, a little bit of death and life every month. To make our island whole, I will go to Aremoria and discover the other end of the road.

“I will die there, too, by hemlock and Aremore rootwaters, and make a liminal space to open the star roads. I will be a line of starlight.

“The people will tell you your father was arrogant, and I am. They will tell you I was beautiful and a friend to the stars and rootwaters. I am all that, too.” The prince laughed softly. “Sometimes it is better never to know your father, I swear it. Though I would prefer to know you, as you grow tall and strong in power. Your girlish laughter and woman’s beauty. The command you will learn to imbue into your voice.”

She scratched him with surprisingly sharp nails, and Rowan angled his head. “Have you marked a word upon your father’s flesh?” he asked, smiling. But it was too dark to see, and Rowan did not think he should summon stars into his hands. They would dazzle her, in this womb of island shadows. “A secret of your own, then, a message on my heart that I cannot read clearly—but surely will understand before the end.”

The prince rocked his daughter, sitting there beside the stone mouth of Innis Lear, listening to the winds shudder and laugh, contemplating the destiny spread before him. Glory splattered his path, braided with power and necessity. A unification so long sought, a healing. But not for him, if he succeeded. There was a swelling of new emotion as Rowan thought of not being here, as he thought what this sacrifice would cost—not him (death was no cost, it was a transformation), but his wife, his daughter, his aunt and brothers and sisters, his people. The fury Banna Mora would experience, despite having been warned; the echo of his laughter an ache in Connley’s heart; Solas’s guilt that she’d not guessed or stepped along this path herself.

He sang to Cealla Lear the oldest song he knew, about a wizard who cleaved an island.

How selfish it was, Rowan thought, to grieve his own death.




CONNLEY

The White Forest, late spring

DEEP IN THE heart of Innis Lear, the Witch of the White Forest was hiding.

This was his favorite time of year at the cathedral, when sweet peas bloomed on the south wall and released their candied fragrance while glistening with morning dew. His bare feet picked through a blanket of cowslip, and sun-bright daffodils burst up where the shade of the trees did not quite reach. The songbirds made new nests in the nooks of the cathedral stones, flirting with one another and dancing with the wind. People came seeking blessings for their babes born over the winter or tinctures to chase away the last of a cough. They brought him ribbons to tie in the leaves or gifts for the birds, wine and cheese, or occasionally a chicken. The witch spent his time weeding and clearing roots of decaying detritus, repairing his door or the thatch of his little cottage. He repainted the cathedral moon-signs and shored up any crumbling of the well. Took stock of what tapestries had not survived the cold weather without mold, and which pillows were homes now for mice. A cathedral open to the elements rarely managed to stay in good repair for more than a few weeks.

Connley worked as diligently as ever, smiling at his rare guests; he set seed and bread for the birds, murmuring welcome. He put himself through the paces, silent or whispering soft answers to the teasing wind.

Through it all a melancholy clung to him.

He told himself it was only that he’d never experienced springtime without Ashling. She was gone forever, bound, Rowan said, with her sisters’ bones, to settle Innis Lear and prepare it for what was to come. It was good for the sisters to be at peace, but unsurprising that he should miss her. For most of his life, she’d been the staple of his heart’s diet. But his melancholy was more than loneliness. He was used to being alone.

Perhaps it was the nature of the wind since the Longest Night seeping into his bones. This was Innis Lear, and Innis Lear always had an opinion, but lately, the voice of the roots and wind drifted into unfinished lines of poetry or disconnected phrases. Or repeated again and again, One one one, one for Innis Lear, one for Aremoria. Or offered him plain news about the fox den around the bend of the nearby creek or an old buck who’d laid himself down to die. The only excitement came on the wings of a crow, word sent from Connley Castle by Grandmother Sin that one of his cousins would wed a young man from Taria.

At night, when the stars glittered, the Witch of the White Forest found the Child Star and under her simple light cast holy bones. There fell the Star of Courage, touching the corner of the Tree of Ancestors. There appeared portents of conflict, of human choosing, and the ultimate spiral of destiny. And still the dragon, the lion, the wolf. (His wolf.)

The worms and wind cooed and caressed the cards with agreement but no fresh clarity.

What will happen? Connley asked.

One for Innis Lear, one for Aremoria, the wind replied. Are you awake?

Yes? No? Maybe Connley was always dreaming.

It was raining the day Isarna Persy rode into the cathedral grove; a gentle, encompassing rain that missed no cracks and slowly soaked the earth and bowed the limbs of even the strongest trees with gentle persistence. Connley sat beneath an oiled canvas staked to the ground and stretched up against the cathedral. The canvas barely kept the rain off his head and the wool sweater he wore with the sleeves rolled up so he could weave undyed thread through circles of birch wood for moon charms.

He heard her horse, and the trees giggled about the fire-wife, the wolf, and so Connley was prepared. Surprised, but prepared.

Isarna rode with a hood pulled up over her curls. They’d grown long enough to braid out of her eyes, though barely, and she tilted her face to the sky as if the rain bothered her not at all. It landed upon her pink lips and splashed her freckles, darkening the leather and wool of her cloak.

Connley hurried to meet her, taking her horse’s reins and helping her quickly unsaddle and rub him down, then loosed him in the wet field to eat as he liked of the young grasses and flowers. Isarna frowned a little, as if to complain, but shook her head and took Connley’s hand instead. He pulled her under the canvas shelter.

“I have water, and some beer,” he said. “Are you cold?”

“Warm enough.” Isarna pulled off her hood and untied the cloak. “Fire?”

“We should go to the cabin.”

“Wait. First—” Isarna stopped, and studied him, still frowning, as if he were a puzzle to solve.

Connley waited, used to being confusing, used to speculation and uncertainty.

His wife said, “Rowan is a bad teacher.”

“What?” Connley tilted his head.

“I miss you.”

“Oh.”

They stared in silence. Rain pattered against the canvas and played gentle music against the earth. A breeze blew, wordless but somehow warm and amused.

Isarna took his face and kissed him. It was not urgent, nor quick, but a deliberate and tender exploration. She tasted a little bit sour, a little bit like cheese. But her tongue was sweet, tentative as Isarna was never tentative. Connley touched her cheeks, too, so that they cupped each other’s faces.

It was only a kiss, and when Isarna leaned into him, angling for more, she stopped herself. “I miss you,” she said again, only a breath on his mouth.

Connley opened his eyes: hers were so blue, bluer than the heart of fire.

“Go with me to Aremoria,” Isarna said. “To Port Comlack now, and then we’ll sail for the March. I need you.”

“Why? I’m no warrior.”

“I …” Isarna glanced out of the shelter, into the bleary rain as if it were a field of some other place, a stage only she could see, and other men and women acted upon it. “There is magic involved in everything that is to come. I know I will return home different than I left. You are a true witch, you know magic.”

“So does Rowan,” Connley argued, bitter for no reason he could name.

“Why did you leave? Why come here?”

“I like it here in the spring.”

His wife scowled at him. It made Connley’s heart pump harder. She said, “You might have brought me with you.”

“You’d have stayed with Mora.”

Her scowl deepened. “You do know me, Conn. Do you like me, though? At all?”

Cold suddenly, Connley nodded. “I do, of course I do.”

“There’s no of course. I’m angry and dismissive, and …”

“Do you like me?” he asked, incredulous. “There is no guarantee. I am mild and—and so mild.”

“You would not say that if you’d seen yourself make fire,” Isarna said, indeed angry and dismissive. “You would not say that if you’d seen the glow of magic in your eyes. You enchanted an earth saint, Conn, and the most arrogant prince I have ever known. I do like you. I—I need you. Because you are my …  friend. Connley, I need you. Please don’t make me say it again.”

For most of his life, he’d thought Rowan was his friend, and Era, though Era was also his cousin, and Rowan was also his prince. He’d thought of Innis Lear as his friend, the roots and birds and trees.

Isarna continued, “I want you to be my teacher, yes, and a witch, yes. I want you to be mild and weird, to save kittens and put everyone off-kilter. You unsettle others because you are so settled yourself. All this”—she swept her arm to indicate the cathedral and perhaps the White Forest itself—“you love it, it’s part of who you are, and I understand that. My land, my Red Castle, that oak tree where we met, the earth that is Perseria, I love it. That’s what I want, what I want to be. A part of Aremoria, and you understand the connection, you understand that family and land aren’t different, they’re the same. I need that, and want it. Your honesty and friendship, and understanding. How else can I go back to Aremoria and do the hardest thing I’ve ever done? I need my friend and husband at my side. Our marriage is more than two people coming together, more than politics. It’s two pieces of earth becoming one. One from Aremoria, and one from Innis Lear.”

She was panting a little by the end of it, and she held Connley’s hand—which he’d not noticed her take—so hard it would bruise, crushing his knucklebones.

“I’ll go with you,” he said, and nudged her out into the rain.




To Celedrix of Aremoria and Calepia Bolinbroke—

Aremoria is mine. So it was declared by a consecrated king, and so is it again declared by the right of my name, my blood, and my allies.

You have usurped the honest line of the Aremore throne, you have attacked Innis Lear upon our own shores, and I call you out now to face me, and face the grievous faults of your past. In the March on the first day of summer we will meet at the field of Liresfane, an army at my hand and all the strength of the March, Perseria, Mercia, Burgun, and Innis Lear. If you would surrender now, send word to the Red Castle.

By the Blood and the Sea I swear you will be judged with mercy.

In trust,

Banna Mora of Aremoria and Innis Lear




HOTSPUR

The March, late spring

HOTSPUR DID NOT realize how accustomed she’d grown to the embodied magic of Innis Lear, how much a part of her it had become, until she arrived again in Aremoria and felt the emptiness of the land. She was unbalanced, and this was her home.

“Wormshit and baby-eaters,” she whispered to herself five minutes after docking at Marchtown. Of course, Connley stood beside her and so he heard.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, placing a hand at the small of her back.

“The magic is so quiet.”

“If you call to the trees, they will answer. Sleepy, and with a different dialect.”

Hotspur frowned. “Trees have dialects?”

“The magic is buried deep. I found remnants, faded threads, when I was here.” He stroked her back just firmly enough that she could feel it through her jacket. It was a little condescending.

Hotspur strode off the dock without him. She felt ungrounded—a fire hanging in the air, not planted against wood or tucked into a mouthy hearth. Her sword spat at her, and she gripped its hilt. Its whispering focused: home home jagged hungry fire fire fire and Hotspur felt the same.

When our world burns, we must learn to breathe fire.

So the dragon had told Mora, and Mora told Hotspur. She repeated the adage in her mind, wrapping it around her like armor. Hotspur was fire, she was part of Mora’s fire, the fire of every queen who had commanded her. And she was here, in this land, to—to what? Wield her own destiny? Be her own flame, direct herself? Choose the end? If Hal were here, Hotspur would tell her—

I need to tell my own story, or at least choose the meaning of it.

She wished Hal did stand beside her. Because the truth was Hotspur wouldn’t even have to say anything. Hal would simply understand.

Wind puffed along the shore from Aremoria, smelling of tilled earth and fresh water. A little bit of iron, a dash of shit, and the sweat of a thousand townsfolk.

Hotspur wondered what Aremoria would say if it had a voice like Innis Lear’s. Would it share its desires with her? Tell her what to do, what it wished for?

Hello, Aremoria, she said carefully in the language of trees. The thought of an Aremoria as willful and alive as Innis Lear filled her with gladness. Hello, she said again.

The wind blew wordlessly. She looked out over the edge of Marchtown toward trees she could not see. Hello, she said again.

Connley joined her, taking her hand.

Hello.

Hello.

The wind returned again, and again, and there, maybe, if she tilted her ear: a word.

Wizard …?

Hotspur gasped, laughingly.

This was the truth: she’d left her homeland a soldier and returned to it a wizard. She could hear the Aremore trees.

With retainers behind her and Connley at her side, Hotspur entered Marchtown and aimed for the castle. Her aunt had retaken the March with a Burgundian army alongside her, and it was from here that they would launch their campaign against Celedrix. There was much to coordinate in the next week before Banna Mora’s arrival with her Learish army.

Under her hand, her sword hissed and whispered, and Hotspur’s pace slowed. Her attention turned south, because someone was calling her name. Not the voice of the wind …  Her mother’s? No.

Isarna

You’re awake

The voice was familiar, but she could not quite place it, being too far distant. Houses rose around her, wooden and leaning, and her retainers paused. Connley touched her again, but he said nothing, listening, too.

Come home

“Did you hear that?” Hotspur asked.

“It isn’t the wind.” Her husband’s soft voice ought to have comforted her, but jagged hungry fire, whispered the sword, and Hotspur’s pulse paused, restarted, just as jagged and hungry. She was also hungry, and bared her teeth in a great smile. A wolf could be a wizard, too, not only a soldier.

She turned off the street they’d been following to the castle gate, her instinct leading her down a narrow alley. Suddenly she was running.

Come home

Hotspur did not think, but gripped her sheathed sword and followed this ragged call through the town, choosing streets abruptly and eagerly, never a wrong turn, until she reached the old town wall and waved frantically at the soldier standing guard as she dove through and burst out.

One for Innis Lear

One for Aremoria

The Wolf is coming home

Beyond the wall was more town, though only a trickle of it along the slope toward grazing fields now dotted not with sheep but with canvas tents and carts, men and horses and mules. The edge of Vindomata’s army. The road cut through the camp and rolled over the hill, vanishing. Wind played, teasing at her, whispering—she could discern the words now—of rain for an hour at sunset, then clear days beyond.

The Wolf!

Then Hotspur saw them: three figures standing at the crest of the distant pasture hill, too tall and still to be soldiers, and little more than silhouettes against the blue sky studded with small white clouds. Though they were so far away, she knew they stared back at her. She’d seen them before.

Come home

As she blinked, a tree appeared beside the earth saints, huge and spreading golden branches that dug up into the sky like roots.

I am home, she said as loudly as it was possible to say in the language of trees.

One figure lifted a hand to her.

Wolf of Aremoria, the wind said.

Hotspur was awake.

No other word could describe the feeling of having their eyes on hers, scouring boundary lines against her flesh. And she could see them, too. As if she’d been dreaming all her life, unable to open her eyes fully. She shuddered—not afraid, not furious, but lusting.

Then the golden tree was gone. And the three earth saints, too.

Hotspur panted, gasped. She slowly lowered herself to her knees in the road.




Daughter—

There are memories in my dreams of late, memories of your birth and those strange circumstances of which I have told you little.

You were born at the foot of our yew tree, in the conduit court. But you were conceived there, too. With a spirit I have strived to forget. A ghost, an earth saint, a creature of roots and seashell eyes, of inhuman beauty. Haunting. I have rarely believed it to be more than a dream, and dream it may be. Your father is your father, I swear it. And yet …  I dream of this other creature again. He says your name. He says you are awake, and when he does, so do I wake up.

Some nights he tells me a story: that you will be lost to me in this battle, if this battle is fought. You will return to him. It is your destiny to return to him.

This is all a dream. It cannot be real. But these memories unsettle me, and in this unsettled state I must bring to you a decision you will not like.

Perseria will not be marching to Liresfane. I have received an offer of pardon from Celedrix, and signed by the newly married Calepia, Prince Hal. Perseria will accept. I urge you to join me at the side of our queen, of your prince.

Vindomata is lost in vengeance, Isarna. I would wake myself from it, and you.

I do not expect you to understand, not now, but perhaps someday. When you are a mother. I hope that by choosing thus I make it possible for you to live to be one.

I beg you: hold what you have, and think what you have to lose if you march south against Celedrix. Even with Innis Lear, the armies are matched, and she holds Lionis. The best outcome of this battle, unless you kill your queen or your prince, is an Aremoria divided.

There are no others for Perseria if you die, Isarna. There will be nothing.

Sue for peace, I beg you, as your lord and your mother.

Forgive me.

Caratica Persy




THE DROWSY TREES of Aremoria barely listen to the wind. But beneath their creaking, ready roots, creatures claw up, tilting their heads to hear:

(and to whisper:)

One for Aremoria

one for Innis Lear

The voice is strong and bold, invading the peaceful strands of Aremore wind, prodding and waking dull ravens, rolling stones back from caves so the hungry shadows can remember.

Remember what?

Remember that once they were—

THERE IS AN old oak tree in the north that pulses with heartbeat and remembers the days of magic. It remembers, too, a young woman’s vow, made with a passionate desperation: That is all I want to be!

Wind scathes across the land, poking with eager fingers, exploring valleys and caves, swirling about rough old ruins, lifting to castle towers. It is a wind from Innis Lear, drawn across the water in the breaths of several: a wolf made of fire who gave her name to Innis Lear; a witch who has embraced that fire; a wizard of roots; a lion crowned.

On Innis Lear they used to sacrifice young people to the island: drown them in wells, set them alone into the White Forest, smear hemlock oil onto their lips, offering life to the roots. (This was how the Glennadoers lost their magic, this was how the greatest wizard of Lear was born and how he will die, as well.) The wind murmurs its memory of such things and the Aremore trees shudder, dreaming.

THE EARTH SAINTS reach for the surface; they unleash their shadows to giggle and sharpen claws, to kiss ice to the surface of still-water springs and scream in pitches only wolves can hear. They are ready.

SHE THINKS TO herself, distracted from dinner conversation and the plans of her aunt: What do I do now that I am awake? How do I choose? What do I choose?

For all her life the wind tugged and slid, it battered at her in a storm or brought sweet smells of bread and spring meadows, it gasped back from a battlefield’s stench. It was wind. Warm currents and deadly with ice, wind between branches, gusting rain, snakes of cold seeking out the cracks beneath doors and corners of great halls to nest. Sometimes—sometimes—the wind tilted her ear until she suspected what weather it would bring.

Nothing more!

Then a wolf went to Innis Lear, married a witch, banished a ghost, and planted her name deep in those rocks.

Except it began before that, didn’t it? With a new-made prince on a battlefield, with a long-dead king, with a prophecy. With a baby in the roots of a yew, with a sword in the heart of an oak.

How long has Hotspur been awakening?

THE WIZARD IS listening, too, in a vast white palace where the sunlight gleams off plate mail and swords, where everyone who matters gathers in a vaulted chamber (the wizard remembers the stars on the ceiling, but avoids the jeweled gaze of painted earth saints). Wind hisses into his ear tales of what’s to come: his time is ending.

He would stay if he could. Stay with the lion cub and make better choices than those he made before.

Around the broad oval table stands a queen with her warriors, her councillors, daughters, allies, pitched together to study a massive map. They point, they argue, three secretaries scrawl fast notes and another sketchesprofiles and the patterns of family crests—wait, that is the prince with her sketchbook, smearing a line with the pad of a middle finger to make shadows under her mother’s eyes. The prince listens; the prince throws in a comment when she has one to give. She slumps in her chair, chin down, hair askew, occasionally sipping from a heavy clay cup that sloshes watery coffee. Her drawing is frenetic.

The wizard crouches beside her in new, bright mail and royal orange gambeson. His hair has been trimmed, washed, and braided by a palace attendant with incredible patience. Though his beard is always patchy, it’s shaved away now, and his muddy green eyes are clear. If one did not know better, one might think him any middle-aged soldier here to advise the prince.

(Everyone knows better, but chooses to pretend otherwise.)

When the star roads blaze, bring the lion’s heart home.

The riddle grows louder in his mind, as if from beneath the roots his masters tug threads to raise its volume, to press it more firmly to the fore of his thoughts.

“Gah!” complains one of the councilwomen. “I cannot abide calling it the first day of summer—it still is spring. Summer begins at the Zenith Day.”

Another holds out a calming hand. “On Innis Lear the seasons are different. What is that old song? Winter is a long sleep, spring and autumn feelings: summer is the only season?”

“The season of war,” says Ianta Oldcastle.

At a soft sigh from the prince, the wizard murmurs, “You’ll win.”

He’s rewarded with her wan smile. “Is that a prophecy?”

He rolls his eyes.

“Then how do you know?” Something pleads in her gaze, though her voice is casual, her demeanor loose.

The wizard tilts his head as if listening, though no wind penetrates the throne room now; there is only arguing and the click of boots on polished marble. He says, “Aremoria knows.”

Pain flashes across her face, lightning there and gone. Her smile remains, unaltered. “You’re certain when Aremoria claims its prince, it is me and not Banna Mora whose name trembles through the breeze?”

“Aremoria wants for a lion.”

As the wizard says it, a natural break in conversation falls, and so his words spill into a quiet moment for everyone to hear.

LIKE MOST AREMORE nobility, Vindomata of Mercia does not believe in destiny—not as they do on the island, not in a way where destiny is set and known by the stars. But she does believe some things are meant to be. She is meant to be the duke of Mercia, and Mercia is meant to reign over Aremoria as its strongest subject.

Vindomata understands that a country is its subjects, and if a subject has enough power, there is no crown could stop them.

“Did you know, Burgun,” the duke begins casually, holding the pewter goblet up to study the pink ripple of wine, “that once Banna Mora was engaged to my son Vindus? He would have been her king.”

“I did not know,” Douglass answers. He joins Vindomata at the hearth of this small library in March Castle. Sweet-smelling oil shines in his beard, and his thick brown mane is slicked off his forehead. A green velvet tunic trimmed with cream and ocher stretches across his shoulders, belted with an amber-and-copper linked belt. Beside him, the duke’s son Vindus leans against the wall in a bloodstained gambeson, watching his mother expectantly.

She knows it is not him, it cannot be: her son is dead. And yet, here she sees him, beautiful, strong.

The Burgun prince pours himself wine and takes a hearty drink. He stands very near to Vindomata; amused, she allows it.

“Now Banna Mora’s king will be the king of Innis Lear,” Douglass says.

“And you will be your own king. That is our bargain,” Vindomata confirms. His army and aid, in return for Burgun’s independence for the first time in sixty years. An easy promise, and once this battle is won, Douglass of Burgun will be Banna Mora’s problem. Hotspur defeated him once; she can do so again.

“A bargain I remain satisfied with,” Douglass assures her, saluting with his wine.

He is so near, Vindomata smells his breath, tart and warm. She puts a hand against his chest, thumb and finger at the loose tie weaving the collar of the tunic closed. “If you would have more, Burgun, I know what else you can do to earn it.”

“More of you?” he asks gruffly.

“More of everything. Me, land, power.” She taps her forefinger against him with each word. The gold of her signet ring flashes.

“Power,” the prince repeats, leaning toward her with his hips.

Vindomata glances over her shoulder at the wall where Vindus watches, arms crossed; his smile is sharp with amusement. She pins Douglass again with her eyes. “You are barely older than my son would have been today, had he lived.”

“Your way of flirting is odd, Mercia,” Douglass says, laughing. Before he backs away, Vindomata slides her hand down to his hip.

“I like to know the mettle of a man’s mind before I strip him down to it.”

This time his laugh is shocked, but she hears the shortening of his breath. Vindomata has suspected this since Hotspur first complained of Douglass’s advances: here is a man who loves powerful women. Loves them to tell him what he needs, loves them to present themselves as if they are prizes he won. Powerful women in his bed make Douglass of Burgun feel powerful. Vindomata does not think she will go to his bed, but perhaps have him right here. Stretch herself across the table between two of the bowls of floating roses and let him lift her gown as if he’d made the choice himself.

Vindomata’s answering smile is broad and real. She loves men. Foolish, powerful men. The duke, her husband, had been one such, and they’d gotten on so well before grief buried him. Her sons would’ve been the same.

“Burgun,” she says, backing up to the table. She sits against the edge, lifting her slippered foot to shove the bench farther beneath it out of the way. “I want you to do something, to swear you will.”

He follows her slowly, eyes on her mouth, her neck, her eyes. “Tell me.”

Bending closer, showing her sharp collar and slight swell of breast, Vindomata grins, letting it be all of her wolfish nature, her hungry, warlike smile, the one she shares with her niece. Only, to Vindomata it is as much weapon as warning, and Hotspur has never yet learned that. Hotspur’s appears naturally, Vindomata’s by decree. “Come here.”

Douglass obeys, but Vindomata uses her hand to hold him away. She stands and flicks her tongue against his mouth, drawing in a breath against his face. She turns, putting her bottom against him, and twists her neck to hold his gaze. The prince grasps her hips, pulls her closer, where he is eager.

“Whisper in my ear, Douglass of Burgun,” Vindomata commands. “Whisper a vow that you will find upon the battlefield Hal Bolinbroke, and make certain to kill her.”

His body shudders, but he clenches her close to him and puts his mouth against her jaw. His beard is soft, his lips harder, and he says, “Gladly.” His hands dig into her hips, and he kisses up to her ear. “I will call her out, and cut her down, or else die myself.”

AT THE EDGE of the March an old woman’s dreams push her out of bed, and, fussing, she walks all day to the fane hill. Crumbling blue-gray rocks fall in ways that suggest once a building rested here, but there are no doorways nor a center; the once-walls spread in four directions, tumbling down the slope. Trees grow through the rocks, their strong roots making further mess of any former shape, and if narrow stairs once rose in that corner, now it is a bulky, jagged hedge of blackberries and wild roses. The old woman climbs inside where the earth is damp and carpeted thickly with flowers, so near they weave together and make a tapestry whose patterns the old woman can almost recognize. She walks across its ruffling colors to a mound of rocks. It smells of water here, and she is thirsty.

The first rock is difficult to lift away, but not the second, nor the third, fourth, fifth, or sixth. Soon the mound is shorter, and the old woman can see a black mouth. It gasps, belching a puff of stale, dank air that lingers on the wind like the smell of sweet wine.

AT THE RAIL of a war barge, Banna Mora hesitates. The wooden plank angles away from her, leading to the docks, and the road winds beyond, toward March Castle where Hotspur and Vindomata and all their destinies wait. It is not that which makes her pause. No, it is all of Aremoria.

Before her.

Aremoria, the land of her people, her land, and Mora knows this is why she exists.

She knows it so completely, perhaps it is the only thing she knows. She is the great king who will reunite the two lands. One Innis Lear, and one Aremoria. The same.

What will change within her the moment her foot touches this earth again? Nothing? Everything? After nearly two years Mora cannot recall the smell of her home.

“It’s time,” her husband says.

IT’S TIME. THE winds of Innis Lear whisper the words, the hemlock-tinged words, blowing them across Aremoria. Those who can hear, do.

A SOLDIER SNORTS awake, jerking against the wheel of a supply wagon—

Twin girls in a town nudged against the Diotan border gasp and stare at each other—

The ostler at Tenne-Tiras thinks he hears his prince’s voice, spins—

Ianta Oldcastle, where she leans upon a narrow balcony outside the rooms she’s been given as part of Hal’s council, hears it. Her eyes glint with tears of joy, and tears of anger, for why did she not hear such things years ago, when she was younger and ready? Why now, when her heart is—

(The wizard hears it, too, but this is not for him, not his answer.)

One for Innis Lear

one for Aremoria.

LADY HOTSPUR SLAMS into her bedchamber on the second level of March Castle, aiming for her trunk of clothes. Tight in her grip is a violently abused letter, and her mouth presses a flat line. She hits one knee to the floor and tosses the letter aside to better use both hands for flinging open the trunk. Atop is an overdress, which she shoves in the back corner to get at the trousers beneath. Standing, she strips off the gown she’s wearing, elbows and curls tangling; Hotspur growls; something rips.

“Not coming,” she spits to herself as she throws the gown away and begins snatching at the ties of her plain bodice. “Not coming!”

“Shall I help with the ties?” Connley, her husband, asks tentatively from the center of the bed, where he kneels atop the blankets, surrounded by holy bones. When she stormed in, he froze with surprise.

Hotspur whirls, fingers stilling. She stares at him, cheeks aflame, then shakes her head and jerks the ties free. She shimmies out of the bodice and strips off the underdress, leaving her bare to the waist. Her underwear is leggings wrapped to her thighs and short linen braes. And of course she still wears her green leather slippers. “You’re staring, Connley,” she bites out.

“What’s wrong? Who’s not coming?” He climbs off the bed and bends to retrieve the ruined letter.

Hotspur tenses, ashamed of what he’s about to read.

“Daughter,” he murmurs, and his shoulders tense as he reads the entire thing.

“I will go to her, and demand she reconsider,” Hotspur insists. “This is ridiculous.” She stomps to the trunk and gets her binder, then thrusts it at her husband.

Silently, he helps her position it and tie it well enough to flatten her breasts, but restrict no movement. Next goes a fresh shirt and the dark green tunic, and finally she sits on the edge of their mattress to allow him to remove her stockings so they may be replaced by riding trousers. When her legs are naked, Conn pushes between them, hands on the insides of her thighs, just over her knees. His fingers indent her flesh, and he tilts his face to look at her. “I believe these dreams of hers. You have magic in your bones, Isarna. I’ve said it before. You understand it fundamentally.”

“The dreams aren’t the part that matter—I don’t care about that. My father is my father, and maybe magic has—has contaminated me since birth.”

“Magic isn’t a disease.”

Hotspur growls dismissively and shoves at his hands, trying to close her knees. “She can’t just not come. She can’t abandon us.”

Connley is stronger than he looks, and she’s not truly trying to get away. “Isarna, what are your dreams about?”

Her lashes flutter. Her left shoulder jerks in a shrug.

“Isarna.” This time her name is punctuated by digging fingers.

(Isarna, whispers a faraway oak tree.)

Hotspur hisses through her teeth. “Stop.”

Fast as a mouse, Connley lets go her thighs and grabs her hips, pulling her off the mattress and into his lap. He wraps his arms around her waist, holding his own elbows to lock her tight.

Arms braced awkwardly out, Hotspur stares down at him, torn between offense and arousal. He meets her stare openly, his wide brown-green eyes unashamed. Slowly her arms lower and she puts her hands into his curly brown hair. She makes fists, hard enough his eyes water. “I’ll bloody your nose if you make me.”

“Then bloody it.” He pulls his head from her fists until she must rip hair from his scalp or release him.

With a cry of frustration, she lets go, flinging herself backward. Her shoulders land on the mattress; her arms cross over her face.

Conn breathes deeply for a moment, then gently slides his hands up her ribs and tugs her upright again. “I know you dream: you murmur and sweat and cry out in your sleep. Is it like you to dream badly over war? I’d not have believed so.”

Hotspur speaks with her hands against her eyes. “I am not afraid of war.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“Choice. Failure. Regret? Star roads opening and swallowing the world. What if everything breaks? I’m afraid of that. And, One for Innis Lear, one for Aremoria.”

“Do you know what it means? Certainly? Or are you simply afraid that you do?”

She lowers her hands. “I don’t know. But in my dreams I’m so afraid. I dream of wolves and lions and roads made out of lightning. I take my sword and stab it through my own guts! I choose one thing and lose everything else. Why are choices like that?”

“They’re not, always. You won’t lose me, no matter what you choose.”

“What if I lose myself?” The Wolf of Aremoria breathes softly, lashes fluttering with emotion.

Her husband says, “Aremoria knows what you are. If you hold on to Aremoria, you hold on to yourself.”

“I’m not sure that means anything,” she replies, wryly amused.

“I know what you are, then. Hold on to me.”

Almost against her will, Hotspur leans her forehead against his.

THE PROBLEM WITH prophecies is this: one for Innis Lear, one for Aremoria is as simple as it gets, and yet, is that one the same one as the first? Or are they two individual ones? One person? One queen? One magic, sky, sun? A one to be shared, a one to be won? A one to die or claim or love or lose?

Faith, the Poison Prince would say, and the Witch of the White Forest pull a clarifying card, while the Star-Seer shrug and admit that without knowing the sky the moment the prophecy first was offered, untangling it is impossible. Lady Hotspur would groan and Hal Bolinbroke applaud, laughing, and perhaps comment that one is always a poor number of anything. Banna Mora would counter that one is all anybody needs, if that one is courageous.




BANNA MORA

Liresfane, early summer

THE ARMY OF the March and Innis Lear arrived at Liresfane Valley the afternoon before the first day of the first month of the summer season. The sun shone in a deep blue sky striped with wispy white clouds, warm enough to roast soldiers in their armor. Sweat glistened upon brows and tracked down spines, and the Learish captains encouraged their soldiers to sing merry songs that kept pace regular and spirits bright.

Mora led the waves of soldiers and horses from the fore, steel breastplate tarnished dark but pressed with a star for Innis Lear; her cape flowed golden for the March, and woven into her thick braids were copper and black ribbons and rubies from the north mountains of the island. She rode like a queen already, in the tones of fire and life. Her eyes swept the expansive field before her, the emerald and rich yellow grasses, edged to the distant south by smooth gray boulders and a curve of narrow river. Elegant trees still abloom with pink and fuchsia buds draped over the clear water, climbing a tor that marked the western swell of Liresfane and was capped by the crumbling ruins of a tower. To the southeast she saw the snapping pennants of Celedrix: orange triangles rippling like tongues of flame lined the hill that shielded the imposter queen’s camp from view. The crown-and-orange flags were joined by others, a rainbow of allies for the queen, but the valley was too wide across for the details to be seen.

Gripping the reins in her left hand, Mora reached out with her right to her husband; the garnet cradled in the heart of the Blood and the Sea glinted. He accepted her hand, chin lifted.

She recalled in a flash how she’d seen Rowan Lear two years ago, herself ruined by his father on a different battlefield in this very March, him gleaming gold and powerful as the sun set behind him—and upon her hopes, she’d thought at the time. His armor was the same as then, but polished and washed of blood. His eyes just as daring now, but beloved.

Rowan signaled the halt and ordered his captain to spread word that this was where the royal pavilion would be built, where he and his glorious wife could rule the cradle of tomorrow’s victory.

“I’ll see to everything,” he said more quietly to her, with a squeeze of her hand. “You hold here, looking bold and dangerous.”

Mora laughed. “Rowan.” She did not let go his hand. He met her gaze, and she stared into those tiger-iron eyes of his, lost for a moment. A sweet touch of wind woke her, and she felt her body settle into the saddle, every ache and sore muscle—those from the long ride, those still plaguing her from giving birth. Sun put rays about her husband’s white-gold hair, blurring him as if he were created of nothing but light. The ring of mail, the creak of leather, the huffing horses and orders yelled, passing through the layers of army: all joined together into a song. Banna Mora thought she understood why Rowan frequently was pressed to sing, whether a ballad or a silly jig, a song of destiny or sadness or inexplicable joy. It was perfect belonging.

The world was a song, and Mora a clarion note, a single pure voice pinning every layer of harmony and discord into place.

“Mora?” Rowan prompted gently.

“We are exactly where we are supposed to be, my love. Whatever has spiraled together in the past, whatever is to come, this is the center.”

His smile was knowing and arrogant.

Mora did not even mind. She pulled him toward her, so he nudged his mount too deeply and their knees crushed together, horses complaining. Mora put his first knuckle to her mouth and dug her teeth into it. More than a kiss: a command.

She let him go, and Rowan turned his sleek white horse, opening his mouth to call an order.

But he stopped, lips gaping, and Mora glanced sharply his way again.

Rowan stared southwest, at the tor where the tower crumbled at the summit.

“Mora,” he said, “that is the place. Not any small lookout tower, but the temple of Lear. Burned a thousand years ago to crack open the heart of the wizard who cracked Innis Lear and Aremoria in two. I know it from my dreams.”

Mora reached again for him, grasping his wrist.

“Liresfane,” he muttered, then laughed once, hard as a bark. “Lear’s fane—” He said another thing in the language of trees: chapel of magic, and Mora heard it: the sound was more ffffff than shhhh when the wind said chapel.

“Control yourself, Rowan,” she demanded softly.

He licked his lips and blew a long, narrow stream of breath. “It will be ours,” he said, voice stronger again. But his eyes lifted to the vault of daylight heavens. “One end of a road of starlight.”

“Rowan.” Her fingers dug into his wrist.

His wild eyes caught hers. For a moment pure understanding passed between them. They would win here tomorrow.

Mora let go.

With that, Rowan wheeled his horse around and called out his orders. As the army shifted around her, dividing and spilling free of regiments to make camp, Mora aligned her shoulders and pushed her heels down in the stirrups. She gazed toward the opposite hill. The incline Celedrix’s forces would charge down was steeper than this northern slope, and while Mora could pour a greater number onto the field at a time, the height would advantage the Aremore archers.

Hotspur rode up and said, “Curse my mother for abandoning us.”

“We still have nearly equal numbers, and better cause.”

The knight grunted. Then she murmured, “It’s going to be good weather tomorrow. No bright sun. No rain, either.”

Mora slid a glance to her friend. “I forgot you could do that.”

“Aremoria did not.” Hotspur shifted her left hand to the hilt of her sword. She stared out at the roll of field and murmured, “Look, they’re coming to parley. Three. And …  Mora, they’re bearing the standard of the Lady Knights.”




PRINCE HAL

Liresfane, early summer

DEATH HAUNTED HAL’S every glance.

In the center of an army, perhaps any rational person might be more aware of mortality than usual, but for Hal, usual itself held mortal thoughts in friendly company.

(Celedrix’s charger bolts into Hal, knocks her down, and tramples her into a smear that shocks in the memories of onlookers as brightly as the orange of her gambeson.)

(Hal’s boot catches on that edge of turf cut into the muddy field by a wagon wheel and she falls forward into the axle of that same wagon, jagged and jutting and awaiting repair. That one is a slower death; she gasps for air as blood fills her lungs, pain radiating and her fingers going numb. She’s too weak to pull free, but the hands of her friends grab at her, dragging her off the jagged wood. The wound sucks painfully; with a pop of air she’s free. There’s a hole straight through her, and even the stars can see inside her now.)

(The canvas she’s trying to sleep beneath catches fire and her dreams labor under an onslaught of smoke: she’s dead of suffocation before the flames are noticed by the guards outside—they drag Charm to safety, though, that’s what matters.)

(That soldier over there, glaring at her, is an assassin, and his blade appears in her chest, silently and without even a glint of moonlight as it flew from his hand. She dies of surprise more than blood loss.)

(Celeda stops speaking midsentence, heart stopped, and slumps forward, dead.)

(Celeda does not wake at dawn, no matter how vigorously she is shaken.)

(Celeda is dead.)

(Celeda is dead.)

(Celeda is dead.)

Hal had tucked a flask of Terestria’s tears into her bloodred jacket but tried not to imbibe too much. It was a personal dare, to feel the shudder of a death-dream and not take a sip for soothing.

She shared a tent with her husband, though during the seven-day journey here to Liresfane—though it would have been merely four without the massive army—she rode in formation with her Lady Knights, and so Hal was surrounded by her friends.

Still, the absences rang louder to the prince’s awareness than the rebuilding camaraderie.

The Lady Knights rode together, camped together, built fires and hunted and scooped shit together. Hal did her share, and made Vatta, though they both ate with their mother and Mata Blunt, Prince Charm, the lords Westmore and Alsax, and their general of foot. Enough squires had been commissioned to the Lady Knights to be shared among them, but Hal and Vatta had royal aides of their own, one military and a palace girl to tend to their wardrobe and tent.

Vatta asked Hal if this was how the rebellion had been, but of course it was not: that had been immediate and desperate, while this was a true campaign. The sort of summer war Aremoria excelled at, while all Hal remembered of their mother’s rebellion was exhaustion, panic, blood, Hotspur, and the ghost of Morimaros.

The prince took pity on Vatta, though, and told her stories. Her sister was intelligent, which Hal had overlooked during her wastrel year, for a smart sibling could only have impeded her frivolity. Beyond that, Vatta was both gracious and vain, which made her struggle to get along with Ianta Oldcastle extremely entertaining to the rest of the knights. For Ianta did not allow vanity around her, weaving circular commentary that might or might not have been offensive to any princesses, but also Ianta was too old and too good at her job for Vatta to feel she could repay in kind.

For two days they’d been camped here at Liresfane, and Hal had taken Ter Melia and Nova to scout with three of Abovax’s soldiers and a Westmore captain. They’d paired up, spread out, and spent an afternoon and evening taking the lay of the land before Nova and the Westmore man rode north to wait for sign of Banna Mora. The two had charged into camp midmorning today, filthy and exhilarated: the enemy would arrive within five hours.

So Hal had put on her best mail under her red jacket and ordered that Lady Ianta be prepared as well, with Charm, to ride with her for parley. She had considered bringing her wizard but decided not to take anyone under any authority but her own. While she trusted the wizard, to outsiders his allegiances were unknown.

Before they departed, her husband said, “Remember, Hal, that you have made every choice for the right reasons.”

“I do remember,” she said. It was good to be reminded, though, for she’d spent hours these past weeks telling Charm everything she could, as if he were a diary to record her thoughts. She’d told him if she was to have a husband and king, they ought to be of one mind. They were not of one bed, after all.

They rode under the banner of the Lady Knights: herself, Lady Ianta, and Charm.

Riding to meet them were three more: Banna Mora austere in blue and black; Hotspur, armed in leather and passion; and Mared Lear, who smiled grimly as he held Mora’s banner. It was a golden sheaf from the March upon a vivid blue field, and a curve of stars above it, angling the shape of the Dragon of the North’s arched neck.

Hal thought, One of us will have to die.

But she did not let herself imagine it.

When the riders were near enough, Hal raised her hand. “Banna Mora.”

“Prince Hal,” Mora replied. “Ianta, this is a surprise.”

“I am the commander of the Lady Knights,” Ianta said. “Yours once, too. But this time the charter is real, built upon solid truth, not thin promises.”

“I betrayed no promises to you,” Mora said, chiding.

Lady Ianta smiled grimly. “But such were given to you, Prince, and so you are lost.”

“I’ve not lost yet.”

“Wandering lost, my love, if not defeated.”

Hal slid her glance to Hotspur, who sat easily upon a pale brown mare, staring back at Hal. Wind tugged her red-hot curls. Hal felt bleak. Mirthless. She drew herself up in her own saddle and politely said, “You’ve not met my husband, Echarmet of Celeda Queen.”

Hotspur’s mouth pulled in discomfort, but she glared at Charm in a very Hotspurish way.

“Hello, Echarmet,” Mora said. “I am Banna Mora of the March and Innis Lear. This is my sister, Lady Hotspur Perseria, and here my brother, Mared Lear.”

“I have heard much of you, Banna Mora,” Charm said, voice a deep purr.

Though the moment should have felt portentous, Hal would rather get it over with. Aremoria glinted with the strength of summer: green-gold fields soon to be trampled and running red; blue sky and wisps of clouds ready to dissipate; the sun, oh the sun, bright and glorious. Hal said, “Will you surrender, Banna Mora? Leave the field and withdraw from Aremoria? This is not your country any longer, and we will compel you away if we must.”

Mora smiled, pleased and hungry. “I will not. But if you consider—”

“No.” Hal held up her hand. “I did not come to negotiate. I came to say goodbye.”

Surprised painted itself across Mora’s face and held her still for a full breath.

Mared Lear’s eyebrows lifted and he turned to glance behind him, as if he expected something dreadful to interrupt.

Charm and Lady Ianta had known this would come, and rested easy in their saddles.

It was Hotspur who exploded. “Goodbye! You cannot dismiss parley, Hal! This is—”

“Is what, Hotspur? Going to change anything?” Hal pressed a fist to her chest, where her heart pounded. “I will not compromise with those who seek to murder the people and peace of Aremoria.”

Hotspur gasped, and in another age, Hal might’ve found her exaggerated shock to be funny.

Mora’s hungry smile had returned. “It is all right, Lady Hotspur. Prince Hal has found her spine, and she is correct—we are here for what is ours. This land we stride upon is a missing body of Innis Lear. Ours. And we will reunite all tomorrow morning, land and people, and we will open the corridors of magic that so long have been severed. Hal will see, and her knight and her husband, and everyone in Aremoria will feel the magic rise, the land awaken, and Aremoria will lift a crown onto my head, because I am the heir to the hemlock throne.”

“You cannot have this throne, this land, or this people,” Hal said.

“You’ll have to kill me to stop me,” Mora said.

“Death is everywhere, Mora.” Hal glanced at Charm for strength—he knew what she would say. “I used to be afraid of many things, death worst among them. But death by betrayal, especially. Do you remember, Hotspur, what Rovassos said just before he died? That betrayal is the only way kings ever die. I believed him, and maybe I still do. Maybe I will die tomorrow, but I can’t let it stop me from doing what I must, from being who—what—I am. I can’t. Or I would never get out of bed. You showed me that, Hotspur, to keep fighting, and keep choosing. And Mora, you lifted yourself out of the worst betrayal and found new meaning, new love. A new destiny entire! I admire you both so very much.”

Hal laughed a little bit. “If I die in the morning, I’ll love you now anyway. That’s why I came to say goodbye—because I would rather have this moment with the people I have loved more than anyone in the world, than never speak to you again.”

The prince had to stop, for the swelling in her throat.

Mora stared at her, face drawn cold. Hotspur’s hands had become fists around her reins.

“I taught her to give speeches,” Lady Ianta drawled, and Hal laughed again, breaking the hold on her heart: tears splashed her cheeks.

“If there is nothing more to say?” Charm asked.

Hotspur nudged her horse forward, and it tossed its head. She turned it, to better reach for Hal. “Aremoria wants the magic, Hal,” Hotspur urged. “I wish I could say otherwise, but Mora is right—Rowan is right. We must do this. I must do this. The magic must take root. Aremoria must wake up. That is the end I choose.”

Ianta Oldcastle leaned forward, and her broad charger took a step toward Banna Mora. The old knight said, “Are you awake then, Wolf?”

“I am,” Hotspur said, a look of surprise on her face.

Hal held up her hand again, to Ianta. The prince looked at Hotspur, and at Banna Mora, Mared, and back to Hotspur. “Then let the star roads blaze. I am the lion prince, and my heart is already home.”




THE NIGHT BEFORE the Battle of Liresfane, four prophecies were cast.

Connley Errigal fanned holy cards out before his wife as they stood together in the light of a torch, surrounded by tents and muttering soldiers, snoring men and settling horses, the clink of bowls and cups, sudden laughter: the sounds of a camp at night. “Breathe in the wind, and pick,” he said.

Her hot blue eyes did not leave his face as she reached a pale hand and drew a card.

The Tree of Ancestors. In this deck, it was a ropy black tree with roots as twisted and intricate as its branches. Tongues of flame licked at the branches against the dark blue sky; beneath the green earth, stars lined the roots like silver leaves.

“Another,” he murmured, and Isarna chose the Bird of Sacrifice. Also a mirror-image card: a sleek-winged falcon at the edge of a spring, its feathers lined with lightning. In the reflection, the falcon’s feathers were made of blood.

“Two more,” Connley said, though he did not want her to.

His wife met his gaze this time, frowning. “What’s wrong?”

Connley shook his head, for he had no words to describe the gruesome feeling tearing at his heart.

“Conn.”

He lowered his hands. Holy cards fluttered to the trampled grass in a spiral like a star chart. Through blurring eyes Connley saw the leaping Salmon constellation, and above its arcing back the Wolf Star marked by the Saint of Stars—sanctified destiny. He said, “Do you know what you are meant to be? You’re connected to this land, and you’re torn. You have a great destiny, Isarna.”

She sighed. “I always have.”

“But it’s near. It’s …  now.” Crouching, Connley touched the card holding the place in the spilled night sky where Hotspur’s birth star hung.

The Tree of Home.

His shoulders bowed, and then his wife touched his cheek, kneeling beside him. Wind nudged his lashes and the short ends of his curls, and this prophecy coiled in his ears: She will become home.

Connley whispered, “Rowan says someone must be anchored here, when he opens the star roads. He thinks it will be him, but what if it’s you? What if that’s what they’ve wanted, Isarna, all this time?”

Lady Hotspur kissed her husband, cradling his face in her rough hands. “If that is the answer, it is easy. I anchored myself on Innis Lear, and the whole island called my name. I can do the same, and better, at home in Aremoria.” She smiled.

Home, Connley whispered in the language of trees.

RELUCTANTLY, THE NAMELESS wizard stared up at twinkling stars.

“I don’t even know what I want to hear,” Prince Hal murmured beside him, her face turned up like its own moon.

“Good, because prophecies are mostly a waste of time.”

The prince laughed. “That is the least wizardly thing you’ve ever said.”

He shrugged one shoulder, feeling petulant.

Hal put her arm around him and pressed her cheek to his temple. “What do you see when you gaze at them?”

“Lies.”

“Wizard, don’t make me say your name.”

With a little sigh, he cast his eyes up again, marking constellations and sheer clouds, and the waning moon just risen in the east. Beneath his boots the earth trembled, but only with magic, only with crawling roots. Those were his tools, his masters, the avenues through which he might grasp at the future. In the sky, the stars softened and smeared, like lines of cold wind, blowing from east to west.

The wizard thought longingly of the queens of Innis Lear.

“One for Aremoria, one for Innis Lear,” he said. “That’s what the wind is saying. And She will become home and …”

“Home, hmm? Like your riddle. I’m not afraid, wizard. I’m ready to be home. But what do the stars say?”

The wizard shook his head. He faced Prince Hal and put a hand over her heart, spreading his fingers like wings. “Here is a prophecy for you: Be your own star.”

“And what does that mean?” she whispered, leaning nearer to peer into his eyes.

The wizard smiled mysteriously.

Just then flapping startled them both, and a small crow dropped through the night, awkward and irritable (night was not a time for crows to fly). It brushed its wing against the wizard’s cheek and he saw

long white braids

the ruins, a rustle of leaves tossed by wind

elegant hands

a line of earth and salt

Shooing the crow away with thanks, the wizard said, “Rowan Lear is at the old temple.”

DESPITE THE CRUMBLING nature of the walls and the wild vines spilling like tapestries from the trees, despite the ruined old well and nothing but shadows where once doors stood, Rowan Lear could sense the holy space around him. Long ago, this temple had echoed with joy and worship, with blessings, prophecy, and the language of trees.

The Poison Prince brushed aside a line of earth and salt, smiling gently. It was no barrier, but a signal. The wizard would know by wind or bird that Rowan had come, but the prince did not believe the wizard would bother him. Not here. It was only that neither Celedrix nor Banna Mora wanted their enemies using the temple for leverage.

Where two arms of the temple would once have met, a mound of black rocks hunched, damp and recently disturbed. The scent of rootwaters lifted to his nose: bright, but tinged with sweet decay. Rowan lowered himself to his knees and slid a leather pack from his shoulder. Inside were rolled star charts and clean parchment, charcoal pencils, candles, and a mirror setting he could use to reflect the flame of his candle onto the parchment so that it would not glare at his eyes nor ruin the crisp night sky.

Calmly, the prince unrolled parchment and without the aid of light sketched the arc of the sky. He smeared out stars and parts of constellations based on the angles of the wind and clouds, and the trees surrounding him: he spiraled his chart tighter and tighter, using all his fingers to connect some stars and shatter others, until the chart was a mass of black shadows precisely placed, with only a few tiny spots of creamy parchment speckled through.

Blinking, Rowan sat back and studied the prophecy.

It was the Star of Third Birds falling between the Child Star, the Wolf Star, and the Elegance. And Terestria’s Heart in balance.

a line of starlight stretching like a road between Aremoria and Innis Lear. Rowan, somehow, at both ends

a saint for Innis Lear

a heart for Aremoria

Rowan saw the face of the Dragon of the North, her garnet-bright eye swung to stare at his soul. He stared back, and through her, until his gaze landed upon the base of the Liresfane well, where clung a single weedy white flower.

ON INNIS LEAR, deep in the heart of Connley Castle, Era Star-Seer spread a woolen blanket and lay herself down. The old oak tree in the center of this ruined black castle blocked much of the sky from her eyes with its reaching, thick branches, but Era had earned her epithet for never needing to rely on sight alone. She held all the night skies inside her heart, and could cast them up accurately with little more than a reference point.

Tonight she could see the Child Star in the north, just over the edge of the black wall. She visualized all the constellations she could not see, those partially obscured, those still dipped below the horizons, those hidden behind thin silver clouds. The old moon rose. She breathed deeply and watched as the oak bent beneath an insistent wind: the shifting branches marked out a rhythm of prophecy against the night.

For a moment, the stars themselves became burning leaves dotting the oak branches, the limbs and thinnest twigs: silver-fire leaves, the Tree of Ancestors brought vividly to life.

Era gasped and sat up, seeing the path of the future in a sudden clear stream.

She would be too late!

Knowing it didn’t stop her from tearing through the castle grounds to the stables, and pounding against the door until an ostler woke to help her saddle a horse in the darkness.




BANNA MORA

Liresfane, early summer

IT WAS THREE hours until dawn, and she was alone.

How dare Rowan leave her now, Mora thought, seething in the dim glow of a candle stub. The rest she’d snuffed when Vindomata departed, having plotted and planned with Mora, Mared, Hotspur, and Douglass over dinner and a very delicate wine. Vindomata had heated the tent with her fury, and Mora had not bothered calming the duke. Anger would fuel Mercia on the battlefield.

Besides, Mora felt very little of calming thoughts herself.

This might be her final night with her husband if his faith proved true, and he was not here.

She thought Rowan might have gone to the ruins, and she thought she might go after, except it was so dark, and she wouldn’t lower herself to chasing after him like a lovesick child.

It put a trembling in her hands until she clenched them together.

Mora paced, then lay down as she counted her breath, meaning to at least rest if not sleep.

Wind blew gently, and the sounds of camp faded a bit and then faded more, until deep quiet fell, broken only by an occasional ring of armor when guards changed shifts or a burst of laughter from other soldiers too exhilarated with nerves or anticipation to sleep. Somebody in a nearby tent enjoyed a good fuck, and that infuriated Mora all over again.

By the time Rowan folded back the tent flap and crept inside, Mora was livid. She rose in utter silence. “Husband,” she whispered, too calm.

“Wife,” he whispered back. He leaned in and bumped his mouth to hers, unadjusted to the particular darkness inside the tent.

Mora grasped the back of his neck and held him there. She kissed him, taking his bottom lip in her teeth; she bit slowly, intently, until he hissed.

Releasing him, Mora said, “The Dragon of the North told me to make myself whole.”

“I know.”

“Solas herself said such is the mission of the queens of Innis Lear: to make myself. Make myself whole and entire. Rowan Lear, I am committed to our mission here, to the will of Innis Lear. But after what Hal Bolinbroke said to me today, I must tell you: my heart will never be whole if you die tomorrow.”

“My love,” he said, “That is not how hearts work.”

“It is how mine works!” She smacked her open hand against his chest.

Catching her hand, Rowan covered it with his own. “I will always be in your heart, now that I am there. I will be there, part of your blood and spit, in the blood and spit of our daughter. In the wind of Innis Lear, in the wind of all the world, Banna Mora. I will never be gone from you so long as you keep me in your heart.”

“Rowan.” She stumbled over his name, like it was a cold rock in her throat. A dozen cold rocks, tumbling and spilling inside her, choking her, slowing her breath. “Swear you will not agree to die just for a prophecy. If you must leave me, you must—that is war. But you will fight to live. Swear it, or you don’t love me, you don’t love anyone at all.”

“I will fight,” he said, amusement filling his tone, creeping along Mora’s skin, between her breasts. His voice wrapped around her hips, slipped along her thighs. “I will fight to live, as you fight. Though there are many ways of living, many paths of life. Life is breath, but life is also memory and story, life is roots drinking waters melted by funeral pyres and feasting on the ashes. It is laughter a hundred years from now, when some great-grandchild of my line holds a moonmoth in her hand and the wings tickle her skin. Life is—”

“Stop!” she cried. “Swearing is enough, promising to live if you can. I can go forward into tomorrow with that.”

“Tomorrow, Innis Lear will live, Mora. Tomorrow, magic will live, and we will, too.”

Mora kissed him, tugging at his clothes, pressing against him. He grasped her by the thighs and lifted her with a strength that made her moan. “We will live,” she commanded as she kissed him again, pushing her words inside him, speaking to his tongue and heart and liver, to his guts and bones and blood.




PRINCE HAL

Liresfane, early summer

AN HOUR BEFORE dawn Hal gave up on sleeping and slipped out of her tent, past a handful of silent guards, and into her mother’s.

“Who’s there?” Celeda asked.

The queen reclined upon a sofa carried here in a wagon, the better to support her when she was in pain.

“Hal,” the prince answered softly, pausing to listen to her mother breathe.

Celeda’s rhythm was easy and deep, without a hint of pain.

“You couldn’t sleep, love?”

“I tossed for a while, then tried to read, then just sat there staring at nothing. Charm snored—I’m jealous.”

“There is some bread, if you’re hungry. You ought to light another candle or two so I can see your smile.”

“I’m not smiling,” Hal murmured, but obeyed. Three candles put a glow in the royal tent, making it as intimate as a chapel or the mouth of a cave. The prince picked across the braided rug holding down the dust of the camp and found the sofa. She perched carefully at her mother’s feet, laying a hand upon her ankle through a thin blanket.

“No food?” Celeda asked.

“I’m not hungry. But, oh, are you? I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s all right. I am not, either.”

Hal fell back against the sofa. She tilted her face up and stared at the tent peak, where shadows streaked in rays, like a black sun. “Is it always like this?”

“Yes.” Celeda’s reply was immediate. “Though different things have kept me awake over the years. A campaign is always exhausting.”

“I wish I could gossip and drink with the soldiers. Put on a foot soldier’s coat and wander among them. Are they afraid of the same things I am?”

The queen nodded; Hal saw in the corner of her sight. “But not as many things. The weight of their deaths rests around our necks; they have their own lives and their comrades, their families at home, worried how long this will last, will they be home for sowing the fields, or the harvest? What will an injury do to their families? You know these concerns.”

“Do you think they want us to win?” Hal whispered.

“I do, Hal. I do.”

Prince Hal lolled her head toward her mother. Shadows beneath Celeda’s eyes seemed starker, her lips colorless. Hal stared, eyes flickering over her mother’s face. Celeda said irritably, “Stop fussing.”

Hal’s smile brightened. “There’s still time to run. You like the Third Kingdom; it wouldn’t be hard to live your twilight years there.”

“Never again without you,” Celeda said firmly.

Emotion knotted Hal’s throat and so she nodded, and Celeda stopped breathing.

The queen’s lips parted and that final exhalation was sweet, pink with wine and forgiveness as she died. Silence roared in Hal’s skull.

Hal gasped, but—it was not real. Her mother frowned at her, very much breathing and alive and annoyed.

For a brief moment, Hal shut her eyes, then she said, “Will we ever be allowed to stop killing our friends?”

“I am so very sorry, Hal. I brought you to this.”

“You were the right choice for Aremoria,” Hal whispered. “So will I be.”

“Take a deep breath, then bring us some bread and water. We will eat together, the two of us, and so fortified, put on armor and fight.”

Nodding, Hal squeezed her mother’s hand and stood. “Armor for our bodies, and our hearts,” she muttered. Her hand reached for the flask in her pocket, but Hal let it fall. Later, when she was ready—(she would never be ready)—when she prepared to mount her horse, fully dressed with sword in hand, she’d pour Terestria’s tears onto the soil, a drink for Aremoria.




THE DAY DAWNED silent and striated by sheer clouds.

They waited until the zenith to charge, because it was the most fair time, when the sun was at its pinnacle. For four generations the queens of Innis Lear had made zenith suns their most holy times for bringing people together.

War brings people together, too.

JUST BEFORE THE call sounded, Connley strode up to his wife, dressed like a Learish soldier in vivid blue with steel mail. She began to compliment his look, but he kissed her. Hotspur was surprised: there were soldiers everywhere. For a split second it was Hal kissing her fiercely, two years past, in the courtyard of the Lionis barracks before she led the queen’s army to take back the March.

Here. To this very valley.

She’d led the army here, and seen those same three figures standing at the crest of the Liresfane hill, though she’d not had a name for the ruins then.

The earth tilted beneath Hotspur but Connley’s mouth was warm and slow; this was no desperate kiss, no passion, no performance, but more a benediction. She felt his blessing exactly like the hiss of her iron sword, through her skin and blood, down, down through her feet and into the roots.

Where she belonged.

Home.

IN THE MOMENTS before the call to attack, Hal Bolinbroke’s mind quieted.

The sky was pale gray, windless and smooth. Struggling light diffused the shadows of horses and infantry and dulled the polish of armor and sharp blades, but made bold contrast of colored flags and tabards in violent orange and red, bloody purple and dark winter blue.

Hal took the first step off the edge of the line and raised her sword to signal the archers.

When the two sides charged to the blaring song of trumpets, the field of Liresfane trembled.

LADY HOTSPUR LED the charge, spear in arm and buckler braced as she held tight to the reins of her horse. Her courage was a rush of breath, the bloom of bloodlust, and a cry for Banna Mora.

Between hoofbeats a voice whispered, Wolf of Aremoria.

I am already home.

But that was Hal’s voice, haunting her.

Hotspur’s focus narrowed as it always did: push forward against this man before you, and that man to your right. Thrust with spear, pull back fast. Speed was the only champion between speared cavalry, and Hotspur would be on her feet too soon, so must make use of the horse, of the heightened position.

Awake

Yelling “Banna Mora!” again, she lifted her spear, rallied her soldiers, and pressed the charge.

Awake

She kicked out into a soldier’s face, knocking the man back. Shrieks of horses and the grunts and cries of men filled her ears, drowning her own voice. In the center of the maelstrom of battle, Hotspur was most alive. Her bones jarred with impact, her teeth set.

An enemy—but still Aremore—got past the blade of her spear and grabbed the shaft. Hotspur twisted it and pulled back, dragging the soldier off-balance. She lashed out with her boot and knocked the man to the ground to be trampled.

come home

She threw her spear like a javelin; the target was close enough the blade sliced through his gambeson and knocked the soldier back. Hotspur crowed and leapt off her horse: she knew she was faster, more efficient and deadly on the ground. She landed hard, making way deeper into the opposing forces, dragging her army behind like she was the prow of a ship driving into enemy waters. That was the goal: break their line, crush as many as possible, make them understand it was Hotspur’s army that owned the rocks of the field.

wake up!

Drawing her sword, her beautiful, hissing sword, Hotspur screamed and attacked again. Blood splashed her face. She spied an inch of exposed shirt between a chest plate and mail pauldron, and jabbed her sword in. She bashed the buckler into another soldier’s face, then used her sword to block the head of a hammer flying at her. The contact shook her wrist, and she twisted away before the other could disarm her with the hook.

She shoved through to a group of her own men who’d formed in a square against spearmen on horseback, using her speed to dodge weapons and slash the neck of the nearest horse: it went down, throwing its rider and breaking the unity of the attack.

The whole world was blocking and thrusting, blood and the rush of small pain, the break of harder blows, the overwhelming roar of anger and thrill. Lady Hotspur belonged there, in those moments. This was her world. She’d been tempered to this purpose all her life, and scorched through it like wildfire.

She was already home, too.

LADY IANTA OLDCASTLE put down the prince of Burgun, but not before he killed two knights in his quest to destroy Prince Hal: first Lady Danika and then Mata Blunt, and Vatta Bolinbroke only lived because she ran away. Vatta found Hal in the fighting where it spilled south toward the narrow stream, tears cutting lines through the blood on her face, and begged her sister’s forgiveness.

Hal, panting, clasped Vatta’s neck and said, “Sometimes winning necessitates withdrawal. I am glad you live. Go with me, stay at my side.”

They found Ianta with her sword through the guts of the large Douglass, spitting and staggering back from a wound in her own side. The great knight fell to one knee; Hal ran to her, skidding to the earth so she could grasp at Ianta’s arm and prop the woman up. “Look at this blood,” Ianta said, disgusted, fainting.

Hal and Vatta caught her and lowered her to the earth. The prince yelled for aid to a group of soldiers in orange.

BANNA MORA HAD not lost her seat upon her horse, though her hips burned and her insides squeezed fierce nausea, she fought on, driving toward one goal: Celeda Bolinbroke.

The pounding of her horse’s hooves jarred through Mora’s bones, echoing out in every direction, and seemed to clear a path for her. There, her brother, Connley, remained astride as well, blood coating his sword and streaked down his face exactly like bright lines of ash. He grimaced and shoved his horse around toward Hotspur, never letting himself be forced too far from his wife.

Mared Lear had called off the archers once the armies were too mingled, then he brought them out onto the field, circling behind the thrust of Burgun’s force. Vindomata hunted, still, butchering her way through Prince Hal’s cavalry.

There’d not been sign of Rowan since the first charge: Mora gritted her teeth and thrust herself and her mount forward again, toward the sun-crown pennant of Celedrix, furious at her husband for not waiting—they should win the day, then together go to the ruins!

Mora kicked out at an enemy shield and turned her sword to bash the pommel into an enemy face.

VINDOMATA OF MERCIA found herself at the edge of a circle of barren earth.

She spun her horse, ready for attack, panting. Her ears pounded with battle rage and blood. Her sword gleamed red, half her hair striped down her neck in hunks, torn free when she tore her mail hood off her head, too eager, too raw with rage to be so confined. Her back burned from a hard knock she’d taken earlier, nearly unseating her, and her thighs, too, from pressure, and her mouth bled where she’d bitten her own cheek.

An aide rushed to her, crying that Douglass had fallen. “And Bolinbroke?” she demanded, voice raw.

The soldier shook his head, and pointed. There, just past this circle, was Celeda Bolinbroke: the man had mistaken her question about Hal for a question about the queen.

Celedrix.

Her steel helmet crowned with gold, the set of her shoulders impossible to miss.

“Give me your shield,” Vindomata said, and the soldier unhooked it from his arm before the duke even finished.

Vindomata screamed, positioning her boot and pulling the reins to rear her horse; it screamed with her, showing off its power. Thrusting her sword high, she cried, “Celedrix!” If she killed her, the day would be won.

Celeda’s head snapped toward her, but it was not the queen who charged.

It was the black prince from the Third Kingdom, Charm Kurake. He turned his horse at an angle to Vindomata’s, nudging it between her and the queen. Scarlet flared behind him as he rode, streaming like fire. His teeth were bared and in his hand was a curved Sun sword. Upon his shaved scalp were painted stripes of silver and red. As if a god could protect him better than a helmet.

Fine, Vindomata would kill him first. Kill the son of Celeda’s heart, and gladly. Then the daughter, too.

She slammed into Charm, full-body, with horse and shield. She reached her sword over to stab, but he shoved her back. She clung with her legs, shifting her weight to move her horse. Charm pushed his horse away, kicking out at her, following with a solid hit with the edge of his shield. It cracked along her shield, vibrating up her arm. Twisting, she got her sword up again, focused on him while their shields pressed impossibly hard.

He met her blow with his sword. They parted, attacked again, their horses too near, hooves clashing. Vindomata swung her shield so Charm had to engage, then thrust quickly beneath it. But the prince caught the hit with his curved cross guard, angling her sword away: he punched her in the face with his armored fist.

Pain blew out from her cheek, blackening her vision with sparks.

She fell from her horse, slamming to her back. Spiderweb pain pulsed in her face, but Vindomata stood, rattled and breathless, as Charm swung down off his saddle. He strode over mud and churned grass toward her. With blood smeared across her mouth, Vindomata bared her teeth and rushed him.

They engaged, sparks bursting to life, as all around them the armies pulsed, pressing in. Death was everywhere, and so very, very loud.

Crouching, Vindomata said, “Your death will destroy her.”

“No,” he replied.

The duke smiled. The prince did not smile back.

She attacked again, he parried. Vindomata used her weight and shield to shove him, and they turned, spinning together in a dance, before pushing mutually away. Her body moved exactly as she willed and her heart beat hard and firm, alive, so alive.

Charm lashed out; she saw an opening and hit with all her strength in his side. The mail shirt saved him from the blade, but not the force; he bent and grunted, eyes never wavering on hers. With a shock of admiration, Vindomata realized he’d given her the strike to get near enough to grab her shield in his hand. With brute strength he tore it away.

Before she could even gasp, Charm hit her in the face with the edge of her own shield. It broke her cheek, shattering the bone, and she choked on the pain and fire of stars in her eyes. Vindomata reeled back, slinging her sword at him. He crashed into her, shoving her down again, and with a wordless grunt he thrust the point of his sword into her. She twisted against the earth, crying, and avoided the stab to her chest, but the point of his sword struck through her armor, digging deep through her ribs on the left.

This did not hurt, not like her face, not like the shards shifting beneath her right eyeball.

“On …  my …  feet …” Vindomata said, every word agony.

The prince jerked his sword free of her flesh, blood slicking the steel.

Her back arched with it, and Charm took her wrist and pulled her up. He grimaced in pain to support her, and she blinked her working eye, glad to have injured him. As they stood, the prince leaned hard away from her. Blood blackened the scarlet edge of his gambeson.

Vindomata could not speak again. Around her came cries of battle.

There, Vindus, her eldest, a knight covered in blood but handsome, strong, alive. She could not smile at him, or say she was proud.

Charm stabbed her. This time through the chest—perfectly.

Vindomata of Mercia did not fall.

Her lips opened and closed, teeth bright with blood, and more poured fresh down her breast and side, flowing in and out of her chain mail. She lifted her empty sword to the sky. Then she sank forward, caught herself momentarily with the tip of her sword against the mud, and died.




ROWAN

Liresfane, early summer

IN THE RUINS of the old temple, Rowan Lear stripped his armor away, dropping it to the ground. He removed gambeson and shirt and boots to the sound of distant battle. Last night he’d left a rope here, and tied it now to a small cup that he then lowered into the crumbling well. It clunked against the stones, but all Rowan needed was a tiny sip of the deepest Aremore rootwaters.

He breathed slowly, head tilted to listen past the echoing cries of war beyond these ruins, for the gentle splash of water. The rope slackened when the cup landed; he smiled and thought of his baby girl.

Rowan spoke her name to the wind as he lifted the rope again, drawing water to him.

If he succeeded here, the surge of magic would hand his wife all of Aremoria. The star roads were not a prize to win and open, but a tool of that triumph for Innis Lear.

One land, one nation.

The Poison Prince held the cup in one hand and with his other plucked free a tiny starburst of white petals from the hemlock growing through the broken well. He placed them onto his tongue and pressed it to the roof of his mouth. Lying down, he set the cup of water beside his hip and dug his fingers into the hard earth. In the language of trees he whispered an old Learish invocation, with his own slight twist:


Hail the roots of Innis Lear

Hail the roots of Aremoria

Hail the stars in the sky

And hail our hearts in between

Listen, Aremoria, wake to the power of Innis Lear that once was yours



He closed his eyes and sighed, pushing wind from his lungs.

Magic sparked in his palms and in his belly. Rowan felt the energy drawn through his blood by the hemlock. This was his purpose: the Poison Prince of Innis Lear could die as he had so many times on Innis Lear, open the star roads for magic to rush back to the roots and caves of Aremoria, feed these worms and earth saints slithering and clicking all around. Draw together with his sacrifice what had been cleaved.

Rowan’s ears roared with an ocean—not an ocean, the ocean, the one dividing his island from this land, and he heard it then, a scream of his name, an ancient echo.

He yelled wordlessly and spilled the cup of rootwaters onto the grass. It was not for him to drink, but for the world to drink.

Light flared directly above him, silver and blue, pressing through the sky as the gray clouds parted, faded, diminished into nothing, and Rowan saw stars! Though it was daylight, drawn in blues and purples, the stars glared so hot he saw them.

With every ounce of his voice and all the power he’d ever held, he reached for Innis Lear. He cried for the trees and roots, for the bones of his ancestors: Elia the Dreamer whose voice he’d known since he was nine years old, and Lear herself, Lear itself, the wizard bones that became the bones of an entire people.

wake up!

His heart beat slowly, slower—

The stars blurred into a silver road, and Rowan reached up to grasp it.




PRINCE HAL

Liresfane, early summer

THE ARMIES HAD broken, scattered toward the southwest in fighting pockets. Under the trees that surrounded the stream and its curlicue pools at the base of the tor, soldiers paused, clutching each other or ducking beneath hanging branches before charging again at their enemies. Celedrix had sent a call for regrouping at the base of her side’s slope, and Hal made her way in that direction, exhausted at Vatta’s side. She wished it were over, that Vindomata’s death had ended it, but neither her mother nor Banna Mora had sounded a retreat.

They wouldn’t, Hal knew, until there could be no dispute over winning or losing. Over the Blood and the Sea.

Mata Blunt was dead, and Lady Danika, while both Davos Westmore and Lady Ianta were injured badly. With Hal besides Vatta was Nova, who had certainly earned her knighthood today. Hal had no other word of her Lady Knights.

Blood dripped from Hal’s lip, and more that was not her own streaked her breastplate. She needed to get back to her mother, to rally the remaining troops for fresh attack. Or she needed to find Mora and make sure she went down.

Before Celedrix fell instead.

Nausea burned up Hal’s throat, and as she opened her mouth to point Nova at a body in Aremore orange whose legs had just moved, her name struck loud across the narrow stream.

“Hal, Prince Hal.”

It was Hotspur’s hoarse voice, and Hal closed her eyes for the slightest moment before pushing off Vatta to turn and face her lover.

But Nova growled and thrust forward first.

Hotspur put her sword up for defense just as Hal commanded, “Stop.”

Nova did, knees bent and ready.

Hal picked up a buckler half drowned in the blood-darkened stream. “This is my fight, Nova. Get Vatta back to the queen, protect them, and take your orders.”

Though Nova argued, Hal ignored it, stepping through the water, eyes locked on Hotspur’s. Blood coated the Wolf’s left brow, making the fire-blue of her eyes burn like the very first day they’d met.

“And this the last time,” Hal murmured. Louder she said, “We should have found a way to stop this, Hotspur.”

“Give in, Hal. Let us have Aremoria.” Hotspur flung her sword arm out at the field.

Hal used her fist to wipe a tear from her cheek; the blade of the Heir’s Score caught the sunlight for a flash. “It’s too late. Aremoria drinks the blood of her people this afternoon.”

“It’s not too late for everyone left.”

“Your aunt is dead, your mother sided with mine—you don’t have to keep fighting.”

“My family is part of Innis Lear now,” Hotspur answered tearfully. “I already chose.”

Nodding, Hal ran at Hotspur, before they changed their minds.

Their swords rang together, and Hal growled with effort as she pressed her strength into Hotspur. They parted, and Hal attacked again, immediately, the way Hotspur would: she patterned her attacks after Hotspur’s tendencies: hard, fast, engage and withdraw, giving no quarter.

Hotspur met her, strength for strength; she turned, leaned away, welcomed Hal’s thrusting, her punching blade, like this was good sex. They were too good together, when it mattered.

Tears melted Hal’s vision and her nose clogged with grief or blood. She spat. “This was always how it would end between us,” she said. “Two champions, battling under a glorious Aremore sun. One filled with smiles to hide her fear and sorrow; one a living statue of fire with nothing but passion and drive to fuel her. The world isn’t large enough for both of us.”

“Hal, stop,” Hotspur begged.

“These champions could not be happy—the world doesn’t let women like us be happy! Instead of making love, we die. That is always the story. Our destiny, our doom!”

“Bullshit, Hal! This is not a story. It’s our life.”

“It will be a story!” Hal cried.

“That won’t make it easier.”

Hal screamed and attacked again, knocking aside Hotspur’s shield, and with a hooked motion caught the whispering Errigal blade with the crossguard of the Heir’s Score and tore the sword free of Hotspur’s grip.

Hotspur was weaponless.

The prince of Aremoria stood there, panting, and threw her own sword down. It thudded hard on the muddy bank, tip kissed by the lapping stream. “If it’s not a story, it’s worthless. If it’s not for something—to drive the world in the direction we need it to go—why bother at all? People will tell of this, Hotspur, of us. They will have to, in order to understand it.”

“I don’t understand it!” Hotspur bent down for Hal’s sword, lifting the Heir’s Score from the earth. “What does it matter that I came home a wizard, if all I know how to do is fight? I am the Wolf of Aremoria, and that has never changed, I don’t know how to change. But the whole world is whispering to me, Aremoria itself is whispering to me, Hal, and I don’t understand what more it wants.”

“If you want to understand, find the story. Make the story. Is there a thread running through?” Hal whispered. “A good plot? A rhythm of one choice leading to another? Something that will make a song to last a thousand years?”

Hotspur clenched her eyes tightly shut, and a shudder shook her body. “My eyes are open, Hal. Every way I see ends here. I’m going to die here, lion, because I don’t know how to kill you.”

Hal shook her head, no. She held out her hand, then seeing the bloody leather brought it to her mouth and used teeth to tear the gauntlet free. It was her bare hand she offered now, reaching for her best friend—her heart.

Hotspur stared at it, as if Hal’s hand alone could save her life.

“I’m the Wolf of Aremoria,” she whispered. “That’s who I am and what I want to be. I’m awake and have magic in my bones, either from how I was born or from a promise I made to a tree, or because I planted my name in Innis Lear. If this is a story, Hal …”

Wind roared suddenly, far distant like a coming storm: like thunder on the other side of a mountain.

Hotspur tightened her grip on the Heir’s Score, lifting it. Her eyes found Hal’s again, alive in a steely face. “If this is a story, you have to win.”

“Hotspur,” Hal whispered. Her lover glared.

“You have to bring your heart home, Lion Prince.”

Numb and surrounded by the distant roar, as if she existed inside the beating blood and rumbling tide of a nautilus shell, Hal stumbled to Hotspur’s fallen sword. She picked it up, and nearly dropped it again at the zing of lightning from her palm to the base of her skull: the harsh whisper, the gleeful burning of the Errigal steel.

“What is that?” called a soldier from downfield through the growing noise of wind.

Hal did not turn her gaze off of Hotspur.

“Hotspur!” It was her husband’s voice this time. Connley.

But Hal and Hotspur charged each other again, having traded swords, and caught together close enough to kiss, hips pressed, swords locked, shoulders heaving with shared gasps. “You have to stop this, Hal. Kill me, and win.”

Wind fluttered the red tendrils of hair peeking from Hotspur’s mail hood, and her eyes widened. The trees bent over them, dropping baby leaves, spring-green all around like rain.

“I can’t,” Hal cried.

The light changed.

Hotspur lifted her face to the bursting blue sky. “The star road.”

Hal looked up. The air streaked, not with clouds, but wind and threads of silvery light: a wound torn from west to east, spreading wider. It parted the blue and inside was deeper blue, rich and scattered with stars.

It was broad afternoon, but the stars peered down at them, blazing with power.

Connley was beside them. He put his hand on Hotspur’s shoulder, face tilted up, too.

Wolf! screamed the wind.

Wolf! sang a familiar voice.

A beautiful voice layering over itself, again and again, a cacophony of bells—this was not wind, it was singing.

Now

Choose

Now

Choose

Now!

Hal felt overwhelmed, frozen in time by the sheer musicality.

A great wave of wind scoured over the tor, and Hal couldn’t even hear her own breath. It blasted toward them, and for a moment she was magic. She saw it, felt it, every piece of her was power and connection: it was roots, wind, stars, beating hearts, and the flutter of wings.

(Everyone felt it, there at Liresfane, even Banna Mora as she faced Celeda Bolinbroke, two queens in shared understanding for a single, pure moment: death and life, the same; ruling and service, the same; land and people, the same. To Ianta Oldcastle it was an edifying prayer, to Connley Errigal a new marriage, to Charm of Kurake Queen it was the numinous face of God.)

(To the wizard it was an answer. He stepped into a shadow and stepped out where he needed to be.)

Hotspur smiled, tears painting starlight down her cheeks, and she looked at Hal.

“I understand, I hear you!” Hotspur yelled. “It’s thrumming in my bones! This is the story, Hal. I anchor that—the star road!—here, now. Not Rowan. He opened it, but I have to plant it here! I was made for this. I am the lion’s heart! I have to go home. To be Aremoria’s heart—the queen’s heart, your heart, lion! Or—I—everything has brought us here. You and me, to remake Aremoria. You will be what Morimaros said—the greatest king! That’s your story, Hal. It will last a thousand years.” Hotspur was laughing, and tears spilled down her cheeks.

“No,” Hal said, backing away.

Connley gripped Hotspur’s shoulder tighter, blood on his face like tears, too. “Rowan,” he said.

Hotspur glanced between the two of them. “Anchor me to Aremore earth—use that magical sword in your hand, now.”

“No.”

“Like on Innis Lear when I put this sword and my magic into the ground. Remember, Conn? Put me in the ground! Settle me, the way Ashling was settled. I’m so sorry—I never meant for you to be alone.”

Hal said, “You can’t leave me.”

“I won’t be gone—I’ll be everywhere.”

Hal backed away. But Connley did not. He stared at his wife, urgently.

Then the wizard was there, too, behind Hotspur: a patient statue, and nothing had terrified Hal more in all her life.

When the star roads blaze, bring the lion’s heart home.

“No! Get away from her!” Hal cried at the wizard.

In the weird light Hotspur trembled, waving the wizard nearer. “Hal, this is the story you’ve always been telling about us. Make Aremoria strong with me! It has to be this way. Rowan opened the road, but it won’t work if there’s no heart anchored here. This is the end, the right one!”

Connley said, “Like the wizard Lear anchored herself to the island.”

“Yes!” Hotspur’s face broke in grief.

“No.” Hal lowered her sword arm and let the blade slide from her bare, bloody fingers. “No. Hotspur, to make Aremoria strong I need you to live.”

“There’s no time, Hal!” Hotspur yelled, slapping tears from her own cheek. “Can’t you hear it? The saints are singing! Be the lion—bring me home and shape Aremoria to your will!”

“Stand at my side and help me do it.”

Connley said, almost too gently to hear, “There’s not time. You’ll lose the magic.”

Hotspur looked at him, releasing Hal from her desperate gaze. She touched his mouth, and Connley nodded.

Hal hated the understanding they shared. She stepped between them and said, “I don’t need magic, Hotspur. I don’t need power. I need you. Aremoria is enough as it is, and we can be strong queens—I can do it, with you. Your death is not in my story, Hotspur. I don’t care if that’s what they’ve always intended—earth saints or wizards or I don’t care who. You’re not going to die, and I’m not going to die, we’re both going to live. I will not participate in a story where the woman I love dies. That has always been the end for women like us—but not anymore. Not today.”

“Hal,” the Wolf whispered, “it will be too late for the star road, too late for us to change Aremoria.”

Hal leapt forward and kissed her. She grabbed Hotspur’s face and kissed her bloody mouth, just as she’d wished to do on that other battlefield, the very first battlefield.

(Maybe, Hal thought wildly, I died the moment I saw her.)

She kissed Hotspur’s lips, her cheek, and she said, “Live for me, Hotspur Persy. I love you, and together we’ll be strong. If we love each other, choose to love each other, that alone will change Aremoria.”

The star roads rippled, singing, the sky a wavering brilliance.

wake up

now

now




CONNLEY

Liresfane, early summer

HE PICKED UP the iron Errigal blade and turned to the wizard.

He had always loved Rowan’s singing.

The strange daylight stars filtered shadows into silver and blue, and Connley said breathlessly, feeling young, “We only need a single heart to bind to Aremoria?”

After a slight hesitation, the wizard replied, “A heart burning with magic, from both Innis Lear and Aremoria, like hers. A heart bound to the rootworld and bargained to their dance, half theirs, like hers. Like mine.”

Connley looked at Prince Hal and Lady Hotspur, arguing still, clinging to each other. They needed each other so badly. He said, “They don’t understand. Innis Lear was torn apart by anger and betrayal, but we don’t have to remake it that way.” The sword tingled in his palm. “I’m part of Innis Lear already. A piece of magic. I have loved earth saints and broken things. I can do this.”

The wizard studied him. Ghost-lights shimmered in the depths of his pupils.

“I want to,” Connley added simply.

“The first Witch of the White Forest would be proud of you. So would Regan Lear.”

“Thank you, Uncle.”

The wizard grimaced, but with affection.

Connley held out the sword, and the wizard took it.

“I admire your sacrifice.”

Connley smiled, quietly luminous. “You don’t understand, either. It isn’t a sacrifice. This isn’t a tragedy, it’s transcendence.”

Behind the wizard, pale shadows appeared, faded light shaped like men and women, with eyes like cherry stones and eyes like seashells, like emeralds and cornflowers.

now

it must be now

“Wait!” Hotspur skidded toward them, shoving the wizard away. “Connley, what are you …” she stopped. She stared at him.

For once, he didn’t have to say anything to her.

The wizard stabbed the sword into Connley Errigal’s stomach. Shock at the pain made him gasp, and he couldn’t speak.

But Hotspur cried out his name, and then she and Hal were grasping his shoulders, even as Connley’s knees bent, even as the wizard pushed closer, pinning the sword through him, and the wizard held Connley’s gaze.

Take me home, Connley whispered in the language of trees.

Together the witch and wizard fell into the earth and vanished.




THERE IS LIGHT inside shadows: silver-gray and even, without cracks or variation.

THIS IS HOW Aremoria is made:

Luminous power stretches across the ocean, blasting along ancient roads, through the pathways Rowan Lear tore open. His body scatters into nothing but starlight and poison, here in Aremoria, there on Innis Lear, and between. His voice is alive, singing a song all earth saints know.

The wizard pulls Connley into the shadowlands as he dies, into the root palaces, home, and the earth saints take him, remake him with this transformational force of power spilling through the star roads, and they plant him in pieces across their land. They weave him into the roots and rootwaters, his blood and his bones, his breath and cries and heartbeat, spinning again the web of magic to tie worm, water, tree, wind, stars into concert.

His voice is alive, too, but not singing: whispering.

Trees gasp fully awake.

Birds—crows and jays, doves, sparrows, owls, and great eagles—leap into the sky.

The wind stretches in every direction, pressing to the boundaries of the land, cliff and mountain, valley, river, wide-open field, and gnarled forest.

Everywhere eyes are open.

Mushrooms thrust up from the darkest earth in curves that follow the web: scattered pockets of bulbous joy where earth saints and their pets dart from shadow to shadow and spin circles, arms out, claws out, tiny teeth gnashing up at the gouged-open sky where stars shine in the middle of the day! What a show!

And flowers.

Trees past their springtime bloom in waves of white and pink, new blossoms bud-flourish-spread-crisp-wither-fall in moments; moors groan with rich violets and bluebells, and thorny-crowned thistles that ought not show their petals for months go suddenly, vividly purple.

AREMORIA IS MADE again in starlight and bold color.

The great heart of the land beats with a heart that belongs where it is planted.




BANNA MORA

Liresfane, early summer

MORA DISMOUNTED FOR the first time in order to face Celeda Bolinbroke, queen of a stolen throne.

She trudged over rough, beaten grass and mud, around fallen soldiers, ignoring the roar of blood in her veins (or was it the roar of a storm?). Her left arm ached from a bleeding wound where her shield had been torn away; blood had dripped down into her glove until she’d stripped it off, and now her fingers were a red-pink mess.

But she could take a throne with only a sword.

The Third Kingdom prince did not approach her once Celeda put out a hand to stop him, and the warriors protecting their queen parted for her to walk down the slope to meet Mora.

“This was the most inevitable thing,” Celedrix said. A copper circlet gleamed around the crown of her helmet and she wore her armor strong, looking much the same as she had the day she took Lionis Palace and Mora was forced to her knees.

They both of them wore a ring on their finger: the Blood and the Sea and its flawed counterpart.

Mora said nothing, but put her body into readiness to attack, sword angled before her.

A murmuring and cries behind her tickled her awareness, and Celeda pressed thin lips together, staring over Mora’s shoulder.

Then the light changed.

When Mora was a little girl on Innis Lear, a cousin of princes but not yet one herself, there’d been a zenith eclipse. At the height of the sun’s path, the moon had slipped before it, slowly covering the glorious light. Mora had thought the moment of completion would be like the night: no sunlight, but darkness for stars and prophecy. Instead, the light changed, became blue and silver with a dreamlike quality, wavering between twilight and watery shadow. She’d seen tendrils of power reaching off the moon, and thought to herself, This is the color of communion.

On the battlefield at Liresfane, her lips parted and she breathed in that same wavering light.

Rowan. He’d done it.

Mora’s heart clenched. She stared at Celedrix, and the queen stared up at the sky and the cool lesion of stars. Celeda’s shield and sword had lowered. She was vulnerable. Mora could dart forward and cut her down in an instant, even injured. Take the win. Easy and complete.

It was happening. Wherever Hotspur was, now was the moment.

Now offered everything Mora wanted. What Innis Lear wanted. She was the hand of Lear. Servant of the hemlock crown.

Then—Mora heard the song.

She heard her husband’s voice, shattered into a choir.

Mora lowered her sword. She stared up at the wounded sky and remembered when he’d taken her away from her anger in the March, injured and grieving, and sang to her until she found herself again.

She would be alone, if she struck Celedrix down, if she let Rowan die to secure Aremoria for Innis Lear.

What was a queen who obeyed blindly? Mora had yelled at Rowan for believing the poison and rebirth made him the slave of Innis Lear. She had refused to accept the same, despite the island revival of her poisoned blood.

Because it did not make her a servant, it made her a queen.

And queens could make demands. A queen should be partner to her land, not its slave.

Innis Lear wanted the star roads open, wanted Aremoria back, but Banna Mora wanted her husband more than either.

The stars and roots were going to have to negotiate.

The hemlock queen of Innis Lear threw down her own sword and spun away. Wind raced across the valley, a tide of power that knocked men and women over, tossed hair and splattered blood, set horses bolting, but washed around Banna Mora as if she were a deep-rooted tree. She ran for her horse and clambered clumsily onto it, swinging it around and urging it on, back toward the ruins, hurry, hurry, faster!

His voice spun around her like a lullaby, and the wind added harmonies, weaving together light and longing.

Mora panted with the effort of remaining seated, leaning over the saddle as the horse charged nervously across the valley. Her left arm ached and her eyes drew again upward through the weird light. That line of stars cut west to east, bursting over the pinnacle of the hill with its hood of ruins. “Rowan,” she said to herself, and again and again.

The light was fading around her. Too late, she was too late. The horse climbed the tor, head hanging, and Mora slipped—half falling—off, and pushed it gently away. She kept walking. Her breath became sobs and she cradled her own arm to her steel-shelled breast.

First she smelled rootwaters; then she smelled stone and perfume.

The starlight burst alive again, as wild and shocking as an arrow to the chest.

Then it vanished, replaced by ordinary daytime color.

Wildflowers covered the hill, clinging to every rock of the tower ruins, to the crumbling well at its center, and spread across the ground as thickly as if no human had walked here in years. Mora kicked at them, crouching, crawling on her knees and single good hand, hunting for her husband’s body. She found only the shell of his armor, mail and a gambeson, a sword belt and boots. The rest of him was not here.

“Rowan,” she cried, and then remembered to say in the language of trees, Hello?

Nothing.

A gust of pretty breeze rippled the flowers like a rainbow lake.

She sat abruptly, nursing the heartache. Her arm, if she didn’t get it seen to, might get infected and kill her. It throbbed between tingling pain and numb relief.

Hello!

Mora startled, but it was not Rowan’s voice. It was wind and trees, and a thousand newborn flowers.

Is my husband here? she asked.

In answer, the wind teased the tiny wisps of hair at her temples, kissed her earlobe, gently exploring her, saying hello. It wasn’t his voice. It was a voice of wind, whispering just like Innis Lear.

He’d succeeded. Opened the star roads. Made them whole. Reunited Innis Lear and Aremoria in magic.

Mora laughed softly, angry and admiring. The greatest king indeed.

It felt like failure, even to have everything at her fingertips.

What would ruling Aremoria matter if she ruled Aremoria alone?

Her chest ached. How had she thought this would be all right? How could she have imagined carrying this lonely weight to any throne?

There was only one way to be whole now.

Cut it away. Not a shallow renunciation, not like when she’d left Aremoria the first time, an overthrown prince with little hope. No: an entire amputation. Her heart injury had become infected, and removing it was the only way forward.

Lifting her right hand, Mora used her teeth to tug at the Blood and the Sea. It slipped free easily with the fresh blood still coating her knuckles. She plucked it from between her lips and cradled it in her palm.

Immediately she felt lighter without its burden.




HOTSPUR

Liresfane, early summer

HOTSPUR FELT AREMORIA awaken as her husband’s heart was planted.

Magic flooded her body, pouring up from the earth, from the roots beneath her feet. She saw stars—the ordinary sort, from a knock on the head, from a flash of light, from too much pressure. The wind gusted, and it did not merely say rain or shine to her, it laughed.

The laughter caught Hotspur’s spirit, and she laughed, too.

This was joy. Connley’s joy in pure magic, in wind and roots and prophecy, was now Aremoria’s joy, too!

She stepped once, carefully, twice more certain, to where Hal knelt, the prince’s hands gouging into the pinkish-black bank of the creek where Connley’s blood mingled with the churning water. “Hal,” she whispered.

The prince did not move.

“Hal.” Hotspur bent and grabbed Hal’s shoulder, pulling at her.

“Hotspur, I’m so sorry,” Hal whispered.

The wind blew, chiding, laughing still, and Hotspur smiled. She remembered once telling Hal she could never be mistress to Aremoria—and now she was its wife! Hotspur laughed, a bubbling, surprising laugh, and Hal stared.

“Get up,” Hotspur said, grinning eagerly. “Get up, get up!”

Hal did, scrambling off-balance a little, and gripped Hotspur’s wrists. They held on to each other, and then Hotspur kissed Hal.

She flung herself joyously at her prince, laughing and kissing, and feeling very real.

Hal caught her, embracing her, for that was always what Hal did, Hotspur realized: caught her when she leapt. Even if the prince did not understand why Hotspur had jumped at all.

“I love you,” Hotspur whisper-hissed, still laughing, saying the words in Aremore, but wanting them to sound like wind and the language of trees. “And better than that—”

“What could possibly be better than that!” yelled Hal, eyes wide.

Hotspur flung out her arms and spun, encompassing the whole world. “We’re both alive!”

Though Hotspur spun, turning too fast, Hal only watched, slouched and still, and after a moment she whispered, “We’re both alive.”

THEY RETURNED TO the battlefield hand in hand, silent.

Hotspur stepped carefully: flowers had blossomed everywhere. Between fallen bodies, up through streaks of blood and churned, muddy earth. Pink, white, and brilliant sun yellow.

Though there’d been no retreat called, nor horn of surrender, fighting had ended. Soldiers leaned together, studying the sky, helping each other limp toward one side or the other—most toward Celedrix’s Aremore flags. Healers began to appear, surprised to find blood already staunched, to find survivors thought too injured to move climbing to their feet. In awe, everyone moved slower than usual, despite the occasional urgency. Too many strange sights had ended this battle, and strange sounds. Thunderclaps without a storm, the sudden gush of stars at midday. Needy wind, singing wind, and this sudden surge of wildflowers.

Hotspur should have been weary, her injuries aching. Instead she felt as though she’d slept twenty-four hours, eaten well, raced to win; every piece of her thrummed with exhilaration.

Because the magic of Aremoria was awake. She was awake. And part of it, too. These flowers were him, she knew, sweet little kisses of color upon the battlefield. It made her smile, deep in a feeling she’d never known before: perfect sorrow, which somehow molded happiness even riper.

She tightened her hand around Hal’s, and the prince glanced over.

Surprise held Hal’s brown eyes wide, her cheeks speckled with pink flush. Her lips were too white, but she was so beautiful.

Hotspur felt tears heat her eyes, and she smiled wider—tasting blood.

They climbed the slope to Celedrix’s pavilion, hands tight together. Soldiers and knights parted for them, and Hotspur noticed tiny flitting shadows at their feet: knobby, slender, gnarled, and fat creatures there and gone again, made of flowers and mushrooms and wind.

Hotspur focused on the little things, believed in them, and lifted her eyes again to take in the rest of the world.

Beside Prince Hal strode an earth saint. It was mist and translucent mossy cloth and creepy rough-red eyes, like the pits of a cherry. Its cloak brushed the ground, and real flowers shivered. Then another appeared, behind them, and another to the opposite side: an honor guard of earth saints.

This was what it meant to be a wizard in a living, sparkling Aremoria. Hotspur reached out, and one of the earth saints skimmed its hands across hers. The hairs on the back of her wrist flushed silver, blossomed with tiny golden flowers that dripped their petals, then returned to delicate hairs again. Hotspur thought of her power, whispered, Hello, and with a pulse the earth saint solidified into a young bearded soldier with blue eyes and a grim, pleasant mouth.

Then he was gone again, only mist and imagination, but several soldiers had seen him and lifted their eyes in reverence.

Hotspur’s attention was caught by another glint of light.

There sat a crown upon Hal’s head. Black horn and tree bark made, tipped with drops of blood and crusted with ice-white salt.

Hotspur thought the name of the royal Aremore ring.

“Mother,” Hal said, releasing Hotspur’s hand to stride forward.

Celedrix stood, hand on the arm of Charm of Kurake Queen, in the shade of vibrant orange canvas. Vatta Bolinbroke was there, and Commander Abovax, the Westmore duke and a lady of Alsax, and others Hotspur knew.

“Prince Hal,” the queen of Aremoria said. “You’ve not come alone.”

“None of us are alone, Your Majesty, never again in Aremoria. Where is Banna Mora?”

A murmur rose, but Celeda said, “She departed the field when the sky split open, and has not returned.”

“There!” called a soldier. “A Learish flag approaches.”

The prince joined her mother, beckoning Hotspur with a look. It took a pull of courage, but Hotspur went. As she joined them, Hal touched Charm’s arm, and Charm nodded solemnly. Hotspur decided to think he was handsome.

They awaited the Learish envoy together. It was Mared Lear atop a slender mare fresh and untouched by blood or mud, though bits speckled its hooves from traversing the finished battlefield. Behind Mared walked and rode some fifty retainers in Learish dark blue, weaponless and calm, but dire. They were more careful than the Aremore army not to trample the new-bloomed flowers.

The prince dismounted and approached alone. He bowed and held out a fist. “I bring a message from Banna Mora of Innis Lear.”

Celedrix said, “So long as it is no meddling prophecy, you are welcome.”

Mared actually smiled, crooked and tired. “No prophecy, Majesty.”

The queen nodded permission to her daughter, and Prince Hal met Mared. Hotspur blinked and focused, and she could no longer see the earth saints or their tiny creatures, nor even the magical crown. It was easier that way.

Mared opened his fist to reveal the Blood and the Sea.

Hal paused to let everyone witness, then she covered it with her own hand, clasping Mared’s as a friend. “Peace,” she said to him in a ringing voice. “And unity between Innis Lear and Aremoria.”

“Peace,” Mared said. “Banna Mora asks two days to withdraw our army, and for cooperation over the dead and dying. She offers me as hostage.”

“Granted, the withdrawal, but we will keep no hostages.” Hal stepped slightly nearer, but did not lower her voice. “I would see her, before she goes, if Mora is willing.”

“She might be,” Mared said. “We are grieving the loss of—of our prince.”

Hal said, “There is so much loss. I will grieve with Mora. And for her brother.”

“Connley?” Mared’s face slackened, and he looked desperately to Hotspur.

Tears filled her eyes for the first time. There was too much to explain. She settled on, “I was there, and I will tell you everything.”

Hal looked at her sister Vatta, and the young woman came up to take Mared’s arm, leading him back from Hal.

The prince did not put on the Blood and the Sea but held it high over her head. “I am the Lion of Aremoria!”

Hotspur nudged the earth with her boot, and the wind itself took Hal’s voice and spread her words to the ears of all who could see her. Hotspur shifted into her best commander’s stance, listening like a Lady Knight, and listening, too, with her skin and eyes and tongue, to the breath of Aremoria, the will and beating heart of Aremoria.

The land itself was riveted to Hal.

“It is fitting,” the prince said, her voice reverberating along strands of wind, “for this battle to end here, at Liresfane, where a thousand years ago a king betrayed a wizard and began the enmity between Innis Lear and Aremoria. I am the daughter of kings, of a line of kings who have belonged to and served Aremoria, and I will be your queen someday—long from now in my hopes, but soon in the sense of trees or stones or stars. I know magic, and prophecies, and I know such things are nothing compared to the power of the people of Aremoria, the people of Innis Lear. We give meaning to crowns and prophecies, to stories and war and days when the sky itself rips open, and in healing that wound we heal what was sundered between our two lands.

“Innis Lear has a queen, and Aremoria has a queen, but we are joined not only by the stars, by everything that makes us laugh and hope and cry and ache. We are joined by love. The love I have for Banna Mora, the love she has for me, for her sister Lady Hotspur. My love.” Hal’s vivid gaze moved briefly to Hotspur, then away again. “And that is how we will move forward. With love and forgiveness. There will be no hostages. No recriminations, no blame. We will come together; I will bring us all together for one goal: a future that is defined by mercy and love. That is how we will grow, that is how we will prosper. Through loss and conflict, through death and birth and everything in between, this is the new destiny for Aremoria …” Hal faltered, mouth open, as if the thing she attempted to say was too large to contain in words.

Hotspur held up her fist and cried with all her heart,

“So long as you love, you live!”

Love, and live, whispered the winds of Aremoria.

“Love, and live,” said Celedrix herself, and then Charm Kurake. Everyone said it, along with the dancing wind.

A tiny star-shaped daisy grew up the inside of Prince Hal’s boot. She met Hotspur’s eyes, a smile splitting her face, and Hotspur felt the shifting of the world as it changed.




STAR-SEER

Dondubhan, early summer

ERA HAD NOT eaten or slept in two days, pushing her horse too hard, but with wind at their back. Exhausted, they arrived at the fortress of Dondubhan as the sun set. They clattered across the bridge and beneath the teeth of the gate, through the curtain wall and into the yard. Era rolled off, falling to her knees, and ignored the retainers rushing to her, their questions and worries about what message of danger she dragged at her heels.

She got to her feet, shook helping hands from her elbow. Her vision blurred, shadows walking at her side, the wind visible threads of light, and in the violet bowl of sky the Child Star gleamed to life; there beside it in the east the Star of Second Birds appeared. Era imagined the other stars still hiding, still veiled behind streaks of evening light, and the vast spread of stars rippled in her weary thoughts, as though it were the Tarinnish overhead and every star the tip of a winking wave.

Straight through the queen’s tower Era barged, past startled folk, and into Banna Mora’s room. She did not pause there, either, but headed for the outer door that led to the rose garden.

Just as she emerged, the sun vanished completely and a wind sighed, shaking the cherry trees so petals fell like snow. Warm perfume lit the air, and Era went to the thicket of roses. Her hands trembled and she whispered, I’m here, thank you. Now, please.

Thorns pierced her palms as she pulled vines apart, hunting through the coils. She pushed aside nodding blossoms, their velvety kisses urgent.

here, the roses whispered. saint. poison saint.

Now, Era said again. “Rowan,” she said aloud.

There, a starlight strand of hair, twisted about a thick branch of roses.

Era dug through stinging bites, lips parted so she breathed the flavor of rose wind, tasting their welcome.

She revealed a hand first, too cold and veined with vivid silver-gold blood.

“Rowan,” she repeated.

His fingers bent like brittle sticks.

The rose vines shivered, and Era laughed, a breathy, choking laugh.

Innis Lear always brought him back.

A woman crouched beside Era to help, and a young retainer—they were the baby princess’s keepers. They must’ve seen Era blow past them and followed her.

When the roses let go their teeth from the shifting, silver-shadow planes of Rowan’s face, his lashes fluttered and he looked up with eyes made of starlight.




EVERY YEAR THE prince of Aremoria visits Tenne-Tiras on the last full moon before Halfsies Day, to sit beneath the creaking branches of the witch elm.

The first year, she’s vexed Lady Hotspur did not join her, the knight having flitted off again, this time to the Diotan border. The prince drinks sack for old time’s sake, spits into the well, and generally curses in extravagant detail every annoying thing anyone has done the year long. She’s unsure if her nameless wizard can hear her, or any earth saints, or if it’s only the heart of Aremoria listening. The prince says, “I needed you, wizard, to stick around and show Hotspur how to be. She’s my own royal wizard, but spends most of her time burning through the countryside.”

(It’s necessary, though, since a suddenly living, willful world with magic at its disposal can create quite a bit of havoc.)

The second year, the prince drags her lover to the witch elm, and they have a good fuck against the well, knocking at the crumbling rim, and the prince tells Hotspur about her first time—both her first time having sex and her first time meeting a wizard. They certainly make the bells hanging from the tree ring.

The third year, it is the queen of Aremoria who visits, alone again. She does not curse or complain, but curls against the roots with her bag of sweet wine and weeps. The witch elm shivers, and the queen knows the land weeps with her, sad and lost and relieved to finally let it out. She sighs at dawn and promises again to always return here, to always listen to Aremoria. As she walks away from the witch elm’s grove, she feels a hand against her cheek, though nobody is there.

The queen is not alone on the fourth year—oh, she arrives alone, for Lady Hotspur won’t be separated from her son, recently adopted when a Persy cousin died giving birth. “He is my heir now, and I’ll not have him removed from Perseria until he can speak the language of trees with a proper Aremore accent. Neither will I leave him,” the galvanized mother insisted.

And so the queen attends her lonely ritual. She hardly minds; her wolf will probably be taking in war orphans next.

But around midnight the creaking of the elm’s branches shifts lower into a sort of groan, and the tinkle of little silver bells intensifies. The queen climbs to her feet and warily backs away, staring with bleary, sack-turned eyes.

Shadows bend, and moonlight streaming through the lattice of black branches solidifies into long silver hair. Like a sleek cloak, the star-bright hair forms against head and shoulders, falling down a pale chest. The thing is taller than the queen, and she recognizes the arrogant cut of his jaw. When he opens his eyes, they are almost too much to look into: clear as starlight.

“How did you—” She gapes at him, though the shape of her mouth curves almost immediately into a proper grin.

He says something in the hissing language of trees, and the queen curses violently, having dropped her practice of it mere weeks after beginning. She has people for that, only those people aren’t here to translate.

“Say it again?” she asks.

Stepping nearer, the earth saint repeats his words to her much, much slower—the condescending baby-eater—but the queen can repeat it now. She whispers it to herself.

When he blinks, hiding the shine of his eyes, his form seems almost human. The queen says, “Do you see Banna Mora? Are you—alive? Tell Banna Mora she should send Mared and Vae here for the winter. Especially Mared. My sister needs to get married.”

The earth saint reaches out, speaking that hissing tree tongue, and touches the queen’s chest with a winter-cold finger.

The queen shrugs, uncomprehending. She can tell Mora herself if this creature won’t play messenger.

He vanishes one strand of light at a time, and the queen doesn’t mind admitting how beautiful it is.

At home, she whispers the tree tongue phrase to her wizard, and Hotspur says, “It means because the star roads are open. What happened?”

“I saw the Poison Prince at Tenne-Tiras.” She can’t bring herself to use the name he’s been given. Saint Rowan.

Hotspur’s eyes widen in shock—then they’re both opining over whether Mora knows, or if she’s furious or happy, or, most important, why she didn’t send a letter to her best friends that her husband was still alive.

Mostly.

The fifth year, the queen herself cannot reach the witch elm of Tenne-Tiras because she’s days away from giving birth. It enrages her when she realizes, and she swears to the wind and the chatty roses in the sun garden that she’ll visit the elm as soon as she can ride a horse again. She wants to name her daughter after her first wizard, but literally everyone in her life says no.

(Banna Mora of Innis Lear writes, Do you want them to think you’re naming your child after me?)

Before the queen has the opportunity to visit Tenne-Tiras, she wakes one night to her daughter’s gentle cooing and nearly has a heart attack at finding that very nameless wizard standing at the child’s bassinet. Careful not to wake her husband, she gets out of bed. (The queen and her king do not share a bed, though after Vedicca was born he asked to be allowed with them at night, at least as long as the baby sleeps in her mother’s room, too.) “What are you doing here?” the queen whispers.

The wizard removes his finger from Vedicca’s chubby brown cheek and flicks his muddy gaze at the queen. “I came to meet this new piece of my lion’s heart. You have nothing to fear from me.”

The queen stares at him, weighing the choice to believe him or not. “There is no new riddle bringing you here?”

“There will be no new riddles.” The wizard smiles. “I am free. While I helped to do what they wanted done, I never truly answered their riddle, and so I cannot be drawn back to the rootworld unless I choose to go. They don’t mind—they love a technicality.”

Thrilled, discomfited, she hugs him. He smells like churned earth and wet stone. He puts his arms around her and returns the embrace. Before he goes, she digs into a wide trunk and pulls out a tiny white seashell she picked up at the edge of the Whiteglass River, a hundred feet below the palace, in the mouth of her old rioting cave. It’s the size of her fingernail, and when she passes it to him, he smiles again and slips it into a pocket of his tattered coat.

“I had heard there was a new witch in the White Forest,” the queen whispers.

“Come visit me there,” he whispers back, touching a finger over her heart.

Both the sixth and seventh years, Lady Hotspur travels at the queen’s side to Tenne-Tiras, and they make love at the roots of the witch elm. Their affair is neither a secret nor a celebration, and so long as the queen demands the respect of her people, so long as her king is satisfied, who is to care or stop them? It causes no more strife than any other affair, and certainly no wars of succession, and the tangle of relationships and layers of love both bind and expand many Aremore hearts. A small change but an important one.

When the queen and her wolf are together, both burn brighter, and Aremoria likes incandescence.

On the fourteenth year, the queen takes her nine-year-old daughter to Tenne-Tiras with her. It belongs to the heir to the Blood and the Sea, after all. The girl is old enough not to be in much danger from earth saints, and young enough to believe everything in the story the queen plans to tell.

These royal women arrive at the keep with proper fanfare, but alone they make their way to the witch elm. “This is mine?” the prince murmurs as she wanders to the well. The dark stones seem cobbled together with nothing but the will of the land, and vivid green moss spills down one side, a glinting black icing in the moonlight.

“You belong to it, more like,” the queen says. “Aremoria is its own self now, you know, and the land might say These queens are mine as much as we can say it is ours.”

The prince turns round, dark eyes to her mother. “Because Aremoria is alive?” asks Vedicca. “And you made a bargain with the earth saints.”

“Because while your father is my king, the most powerful man in the land, Aremoria is our true consort.”

The girl looks skeptical.

“Come here,” the queen says, holding her hand out. Her daughter takes it, and together they kneel at the witch tree. The queen spreads her fingers against the furrowed bark and says, “Hello old bitch,” fondly recalling her very first visit. Vedicca makes a strangled sound and puts her hand atop her mother’s. It is a pleasing sight in the dim silver nighttime: gray bark, white hand, brown hand, with the bold red garnet of the Blood and the Sea crowned by a dozen tiny moons.

They sit together, shoulder to shoulder, against the elm. The queen allows her daughter some sips of sack, then says, “I’ve never told you this story whole before, though you must know pieces of it, from your aunts and father, our wizard and whatever gossip you’ve caught hold of. It’s a story about three women who loved one another, the story of how Innis Lear made its first earth saint in a thousand years, and how Aremoria got its heart.

“It begins,” says the queen, her voice falling into that peculiar cadence of storytellers, “with rebellion …”

Even the wind itself is listening. Especially the wind.

And twenty years after the Battle of Liresfane, there are three women—two of them queens—at the Witch Elm of Tenne-Tiras: one for Aremoria and one for Innis Lear.

BANNA MORA HAS never been here before.

She goes to the well and spits into it. Then she perches upon the rim, making the well into a midnight throne.

Hal pours Terestria’s tears out against the elm tree’s roots, touches her palm to the trunk, and then asks Mora if she can do any magic and if she might light a few of these candles stuck with their own wax to the boles and branches.

Mora says no. She’s never bothered with magic.

Even the wind falls silent in shock, until Hal laughs. Never bothered with magic.

The laughter is catching, and soon both queens shake with it. Lady Hotspur rolls her eyes and claps her hands: fire bursts against every wick, and soon the grove is warmer.

Hal joins Mora at the well, then Hotspur does, and the three sit pressed together, passing the flask among them.

“Every year?” Mora asks, head tipped up to look through the reaching branches and shivering summer leaves to the glory of stars.

“Usually just before Halfsies Day, but you’ll be back on your island by then. I wanted you here.”

“Twenty years is so long.”

Hotspur says, “When I wake up some mornings, with wind brushing the tip of my nose, I think no time has passed at all. Then I look at my children, and they are too grown.”

Mora raises the flask. “To Aremoria and Innis Lear, to friends and queens.” She drinks, then shares.

Hal hesitates with the flask nearly to her lips. “Not to Rowan, too?”

“That prick,” Mora says, voice full of affection.

“Do you ever think,” Hal says, sips, and continues, “that you are the one of us more like Morimaros now, because your daughter was fathered by an actual earth saint?”

Mora grunts. “Turns out earth saints are a bit too dead to father living children.”

Hal laughs again, but Mora catches her eye, and a hardness in her gaze makes the queen’s laughter fade.

“I lost two, not even big enough to name when they died inside me,” Mora says. “Didn’t tell anyone but Solas. Rowan said once that he …  has them, but he says a lot of things that I’m sure aren’t quite true. The Poison Prince is a secret keeper, according to the songs and prayers.”

“Saints,” Hal whispers, a hand drifting to her own belly. Her daughters are fourteen and eleven now, both healthy and whole, and she does not want to imagine what it must feel like to—

But Banna Mora laughs sharply. “Saints, indeed.”

Hotspur says, “If an earth saint cannot father a child, at least I know my father was my father.”

Mora pats her friend’s hand. “Rowan was the first person to tell me never to trust what an earth saint says, so you mustn’t take his word for anything.”

“Did you ever consider remarrying?”

“I’m still married, even if I only see him on moonlit nights and in a twilight summer sky.”

“Married to Innis Lear itself, what a tradition,” Hal says.

Mora slides her another look, one that gleams in this moonlight. “Do you ever consider remarrying, Hotspur?”

The Wolf of Aremoria—more a wizard now than a soldier—says, “And juggle three husbands?” as she eyes Hal.

The queen of Aremoria laughs. “You’re good with your hands.”

The queen of Innis Lear sobers, and says, “I discovered that Solas married in secret, thirteen years ago, but no husband appeared at the Summer Seat until the night she died.”

“Did Cealla make it home in time?” Hal asks gently. The heir to the hemlock crown had fostered for two years in Aremoria, until this spring when a message came via crow and roses both that Solas was dying.

“We all were with her on the last night,” Mora whispers.

Hal takes Mora’s hand, and Hotspur puts her arms around both of them.

“Your daughter, speaking of,” Hotspur says, “asked my daughter about joining the Lady Knights.”

Banna Mora snorts. “She asked me, too. I told her to start her own damn knighthood on Innis Lear.”

“Good idea,” Hal says. “I’ll send my daughters to her, and they can all train together, learn to be friends and fall in love.”

Slowly, the dragon nods. “Yes. Our daughters should be friends and in love, living wild together on Innis Lear.”

“And when they come to Aremoria, it will be a homecoming,” says the lion.

“Wherever they go together, they’ll be home,” adds the wolf.

Home, whispers the wind in the language of trees.

DEEP IN THE heart of Aremoria, there is light.
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