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ONE










As my idiotic schemes went, this one might top the list. 


After losing my small army of thieves and soldiers to a surprise attack by Queen Ilara of Severia, I'd returned to the city of my birth, where I'd been captured within minutes. A few moments ago, I'd woken up in the same bed I'd slept in during my months as the princess of Forcadel, face-to-face with the woman who'd taken my kingdom and destroyed my army. She'd offered me mercy and a promise that if I played nicely, she would allow me to see more sunrises. 


Exactly as I'd planned. 


While my army had taken a hit, and I mourned the children that had been slaughtered, I was nowhere near defeat. My army had grown larger than Ilara had suspected, and I had another hundred Forcadelian soldiers under my flag, not to mention the forces and support of neighboring countries Niemen and Kulka. After months of starts and stops, gathering alliances (and making sure those alliances stuck), we were ready to take our fight to Ilara and the city of Forcadel. 


The problem was getting inside said city.


Thanks to the natural defenses of Forcadel, ours had been an impenetrable fortress until Ilara had snuck her army in under my nose. She'd come on bended knee, talking about her poor country and desperate people, all the while infiltrating the city and readying her assault. I and everyone else had been caught completely unaware. Now, I wanted to repay the favor. 


Putting my full faith in my friends—Felix, Katarine, Jax—to lead my army in my absence, I ventured back home and allowed Ilara to catch me as a distraction. My only job was to make her believe she'd won until we could snatch our city back from her. 


So far, so good. Katarine had been sure Ilara wouldn't put me in the dungeons, but I hadn't been so sure. Waking up in this bed was a positive sign; speaking directly with Ilara even more so. There were flowers on the small breakfast table, as well as a fresh set of clothes in the wardrobe. Someone had seen to it that my bookshelf was filled with thick tomes, too. 


My ears twitched at the sound of the lock turning on the door and I closed my eyes to return to the mindset they expected me in. I pictured walking down the forest trail to the camp, small, dead bodies littering the forest floor. Tears came to my eyes, but I didn't let the grief swallow me yet. I would be grief-ridden, but I'd be damned if Ilara saw me cry for real. 


"Good morning, Brynna."


It wasn't Ilara; rather a Severian woman wearing a white smock and holding a breakfast tray. Her smile was kind, but there was something about her eyes that set me on edge. She would surely try to befriend me, but she wasn't to be trusted. No one was in this castle. 


"I trust you slept well," she said, walking into the room and placing the tray on the small table near the seating area. "My name is Luisa, and Her Majesty has asked that I look after you while you're our guest here."


I barked a laugh. "Until Ilara takes me to the gallows?"


"Do you believe you'd be in this tower if Her Majesty wished to kill you?" Luisa asked. "Although I would watch the way you address her. Outside these walls, you may have had a certain leeway, but it is because of Her Majesty's graciousness that you still breathe air."


A voice echoed between my ears."Temper your tongue." 


Perhaps I was laying the attitude on too thick. I took a moment to adjust my tone then spoke again, softer. "I suppose I'm just confused why I am still breathing."


"It's as I said." She poured a cup of coffee from the carafe. "Her Majesty has welcomed you as a guest. She's asked me to afford you all the luxuries of any other person of importance here in the castle. Now please, come have your breakfast before it gets cold."


Keeping confusion and mistrust on my face, I crossed the room, sitting down at the small chair. The coffee reminded me of mornings with Beata when I would've done anything to get out of this room. I let the feeling linger. 


"It's all right," Luisa cooed into my silence, rising to walk to the one window in the room and sliding the glass open. "Things will be much better for you if you lose that stubborn streak. Her Majesty isn't the monster you think she is."


The hundred dead kids in the forest beg to differ. 


I swallowed a gulp of coffee instead of speaking. Mistrust was a good emotion, but letting my tongue loose might get me in trouble. 


The soft, Niemenian voice came back. "Be truthful when you can."


"The coffee is good," I said. "I missed coffee."


"Did you not have it, wherever you were?" 


Her question had an innocent tone to it, but this was the first attempt at probing for the truth. I'd criss-crossed the continent these past few months, reaching the mountain capital of Niemen on foot then continuing through the farmlands of Kulka down to the marshy Neveri. From there, I'd returned to Forcadel, then spent a few weeks in a camp to the north. 


But I didn't know how much Ilara knew—or how much I should reveal. 


"Wait for someone to tell you what they think and play off that."


"There wasn't much time for niceties," I said simply. 


She nodded, and I feared I'd said the wrong thing. "The soldiers said the forest camp was quite barren when they arrived. Barbaric, actually."


I couldn't help the flash of anger that crossed my face, and after a moment of thought, I let it remain there. "It was magnificent," I ground out. "And full of life."


"I'm sure it was." Luisa rose, clasping her hands together. "I can see it's still a sensitive subject with you. I'll leave you be." 


"Until when?" I lifted my gaze to meet hers. "Ilara tires of playing host?"


"That, my dear, is entirely up to you," Luisa said, her fake smile gone. "And how well you can keep that tongue to yourself." 


The door shut, and I waited a minute or two before allowing myself to slump back in my chair in relief. I hadn't said much, and yet I felt I'd given away my entire plan. This lying thing was hard.


A cool breeze hit my face from the open window. Did Ilara know that I'd once attempted an escape out that way? Or had Luisa just thought I could use some fresh air?


I blew air between my lips at my indecision. It was hard to know my next move when the other players hadn't told me the rules. 


I sauntered over to the window, poking my head out to gaze at the castle below. Ilara's Severian soldiers were drilling on the green and more were patrolling the perimeter. Beyond, the city seemed quiet and empty. 


Pulling my head back inside, I took stock of my supplies in the room. There was an extra pair of sheets in the wardrobe, as well as more than a few tunics. If I wanted to fashion myself an escape rope, I could easily do so. 


But something tickled the back of my mind. This could've been a trap—especially as Ilara's lapdog Coyle knew exactly how I'd made my escape the first time. Felix had found me, tackled me, and after some cajoling, finally allowed me to continue my work as The Veil until my coronation. 


Then, I had writhed under his grip on my wrists, furious at his meddling and insufferableness. Last night, we'd been in much the same position…


I allowed myself a quiet giggle.


Felix was still meddlesome and insufferable, but he trusted me now. They all did. Which was why I needed to think long and hard about my next move. This was a delicate operation and one wrong step could ruin everything.


Doing nothing and waiting for them to tell me something was surely an option, but it wasn't my style. And even if Luisa had opened the window as a suggestion to me, I was The Veil. Surely, I could scale the tower, sneak around, and be back before anyone noticed I was gone. 


The castle below held a wealth of information about Ilara's defenses, and perhaps even some insight into why she'd decided to keep me not just alive, but as her guest. That could help inform how I interacted with Luisa and put us on more even ground. I wasn't sure what else to do with her except to sulk quietly, and sooner or later, they might realize something was up if I refused to speak. Or worse—they might tire of me and send me somewhere I couldn't leave. 


My decision made, I nodded to the city beyond and hoped I wasn't making another giant mistake. 







TWO




Felix




Sweat dripped down my neck. The sun had just set, but hours of riding had left a burn on every piece of exposed skin. I probably should've stopped at midday, but I was already behind schedule. I'd expected to be in Neveri by now, but instead…


Instead, I'd followed my queen nearly all the way back to Forcadel, confessed my undying love, and spent the evening wrapped in her capable arms. When she'd left me, it was hard not to feel like it was for the last time, and that our stolen moments were the last gasp of a relationship never meant to be. But we'd taken what we could, and I had no regrets—not even letting her leave. 


Still, old habits died hard, and I hadn't been able to resist one final act of devotion. I kept far enough away so she wouldn't notice (she probably would've run me through if she had), but my heart hadn't been able to let her take that final journey completely alone. Once she'd ducked through the small grate at the foot of the city wall, I'd pried myself away and headed back to our camp in the north. 


There, my best friend Katarine and the bulk of our forces would be waiting for me. Our plan was to split them in two, with half coming with me to Neveri and the other half heading to Skorsa to meet up with the rest of the Niemenian soldiers. From there, we would devise the best way to move our respective armies into Forcadel and rescue our queen without alerting Ilara.


In some way, the task ahead of me had made it easier to leave Brynna. My efforts to help her regain her kingdom had been laughable so far. I'd donned a vigilante mask to keep the peace in the city, but all that had done was land me in jail with no benefit to Brynna. After a month in the dungeons, I'd been too weak to even mount an escape, and Katarine had been forced to save me. Now, I was ready to redeem myself to both of them, and I'd be damned if I let them down again. 


In the bright moonlight, the forest where our camp had been came into view. I slowed my horse and dismounted to walk somberly through the freshly-dug graves. A part of me was grateful we were leaving this place for sunnier pastures. It was hard not to remember carrying little bodies from where they'd fallen in battle to these graves. Or how it had felt to close my young cousin's eyes for the last time. But perhaps the memories were necessary to keep us on the right path. 


We had moved our camp to the open plains just north of the forest, and there I was greeted by two soldiers who saluted then took the horse's reins from me. 


"Where's Katarine?" I asked. 


"She and her contingent left early this morning," one said. "But she asked me to give you this letter."


Frowning, I took the parchment and opened the wax seal. 




Dearest Phoenix, 




My brother wanted to make haste for the east as quickly as possible, so we could wait no longer for you to return. I hope that your journey was fulfilling in every way. 

Please send word once you have established yourself in the west. 




 Yours,

 Wolf




P.S. - Where did our late, mutual friend like to hang his hat?




I read the letter two or three times. Before we'd left, Katarine and I had agreed that we wouldn't tell our soldiers the truth about Brynna, in case word got back to Forcadel. But the level of coding in her letter told me she was concerned our communications could be intercepted. After the losses we'd suffered thanks to Beswick, I couldn't blame her. 


"Sir?" the soldier said. 


"Have we finished packing the camp?" I asked, folding the paper and sticking it in my belt for safekeeping. "I'd like to leave for Neveri as soon as possible." 


"Where is Her Majesty?" 


"She has left on a mission with Jax and the vigilantes," I said, telling the lie Katarine and I had agreed upon. "I hope she'll be back in the next few weeks, but until then, we have a job to do. Where is Aline?"


I found my lieutenant discussing the movement of troops with another soldier. She was still young—barely graduated from my cadets in Forcadel—but she'd proven herself capable and trustworthy. She'd been integral in helping reclaim Neveri, then had been the one to stay in the city and play vigilante when Brynna left, and she seemed willing and able to watch over the troops in my stead.


"Sir," she said, saluting me. "It's nice to see you back. Did everything get delivered?"


Aline was one of the few who knew what Brynna was up to, so I nodded. "As difficult as it was to watch it go."


Her voice quieted to a murmur. "And you still think it was the smartest move? Let our queen go into the castle? Ilara could kill her."


"I trust Brynna, and I trust Katarine's judgment." I had to, or else I'd go crazy with worry. "Have the messengers come back from Neveri yet?"


"Ammon isn't thrilled that we're coming," she said. "It might be wise to camp nearby until we can smooth things over."


"I had a feeling," I said. The Kulkan prince had a long history of saying one thing and doing another, and if we managed to get him to cough up what he'd promised when the time came, I'd consider it a miracle from the Mother herself. "If everything goes according to plan, we should be on our way to the south within a few days." I paused then turned to her. "I thought Katarine was planning to stay until I returned?"


"To be honest, we weren't sure when you'd be back," she said, the ghost of a smile on her face that I didn't appreciate. "There was some talk that you might not let her go."


"Funny."


"In reality," she said, the smile turning into a small grin, "Luard received a note from Ariadna, so they decided to leave this morning so he could return to Linden." 


I nodded. I would've preferred to have strategized more with her, but time was of the essence. "Give the order to move the camp, and the two of us will ride ahead to smooth things over with Ammon."


She nodded and pointed to one of the few tents still remaining in camp. "If you want to freshen up, I left that one for you."


I thanked her and continued toward the tent she'd pointed out. But once inside, I stopped abruptly. Hanging from a peg nailed to the center post was a blue uniform. A Forcadelian uniform. 


Not mine, that was back in Forcadel. Or more likely, in a refuse bin. 


This uniform could only belong to Jorad. 


The blue material brought fresh sadness to my chest, an ache that would never heal. Jorad had been one of my most promising cadets, and not just because he was my blood. There was a spark of leadership, of earnest loyalty to the crown and country. 


That spark was gone. I'd cradled his cold body, the first to die in the massacre. Ilara's troops had spared no souls that had remained within the walls, no matter the age. 


I pulled the dark blue tunic off the peg and thumbed the fabric before sliding it over my arms. It was immaculate—and I would have to take care to keep it that way. It felt good to be back in my country's colors, to wear that familiar broach at my left breast. My old one was currently hanging from Brynna's neck. 


I closed my eyes, whispering another prayer that the Mother would keep watch over her and that one day, I would get to hold her again. 


I smoothed the fabric and considered the cost of this war that hadn't even begun. Riya, Jorad, the young thieves in Celia's camp. Celia herself. Many more would be lost along the way, mostly innocents. Perhaps even myself. 


Aline cleared her throat outside the tent. "The horses are ready, C—General."


It was hard not to laugh. Brynna had "promoted" me, but much like her own title, it was merely ceremonial for now. I reached into the bag to complete the outfit with Jorad's sword and scabbard. The familiar weight of a sword at my hip anchored me, reminding me of the man I used to be. The one my queen and soldiers needed now. 


Katarine's letter sat on the table where I'd left it. Before I departed to Neveri, I needed to pen a response to her. Even if it wasn't much.


There was a small writing desk and I perched on the stool and began to write. 




Dearest Wolf,




Our friend liked to hang his hat at the Rugged Pony. The events down south were quite fulfilling. Thank you for asking. 

I am on my way west. We may encounter some trouble obtaining the promised goods from the western merchant, but I have faith we will make it. Once we are settled, I will turn my attentions to the joint matter to which we are aligned. 

I will await your next letter. 




 With love, 

 Phoenix




PS: Where was our mutual friend's favorite hiding spot?




I folded the letter and sealed it with the signet on the table—the same one Katarine had used. I slipped the small ring into my pocket so I could continue to send letters that Katarine could trust were mine. 


With the envelope in hand, I strode out of the tent where Aline was waiting. 


"Send this with your fastest rider to the east," I said, handing her the letter. "Communication will be key. Tell them to return to Neveri with the response as quickly as they can."


"It will still take several days," Aline said. 


"And hopefully, when we speak again, we will have better news to share," I said. "But for now… Onward to Neveri."







THREE




Katarine




"Are we there yet?"


I looked behind me at the small child who'd spoken. I hadn't spent enough time with them to know their names by heart, but her name might've been Paca. She was a cherubic Forcadelian child with stringy brown hair that my wife tried to braid in vain. 


"Almost, my dear," Beata answered, reaching forward to brush that stubborn hair from her forehead. 


When we'd started out from the camp earlier in the day, my wife had been bright-eyed and excited to leave the ghosts and grief behind. But now, the day of traveling with six children under ten was wearing on her. We'd made good time across the open plains, but once we'd entered into the misty forest, a damp chill had descended. A reminder that the mountains were close at hand. 


"Shall we play another game?" Beata asked, forcing a smile onto her face. 


The children groaned in unison. She might've called it a game, but it was really a lesson on numbers and letters. Most of them hadn't learned to read or write, and that had been Beata's singular focus before…


Before. That was the best way to describe it. Before the massacre, before the world had been turned over. Before our Brynna left on a half-idiotic plan to distract Ilara so we could reclaim the country.


I turned to the south, where Brynna had most assuredly been captured by now. I didn't question her bravery, but she lacked the ability to hide her emotions. Brynna's survival depended on Ilara believing herself to be the victor, and that would be impossible if Brynna couldn't temper her tongue. 


I exhaled, putting that worry aside. It wasn't my focus. 


I had taken charge of sixty soldiers. My second-in-command Joella led the march at the front, while I remained near the back to be close to my wife and the littles. We were headed to Skorsa, the former Forcadelian city that now belonged to the country of my birth, Niemen. 


"I hope Luard reached your sister safely," Beata said, resting her head on my shoulder. Clearly, she'd given up trying to teach the children, as they'd busied themselves with a guessing game. 


"I hope so, too." I wrapped my hand around hers, feeling for my wife's gold band. The night of our wedding had ended in the news that one of our own, Aline, had been kidnapped, and Brynna had put together a plan to rescue her. We'd succeeded, but when we'd returned to camp, we'd found it completely decimated, and everyone within slaughtered. The only ones who'd survived were Beata, these six children, and…


I craned my neck to the front, searching the soldiers for the crop of dark hair. "Where's Elisha?"


"Did she fall behind?" Beata asked, joining my search. "No, I think I see her up there. At the very front."


Through heavy fog, I could just make out the smaller figure marching with the taller ones where my wife was pointing. 


"I swear to the Mother," I muttered as Beata chuckled beside me. "Didn't I tell her to stay in our sight?"


"She's technically still in our sight," Beata said with a smile. "You can't fault her for wanting to be in the thick of things."


"She's done more than enough," I said. "We have plenty of others who can take up the mantle."


"She's going to be a handful," Beata said. "Perhaps when we get to Skorsa, things will be better." She closed her eyes. "Do you think Felix has left for Neveri yet?"


"I don't know," I said. "I hope so."


She giggled, snuggling closer to me and dropping her voice. "The better question, I suppose, is did he let Brynna go? Or do you think he tied her up and took her with him?"


"I think he let her go, but he didn't like it," I said, resting my head on top of hers. Felix had been more open with his feelings of late; perhaps his time in the dungeon had cleared his vision. The old captain would never have danced with his queen in full view of his soldiers, let alone embraced her the way he had at our wedding. 


"I don't think I would've let you go," she said, looking up at me.


I squeezed her. "One day, my wife, the world won't be on fire, and we can have our time together."


"I fear if we wait for the world to calm, we'll be dust." She chuckled, though a little darkly. "How soon after we arrive in Skorsa will we move back to Forcadel?"


"Felix will be traveling via the ocean, and so we will be moving our troops down the Vanhoja river. Jax will be scouting the river for Ilara's defenses, and once we know what we're dealing with, we can move south."


Beata frowned. "Will Ilara keep her alive that long?"


"Ssh," I said, glancing at the others to make sure they hadn't heard. "She's with Jax, remember?" 


Beata's cheeks reddened. "Right, with Jax. On that mission." She ducked her head closer. "You think they'll buy that?"


"Let's hope so," I said. "Brynna's life depends on it."


From somewhere beyond the misty forest, a cry echoed, followed by another. The soldiers around us slowed their gait and listened, reaching for their weapons and gazing into the foggy trees. 


"What's going on?" Beata asked, glancing back at the littles. 


"I don't know," I said, rising from my seat. "But stay here until I find out."


I hopped out of the wagon and rushed through the crowd, all of whom had pulled their weapons and were staring at the trees suspiciously. A shadow moved in the mist ahead, and I readied myself, but as it drew closer, I recognized our own colors. Two soldiers were carrying a third, an arrow sticking out of his shoulder. Right behind him, a pair of soldiers carried another soldier, but the arrow had found her heart and her head lolled sickeningly. 


The sound of retreat echoed through the forest, and more shadows came running toward us. I let them pass me until my gaze found the commander at the front—Joella—helping a wounded soldier walk. Two Forcadelians ran forward to retrieve their compatriot, leaving Joella and I in the middle.


"What's going on?" I said. "Who's attacking?"


"It's hard to tell," she said, wiping her brow. "The arrows just started coming out of the trees. Hard to tell who they're coming from. Somebody said it looked like Severians."


"That would make sense," I said. "It wouldn't surprise me if Ilara had put a blockade along the river." I glanced behind me, keeping my eyes peeled for more arrows. "Are they advancing?"


Joella followed my gaze, her brow furrowing. "I was too busy running to… But it sure doesn't look like it."


"That's good news," I said, thinking of the children. "I'd hoped that we could avoid going over the foothills with all of our supplies, but it looks like we won't have a choice. Tend to the wounded, then double back until we reach the forest. There is a pass we can take from Kulka to Niemen that should be less guarded, but it's not an easy trail."


"Yes, I—"


A brown-headed blur buzzed past me, and my heart dropped into my stomach. 


Joella gasped. "Was that—?" 


"I'll get her," I said, grabbing my skirt and jogging after her. 


"Wait, Lady Katarine—"


But I didn't hear her, dashing after the young thief and cursing her as I went.
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"Elisha!" I called, trying in vain to keep my voice down. "Elisha, get back here this instant!" 


But she kept running, flying over sticks and bushes and showing no signs of slowing down. She was growing smaller in the distance, and I cursed myself for not changing into tunic and pants before leaving the camp. 


My heart stopped as an arrow sailed out of the darkness, landing mere inches from her nose. It stopped her in her tracks, giving me just enough time to grab her arm and yank her behind a tree.


"You little…you little…" I couldn't form words as I caught my breath. "You do not ignore a direct order, young lady."


"You ain't the boss of me," she snapped back. "These soldiers are the same ones who killed my friends, and if I can kill a few of 'em then that's what I'm going to do."


I straightened, sweat beading on my forehead as I stared down at the pain and anger coming off her. "And if you were to die, what then?" 


"I won't die. Haven't yet."


Perhaps traditional tactics wouldn't work on this girl. I would have to be cleverer. "Very well, then." I squared my shoulders, pulling my last card. "Are you not one of Queen Brynna's subjects?"


She opened her mouth then closed it. "I am."


"And has Queen Brynna not given me authority over these forces, including yourself?"


She swallowed. "Yeah, but—"


"And did I not give you an explicit order to stay behind and let me handle this?"


"Yes, but—" She straightened. "Ssh!" 


"Don't ssh me—" 


Elisha grabbed my arm and yanked me down into the bushes a moment before two Severian soldiers walked out. 


"I thought I heard voices over here," one said. "Don't see anything, though."


"They told us to stay close to the border."


"Doesn't look like it's an assault anyway. Those Forcadelians turned tail and ran pretty quickly." 


"Cowards."


Their disparaging continued as they disappeared into the forest. Once their voices had ceased echoing, I chanced rising. 


"See?" Elisha said. "I told you I was useful. You woulda been captured."


"And we wouldn't have been out here in the first place had you not run off," I said.


"I wasn't running off," she insisted. "I was trying to help."


"In this case, running headfirst into danger was not helping. The rest of the soldiers retreated, and I expected you to do the same. We aren't ready to meet Ilara's forces. We need to do it smartly, and from a position of power. And you, just now, jeopardized all of that. Do you understand?"


Her eyes flashed with anger, but she nodded. 


"I know that you want to avenge your friends, and I promise that, one day, you will be able to do just that. But you'll be of no use to anyone if you get an arrow through your chest," I said. "And Brynna needs you."


Again, she nodded and muttered some semblance of an apology.


The weight on my chest lessened and I put my hand on her shoulder, turning her around. "Now, back to the wagon we go. And I'd better not hear a single peep out of you until we get to Skorsa."







FOUR










Luck was on my side, because a thick cover of clouds rolled in during the afternoon hours. If they stuck around after the sun set, I'd have a pitch-black night to move around in. Perfect for avoiding capture. 


The heavy chair I'd used as a ballast during my first escape was on the other side of the room. Knowing exactly what would happen, I pushed the chair an inch, grinning as the feet groaned against the wooden floor. 


Almost instantly, the door flew open, and two Severians came running in halfway to drawing their swords. 


"What?" I asked, straightening. "If I'm going to be locked in here, I might as well do some redecorating."


"Just keep it quiet," one of them said, before motioning to her partner to follow her outside. 


"Damn, I'm so good," I whispered, crouching down to push the chair. Now, any loud noises would be attributed to me getting comfortable and not plotting my escape. To avoid suspicion from Luisa, or whomever else might visit, I put the small table next to the chair. 


I started with the sheets in the wardrobe, sitting on the floor with the tail of my makeshift rope hidden under the bed. After tying the sheets together, I added some of the tunics and pants to give it some more length so I could climb back up. I debated allowing myself to get caught, but that might result in some punishment—a locked window, for example—and I didn't want to chance that. 


The sun began to set, and I hid all evidence of my escape, opting to sit next to the open window and watch the cloudy sky change color. As if on cue, Luisa's footsteps echoed up the stairs and I forced myself back into the mindset of a defeated, dethroned, miserable princess. 


It was an odd contrast to Luisa's chipper smile. "Good afternoon, Brynna. Have you had a good day?"


"Sure," I said, turning back to the window. "It's been a great day with nothing to do."


"Nothing to do?" She scoffed as she walked into the room. "There's a stack of books here to entertain you, but I see they're untouched. Did they not teach you how to read?"


I glanced at the bookshelf; I'd barely noticed it. "I'm not interested in reading about fairy tales and romances."


"Then what are you interested in?" she asked, putting her hands into her skirt pockets. "Biographies? Art history? Legends and fables?"


"Why so curious?" I asked. 


"Because you are Her Majesty's guest," Luisa said. "And she's asked me to see to it that you're taken care of."


"Then unlock the door," I said. 


"My dear, a locked door has never stopped you before," Luisa said. "I wonder why it should now." 


I glanced over my shoulder as she set the tray down, but didn't respond. Was it a question, a test, or a suggestion? She couldn't have known about my plan, but it was hard not to feel like she was tempting me into a mistake. 


"Suit yourself," she said with a small shrug. "Knock on the door when you've finished and the guard will retrieve your tray. I will see you in the morning."


I kept my gaze on the floor until her footsteps died away. After waiting for another few breaths, I silently got to my feet and walked to the window. The castle was bathed in darkness as the moon was still obscured by clouds. Down below, the guards patrolling disappeared into the shadows—and if I couldn't see them, they couldn't see me. 


I blew out all the candles as if I were going to bed. In the darkness, I found the lump of sheets and pushed them out the window. They tumbled down the tower, and I listened for guards or anyone else. When I heard nothing, I climbed onto the sill and grabbed the sheet, rappelling myself down the tower. The length was perfect and I thanked myself for adding a few pairs of pants and tunics to the mix. 


My feet whispered on the roof tile, still warm from the sun. There were a ton of windows to choose from, but all of them were closed—presumably locked. I didn't have my glass cutters or any other way of getting inside, nor did I want to risk breaking glass and earning unwanted attention. 


But if my knowledge of the castle was correct, Katarine's office was nearby. It was a long shot, but perhaps my Niemenian sister-in-law had left her window unlocked. 


With care, I lowered myself down to hang from the rooftop. Katarine's office was visible, and from the looks of it, it hadn't been disturbed. Her Niemenian crest still sat on her desk, and one of her large hats rested on a hook near the door. With a shaking hand, I released my fingers from the roof and gripped the edge of the stone around the window. I scraped my feet against the sill until they found something to stand on. With my other hand, I pushed upward on the glass, then used my foot to finish the job. Carefully, I climbed inside the room then slid the window closed. The lock had been completely removed. 


"Katarine, you magnificent bastard," I whispered.


With soft steps, I continued to the door, opening it by a crack to reveal the royal office suite hallway. Ilara's office would be at the very end, but the torches were still lit—she might still be in her office working late. 


Across the hall from Katarine's office was a hidden servants' entrance. The castle had a collection of secret passageways and doorways that connected the servants to some of the most important rooms in the castle, including Ilara's room and office. They weren't exactly secret, but I might be able to move around the castle a little easier. After I made sure the coast was clear, I dashed across the hall and slid the door shut behind me. 


This particular passageway led down to the kitchens, where I hoped I might overhear a servant or two. But on the fifteen-minute walk, I encountered absolutely no one. The kitchens themselves were desolate, although there was a faint smell of rotting fruit. 


I waited around for a few minutes, but this was a dead end—curious in and of itself. I could usually count on at least a few servant conversations to find out what I wanted to know. 


Feeling brave, I ventured out of the kitchens down a main hallway that connected to the entrance hall of the castle. A pair of guards walked by and I had to duck around a pillar, but they were silent. I gazed upward at the paintings still hanging on the wall—my ancestors. Odd that Ilara had left them up after all this time. 


A twitter of laughter came down the hallway and I froze, then ducked around a pillar to hide. 


"By now, the latest ship should've arrived in Aunela," Luisa said. "It should return to port in the next three weeks. Would you like me to arrange your departure?"


"Not yet," Ilara said. "I'd like a bit more progress first. We can make do with the smaller staff."


"Yes, Your Majesty." 


"And how is our friend in the tower faring?"


"The guards report she reorganized the furniture," Luisa responded. "Not sure if she's up to something or merely bored out of her mind."


"Perhaps a little of both."


"She's certainly not lost any of her sharp tongue. But her behavior is still confusing." 


"Indeed. I think it's time to invite her to dinner," Ilara said. "Have the servants set place settings for four tomorrow night and bring something appropriate for her to wear."


"Yes, Your Majesty," Luisa said with a nod. 


I held my breath until their voices faded into the night and then smiled. Ilara was just as perplexed about my motives as I was about hers. This crazy scheme of mine might just work after all. 


More importantly, Ilara was planning a trip to Aunela, a Forcadelian city near Severia. That could be a boon to us; if she was out of the city, then it might be easier for my army to infiltrate. I'd have to learn more about this at dinner tomorrow—and then figure out how to get a message to my allies. 
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"Her Majesty has decided you've been on your best behavior and would like to ask you to join her downstairs for dinner with a few select guests." Luisa offered half a smile. "Since you are, as you say, starved for conversation."


"Oh? How kind." I made sure to lace my words with sarcasm, and perhaps overdid it, based on Luisa's glare. 


"Dining with our queen is an honor," Luisa said. "I'll be back later this evening with the appropriate attire."


As promised, two servants arrived to dress me mid-afternoon, and Luisa joined to supervise. One of the servants carried a blue dress—a dress that had been made for me back when I'd been princess around here.


The realization hit me like a punch to the gut, and even more questions followed. Why would Ilara keep my dresses? 


"Your corset, miss." 


A groan bubbled out. "Really?"


She didn't answer, but the expectant look on her face was telling enough. I couldn't remember the last time I'd been stuffed into one of these torture devices, and I hadn't missed it. But when I caught my reflection in the mirror, I recognized the princess I used to be. The only thing missing was my gold circlet, which I'd left in Katarine's capable hands. 


"I hope the dress is to your liking," Luisa said, appearing behind me. "Her Majesty said it was in your closet of things. She thought it so pretty that she kept it for you, in case you came back."


"Odd, considering she thought I was dead," I said dryly. 


"Perhaps she was hopeful you'd survive," Luisa replied. 


I tugged at the corset. "Why do I have to wear this thing?"


"Is it not the latest in Forcadelian fashion?" she asked, tilting her head to the side. 


"I'm not keeping up with the trends," I said, turning to the mirror. 


"In any case, your dresses seem to be made to wear with one, so we must make do for the time being." There was a little smirk in her eyes that bode poorly for my chances of getting new clothes. "Now, why don't you have a seat and we can do your hair?"


I rolled my eyes and ran my hands down the front of the skirt—they hit something hard. I started, shocked. Making sure neither Luisa nor the servant were paying attention, I slipped my hand inside the pocket Beata had sewn into all my dresses. 


There, I found a knife. 


It was small—no good for anything but parrying another knife and perhaps wounding someone at close range—but it was a weapon. Had I left it in there the last time I'd worn the dress, and no one had thought to check? I closed my eyes and thanked my past self for being so obstinate. I probably wouldn't need it tonight, but it made me feel better to have it in my possession. 


"Well?" Luisa said. "We don't have time to dawdle."


I removed my hand from my pocket and sat down on the small chair. "Indeed we don't."
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I kept my hands hidden in the folds of my dress, tempted to grab the knife and hold onto it for luck and comfort. As long as I kept my focus on the goal—keeping my place on Ilara's good side and perhaps finding out a little more about her plans in Aunela—I would be successful. I had become good at hiding my real emotions around Luisa in our limited interactions, this would just be a longer test. 


"Brynna."


I started at the voice then narrowed my eyes at the source. "Coyle."


The captain of the guard looked as annoyed to see me as I was to see him. He'd been instrumental in putting Ilara onto my throne, betraying not only me, but also my brother, who'd been his close friend. Based on his uniform, he'd managed to remain in Ilara's good graces. I shouldn't have been surprised; it was what he was good at. 


"I don't think we've really spoken since you arrived at the castle," Coyle said, his tone light. 


"I can't imagine why."


"Always with a quick reply," Coyle said. "I can see why Felix fell so hard for you."


He was setting a trap, but I wasn't an idiot. "So hard he absconded to Niemen."


He quirked a smile. "Is that the story you're spinning?"


"If by spinning a story, you mean telling the truth, then yes."


He took a long sip of his wine. "You know what I think? I think he and Katarine were with you the night Celia's camp burned down."


"That's fascinating. Do you have any proof of this fantasy?" I almost hoped he did. At least it would be an answer to my questions. 


"You never make mistakes," Coyle said. 


"I absolutely make mistakes," I said, pointing to the Severian crest above my head. "This is a pretty big one."


"And your response was to traipse across the country, gathering allies and destroying gates," Coyle said. "Yet here you are, sitting with your hands in your lap. I wonder if there isn't a reason for it."


"Maybe I've given up."


"I don't think that's in your nature. Only death would stop you, Brynna. So I ask again, is there a reason why you're being so…" He smiled. "Well-behaved?"


"Ah, my favorite people."


Ilara walked into the room wearing what I assumed was a Severian tunic. As the corset constricted my breathing, I scowled.


"This is lovely," Ilara said. "My Luisa here from Severia and my Brynna back from the dead." Coyle shifted as she looked right past him. "Let us have a toast, to Brynna," Ilara said, raising her goblet to me. "For making herself impossible to kill."


Coyle lifted his glass but didn't meet my gaze. Luisa grinned and clinked her glass against Ilara's. Mine remained on the table. 


"Brynna, you should raise your glass when someone offers a toast," Ilara said. "I promise you it isn't poisoned."


I couldn't help a quip. "Based on your past history, I wouldn't bet on it." 


Ilara's eyes narrowed and she turned to Coyle, a slight snarl on her lips. "Coyle, switch glasses with Brynna. Perhaps then she'll be more sociable."


Coyle did as instructed, and I half-wished he'd keel over, just so I wouldn't have to look at him anymore. But he took a long sip and placed it down. 


"See?" Ilara said. "I thought I was quite clear about that. If I'm going to kill you, I will do it in front of an audience. Killing you in private doesn't please me at all." She reached across the table to pull a small date from the bowl. "And I don't wish to kill you, so don't give me a reason."


With some effort, I drank the wine. It was pungent, and perhaps a little sour. Almost like it had been opened a few days ago and was still being used. 


"I know, it's dreadful," Ilara said, clearly reading my expression. "But with this blockade, we're all having to make sacrifices." Her dark eyes landed on Coyle. "If only someone had stopped the smuggling."


"We haven't seen any activity of late," Coyle said. 


"Hm." Ilara turned away from him to smile at me. "Brynna, I would love to hear about your journey. Spare no detail."


"I'm sure you know the whole of it," I said quietly. 


"I'm sure I don't. Just that you destroyed my gate in Neveri, you crafty, horrible woman," Ilara said with a smile. "How did you ever come across something so vile as ond?"


She knows the Niemenians helped in Neveri. "I had help from Prince Luard of Niemen."


"And how, by chance, did you end up in Niemen?" She sat back, clasping her hands on the table. "I'm struggling to piece together the journey from when I left you for dead in Celia's forest."


"I—" I blinked. "You knew it was Celia's forest?"


"But of course," she said with a small laugh. "I like you, Brynna. We could've been friends had you not been so damned stubborn. But I needed you out of my way, not dead. So I made sure your little thief woman was nearby to nurse you back to health after I plunged my knife into you."


It was hard, but I pushed the questions about that into the back of my mind. "She did heal me then sent me on my way. I'm not a charity case."


Ilara plucked another date from the bowl. "Where did you go from there? Did you immediately decide to go to Niemen?"


"I did." In reality, I'd returned to Forcadel, met up with Felix and Katarine, and they'd been the ones to send me on my way. "I'd hoped they would give me asylum. Instead, Luard convinced me to try for my kingdom back."


"He must've been very convincing," Ilara said, dropping her gaze away from me to Luisa. Clearly, neither of them believed me. "And Ariadna? Did you happen to speak with her?"


"Just Luard. He promised he had something that could help. The ond."


"And from there? Was it off to Neveri?"


"Kulka," I said. "To ask for their help as well." It was a stipulation of Ariadna's assistance. Convince Neshua to join forces with me and she'd provide her help. 


"Mm." Ilara stroked the stem of her glass. "I, daresay, Brynna you're not a very good storyteller. There's neither tension, rhyme, nor reason to this story."


"You really think I'd be happy to tell you how far I came just to be caught?" I snapped, attempting a deflection. 


"You're amongst friends." Ilara's smile was sweet and unsettling. "What is that saying? A queen isn't afraid to fail; failure is just a stepping stone to greatness?"


"Greatness?" I snorted. "I'm sure I'm going to find that locked in that tower." 


"Oh, my love," Ilara said. "You don't have to stay up there, you know. I'd love to have you on my court, or as my envoy. We don't have to be enemies."


This time, the incredulousness was plain on my face. After all she'd done, I couldn't ever stomach being friends. And that she'd even offer smacked of some ulterior motive. 


"Just something to think about," Ilara said, sitting back as the doors opened behind us and dinner arrived. 


The chicken was rather scrawny and the vegetables seemed wimpy and old. And the dessert was nothing more than a plate of butter cookies. Clearly, this blockade was starting to affect everyone, not just the lower class, but the queen herself. Looking at Ilara, she seemed oblivious to the change. Perhaps things were just so bad in Severia that anything was better. 


When they cleared the plates, I exhaled as much of a breath as the corset would allow. The end of this evening was in sight, and I'd endured it without giving too much away. Soon, I would be back in my locked tower, free from eyes and scrutiny, and I could process the bits of information I'd gleaned tonight. 


Ilara, however, had other plans. "Brynna, join me for a moonlight walk?"


"I'm sorry?" The words tumbled out before I could stop them. 


"A moonlight walk," Ilara said. "I'm sure those legs of yours could use a stretch. You've been cooped up for far too long."


"In…deed I have," I said slowly. But even as I allowed her to take my arm, my guard remained high. She was up to something, and the knife in my dress was heavy.
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"Don't wear such a frown. You'll get wrinkles," Ilara said, nudging me with her elbow. I held my tongue. Ilara might reveal more to me if I remained silent—perhaps even about Aunela and this trip she was planning. 


She led me out to the front steps of the castle, the night air brushing my face like a wet rag. Summer was certainly on the horizon again. The familiarity of the weather wrapped around me, recalling nights of dashing across rooftops and getting into all kinds of trouble with petty criminals. 


"This humidity," Ilara said, running her free hand through her hair. "My hair has never looked this bad. I suppose I'm just not meant for this place."


I couldn't help the snort that came out.


"Ah, there's my girl," Ilara said with a large grin. "I do miss that uncontrolled tongue of yours. Moody and miserable Brynna is the least fun." 


"Sorry to disappoint."


She grinned as we reached the bottom of the stairs. "Come, let's go to the gardens."


Though it was night, the large moon overhead illuminated the gardens, alive with the sound of crickets and flashes of light bugs. Ilara had at least kept these gardens pristine, with trimmed hedges and flowers blooming from nearly every angle. It still looked how I remembered it from when I was a little girl. 


"You can excuse us," Ilara said to the two guards manning the gate. 


They saluted her and walked away, resting their hands on their swords. Once they'd turned the corner, she nudged me to keep walking with her. My pulse quickened. We were alone, and there was an exit to the city through the garden wall. Ilara probably knew about it, too. My fingers itched to reach for the knife in my pocket, but I kept them by my side. 


"I love this place," Ilara said. "Katarine and I would take long strolls in the mornings, when the weather was bearable. She tried to teach me the names of all the flowers, but I'm hopeless when it comes to minute details." She sighed. "I'm heartbroken that she abandoned me, but not surprised."


"You do remember that you stuck her best friend in the dungeons," I drawled. 


"Instead of killing him," Ilara said. "Surely, that had to have counted for something." 


I saw how you treated him. I caught myself before I spoke. "If I ever see her again, I will surely ask," I said. "But if you ask me, I believe they're both safely back in Niemen with Beata."


"You don't think Felix would've moved the world to be with you?" Ilara smiled, and it almost looked genuine. "He was absolutely devastated by your death."


"The last time I saw Felix was the day you stabbed me." I forced hardness into my voice. "Right after he chose his duty to the kingdom over me. So whatever devastation he felt was probably that he'd allowed yet another royal to be murdered on his watch." 


She turned away from me, and I allowed myself a small exhalation as I looked at the sky. That had gone somewhat better than I'd anticipated, even though I felt like I'd stumbled my way through it. 


"I do love it out here. It's a reminder of how beautiful a fertile land can be, and how we take it for granted," she said. "You know, there's nothing that isn't earned in Severia. Not life, not happiness. Not power. If you want something, you have to take it for yourself."


"Regardless of the cost, right?" I asked. 


"You see, that's why I knew you would never be comfortable with a crown," Ilara said, turning to me. "You don't understand that helping the world means sacrificing a few." 


She was right—I used to be that person.


"But that's what I love about you," Ilara continued. "You aren't a queen. You're a shadow in the night. A masked hero who's more comfortable helping anonymously than being in the spotlight. And that's why I want you by my side. I could use a capable heart like yours to help me as I take my country into a new era."


"And you're willing to overlook all I've done?" I asked. "Killing soldiers in Neveri, raising arms against you?"


"If you're willing to overlook my destroying your camp."


I stiffened then looked away. 


"I didn't wish to be cruel, but you wouldn't take a hint," Ilara continued, gently stroking a dark red flower. "So drastic measures had to be taken to keep the peace. It's why I sent my army to raze yours, and why I had no choice but to send Mother Fishen to the dungeon."


"You what?" My voice echoed in the garden long after it left my lips. 


"She obviously couldn't be trusted," Ilara said. "So I've put her in irons until she's better able to remember what happened the night Katarine and Felix escaped." 


It was all I could do to hold in my fury. "She's innocent."


She shrugged. "I suppose news didn't reach you. Katarine used your uncle's dead body to smuggle Felix out of the dungeons. All my guards swear they have no idea what happened, and Mother Fishen says she was consumed by a need to fall asleep." Ilara sat back. "Now, I don't know about you, but that sounds like Fishen had a hand in allowing them to escape and seems to have been involved with someone who knows how to sneak around the city." She turned to me, curiosity on her face. "But perhaps if you were to tell me what you know, you could secure her release."


My insides twisted, but I couldn't help Fishen. Not now. "Do you think I'm the only person who knows how to use knockout powder?"


"I don't know, actually," Ilara said, eyeing me. "I know nothing about your Veil tricks, except that you're the only one who's ever used them."


"I'm merely the most famous. But copycats abound." I leveled my gaze at her, grateful I could be honest when I spoke next. "I had nothing to do with Katarine and Felix's escape, as I was up north running my own camp." 


"Well, that's just a shame," Ilara said with a sigh. "I'd hoped you could enlighten me, so I might be able to release her. I suppose she'll just stay in there." 


I shook my head. "The Mother will punish you for this."


"Oh, pshaw," she said with a shrug. "The Mother loves me. Why do you think I've been able to do so much?" 


I could help myself. "I'm sorry? You think the Mother condones what you've done?"


"But of course," she said. "There is a much larger game afoot, one you know nothing about. These fits and starts will lead the way to a better future for my people. Once I have everything in place…well…it won't matter who mounts an offensive against me." She shrugged. "The Mother's hand is strong on my shoulder."


It was all I could do to stand there and not sputter. She'd uprooted thousands from their homes. Torn this country apart. Starved my people to the point where the capital was dying. And she thought all of this had been blessed by the Mother? 


"You're absolutely insane," I finally managed.


"Dear Brynna, you just can't see the forest for the trees." She sighed and leaned against the wall. "That's your problem, you know. All you see is what's in front of your face. It's why Beswick continued to be a thorn in your side, even after everyone rightfully told you to let him go. And it's why I was able to so easily fool you." 


"You won't do it again," I snapped. 


"But I already have." She tilted her head to the side and smiled. "You tell me you haven't seen Felix or Katarine or Beata since the day I stabbed you, but Coyle reported seeing her run away from Celia's camp with a wagon full of children."


I stopped. "Coyle was there?"


"My dear, he led the attack," she said before shrugging. "Well, I wouldn't call it leading. But it was a nice reminder of his loyalties. They're so fickle, you know." 


I wasn't sure why that surprised me. Perhaps, deep down, even after all the betrayals and backstabbing, I'd thought Coyle might be salvaged. He might turn one more time, and I could use him to my advantage. But even if he offered me a path to the throne, I could never work with a man who'd slaughtered children.


"The question remains, my dear Brynna," Ilara asked, tilting her head slightly. "Why did Coyle report seeing her run away with a wagon full of children if you say she wasn't with you?" 


Crap. Ilara had just caught me in a boldfaced lie, and by the smirk on her face, she knew it. My heart slammed against my ribs as she continued toward another of the vine-covered walls. 


"B-Beata was there, but Felix and Katarine were not," I said, knowing it sounded like a complete lie as it came from my lips. 


"I'm sure," Ilara said, with a smile that said she could read me like a book. "But I wonder why you haven't used that knife yet?"


"The…what?"


"The knife, my love, the knife!" Her smile was now almost manic. "The one that I had Luisa put in your dress pocket."


My mouth fell open before I could stop it. 


"I thought someone who was so furious at the thought of children dying would have wanted to slit my throat the first chance she got," Ilara said. "And yet here you are…and here I am." She glanced around the empty garden. "Now's the chance to do it. I've even led you to the secret door so you can escape into the city. With your speed, I daresay you'd make it all the way to that little grate on the city wall before anyone was the wiser."


I had no idea what to say or do next—Ilara had trapped me in my own lies. "What in the Mother's name are you playing at?"


"Come on, Brynna," she said, walking toward me. "Kill me. I know you want to."


"I don't kill in cold blood," I stammered, the only thing I could think of that almost sounded like the truth. But I was rapidly losing the mask I'd thought was hiding everything. I couldn't hold it and be flabbergasted by her comments at the same time.


"I'm sure," she said, taking a step back. "You'll kill hundreds of your own countrymen in Neveri, but you won't kill me here? You escaped last night and yet showed up back in your bed this morning. I wonder why?" 


I shook my head, scrambling to come up with something that wasn't the truth.


"Perhaps you should've prepared more," Ilara said with a wink. "Guards?" Out of nowhere, two guards appeared and took me by the arms. "Take her back to her room."


I let them drag me back, unable to tear my eyes from Ilara until I turned the corner. One thing was for sure—this game of chess was a lot more complex than I'd thought, and I was already losing.
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Felix




Neveri was half a days ride from our camp, a small island of civilization in the middle of the marshy Vanhoja river wetlands. It had long been the crown jewel of Forcadel's conquests, a demonstration of its ability to build where others had failed. But now it belonged to the Kulkans. For the moment.


"Do you think Brynna will ever reclaim it?" Aline asked as we rode toward the skyline.


"I don't think there's value in that, as long as Ammon keeps his end of the deal," I said. "But for now, we need to work under the assumption he will, and plan to move his five promised warships into Forcadel." 


"It seems rather impossible," Aline said. "The only person who's ever successfully invaded Forcadel was Ilara, and that was because she fooled Princess Brynna…" She winced, giving me a second glance. "I mean—"


"She did fool Brynna," I said with a wry smile. "And Brynna's hoping to repay the favor. But since we can't move people and troops into the city the way Ilara did, we're going to have to figure out something else. We have the sea, so that's where we'll focus."


"The sea isn't much better," Aline said. "Not with that blockade."


"What blockade?" I turned to her. 


"Last time I was there, she'd completely closed off the bay with bow-to-stern ships," Aline said. "I'd guess they're still there."


I clicked my tongue. "That certainly complicates things. We might've been able to sneak a ship or two past the towers on a moonless night." I paused. "Why would she blockade the bay?"


"She'd closed the city to new shipments," Aline said. "But Beswick was still smuggling food into the city. So she took drastic measures."


I straightened. "But if she closed the city to all shipments, how are people supposed to eat?"


"They weren't," she said darkly. "I think she was content to starve the city right out of existence."


"I know Jax was hoping to use the citizenry's discontent to our benefit, but that won't help us if they're all starving," I said. "Do you think Ignacio can find a way around it?"


"Beswick couldn't," she said. "I think that's why…why he turned to Ilara. Because he was getting desperate. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, you know?" She furrowed her brow. "But I still couldn't ever figure why Ilara thought it was a good idea to blockade the city entirely. She lives there, too. Her food was going to grow scarce eventually."


I shook my head. "Who knows what she's thinking? Half the time I thought her to be a petulant child who just wanted everyone to kneel to her." My smile faded. "But Katarine saw more there. So we shouldn't underestimate her, as we did with Beswick."


"I don't think we underestimated Beswick," Aline said, before squinting into the distance. "Didn't you tell Enos and the rest of the soldiers to remain in Neveri until you arrived?"


"I did."


"So why are they camped out on the fields?" 


I followed her gaze; the telltale Forcadelian flags fluttered in the distance and I sighed. "Because Ammon clearly isn't a man of his word." I shook my head. "I expected this. C'mon, let's find out what the Kulkan prince has done this time."
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As we drew closer, a cry of surprise and call to arms echoed from the camp until we reached close enough for them to recognize us. The two sentries saluted and allowed us to dismount inside the tent perimeter. 


The lieutenant I'd left in charge was a burly young man, his beard aging him a few years above his actual age. To his credit, he saw my face and withered a little, but remained steadfast. 


"There have been developments," he said with a slightly wavering voice. 


"I can see that," I said, dismounting. "Can we speak in private?" 


"Of course, Captain," he said, saluting me.


"General, now," Aline said with a look.


"Yes, congratulations, you've also been promoted," I said, following him inside a nearby tent. "What's going on? Why aren't you in the city?"


"We were, up until this morning," Enos replied dryly. "Ammon said we were causing trouble and told us to camp out in the fields until Her Majesty returned."


"And you listened?" I said, second-guessing my decision to let him stay.


"I didn't think it prudent to tangle with his soldiers," Enos said. "And I couldn't disagree that our presence was causing issues. The people in Neveri aren't too pleased to have been handed back and forth like chattel. First the Severians, then Her Majesty, and now the Kulkans. There have been riots nearly every night." 


"Did you do anything to stop them?"


"We did," he said with a nod. "As best we could."


I sat back, considering this new development. "Then it's a good thing we came when we did. Ammon's clearly lost his healthy fear of Brynna, and his grip on the city is failing. We'll have to move quickly if we want him to help us." I rose to my feet. "Aline, stay here and help Enos get the camp set up. We'll remain out here for the time being. The two of you are co-command in until I get back."


"Yes sir," she said, saluting with him.
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I declined a horse and traveled to Neveri on foot, so I could more easily sneak inside should the circumstances demand it. The long road from the east ended at the mouth of the city, and I wasn't surprised to find a pair of spear-clad guards waiting for me. 


"Halt," one of the soldiers said. "You cannot pass, civilian."


I reached into my pocket to flash my Forcadelian symbol. "General Felix Llobrega, envoy of Her Majesty, Queen Brynna of Forcadel. Here to speak with His Majesty, Prince Ammon of Kulka."


I had no idea if that would work—and Brynna wasn't technically queen yet—but I hoped it might sway this low-level guard to let me pass. The guard eyed me for a minute, unsure if she should, but finally moved her spear.


"Take him to the barracks," she said to her partner. 


The city was eerily quiet, even for the middle of the day. This hub of trading and merchant activity was normally packed with people, each eager to sell their wares. But the town square had been shut down, and the only ones milling about in the city were the soldiers patrolling. 


With my soldier escort, I was allowed into the barracks, but another soldier, this time a lieutenant, led me into the building and up the stairs. She hesitated, only a moment, before rapping on the door at the end of the hall. 


"What?" came the response.


"Sire, a General Llobrega is here to—"


Footsteps pounded on the other side and the door was flung open. Ammon looked a bit disheveled, his hair sticking up at odd ends as if he hadn't had time to look in the mirror lately, and patchy brown stubble peppered his cheeks.
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