

[image: cover]




To all the brave souls who dare to remake the world






[image: title]





ELODIE



Inophe was the sort of place for which the globe moved backward. While the rest of the world progressed, barren Inophe slid further and further into the past. Seventy years of drought had reduced the duchy’s meager croplands to endless sand dunes. The people harvested their gardens of cacti for water, and they existed in a system of bartering—­a length of homespun cloth in exchange for the chore of mending a fence; a dozen eggs for a tincture to ease a toothache; and on special occasions, a goat in exchange for a small sack of precious imported flour.


“It’s a beautiful place, despite everything,” Duke Richard Bayford said as he rode his horse to the edge of a plateau that overlooked the soft brown landscape, broken up here and there by the lean branches of ironwood trees and the yellow flowers of acacias. He was a tall and wiry man, his face wrinkled by four and a half decades under the relentless sun.


“It’s a beautiful place because of everything,” his daughter Elodie chided gently as she rode up beside him. At twenty, she’d been helping him with the Duchy of Inophe for as long as she could remember, and she’d one day inherit the role as its steward.


Lord Bayford chuckled. “You’re right as usual, my dove. Inophe is beautiful because of everything it is.”


Elodie smiled. Below their plateau, a long-­eared fox sprang from the shade of a desert willow and chased something—­probably a gerbil or lizard—­around a boulder. To the east, undulating dunes rose and fell, mountains of sand cascading toward a glittering sea. Even the dry heat on Elodie’s skin felt like the welcome embrace of an old friend.


There was a rustle in the scrub behind them.


“Pardon me, Lord Bayford.” A man emerged, carrying a staff. A moment later, his herd of bearded gray desert goats followed, indiscriminately biting off the heads of spiny flowers and their thorned stems and swallowing them whole. If only the people of Inophe had such gums and stomachs of iron, they’d be able to survive much better in this harsh clime.


“Good day, Lady Elodie.” The shepherd swept off his tattered hat and dipped his head as the duke and Elodie dismounted.


“How may we be of service, Immanuel?” Lord Bayford asked.


“Er, your lordship … My oldest son, Sergio, is about to be married, and he’ll be needing a new cottage for his family. I was hoping that, uh, you might be able to …”


Before the pause could grow awkward, Lord Bayford jumped in. “You need building materials?”


Immanuel fiddled with his staff but then nodded. Inophean tradition held that fathers gifted their sons with new homes on their wedding day, and mothers gifted their daughters with handmade gowns. But decades of impoverishment meant it was harder and harder for the old ways to continue.


“It would be an honor to provide the materials for Sergio’s cottage,” Lord Bayford said. “Do you need assistance with its construction? Elodie is particularly good with rigging solar stills.”


“True,” she said. “I’m also good at digging latrines, which Sergio and his wife can use after they’ve drunk the water they collected in the solar stills.”


Immanuel’s eyes widened as he stared at her.


Elodie cursed herself under her breath. She had, unfortunately, a gift for saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. When faced with social interaction, especially the expectation that she say something, Elodie seized up—­her shoulders tightened and her throat went dry, and her once coherent ideas tumbled on top of one another like books from an upended shelf. Then she’d end up blurting out whatever thought had landed at the top of that pile, and it would inevitably be inappropriate.


That wasn’t to say she was unappreciated. The people respected her devotion to Inophe. Elodie rode several days every week under the scalding sun from tenancy to tenancy, checking on what the families needed. She helped with everything from building rat traps around henhouses to reading tales of princesses and dragons to children, and Elodie loved every moment of it. She had been raised for this. As her mother used to say, giving yourself to others is the noblest sacrifice.


“What Elodie means,” Lord Bayford said smoothly, “is that she doesn’t mind getting her hands dirty.”


Thank goodness Father is still in charge, Elodie thought. One day she would be duchess of these lands. But for now, it was a relief that the duchy had the charismatic Richard Bayford at its helm.


Elodie kept an ear on the conversation as Immanuel detailed how much wood and how many nails he would need, but she turned her body so she could look past the dusty landscape to the open water beyond. Ever since she was a child, the sea had soothed her, and as she focused on the waves shimmering under the sun, some of the sting of her latrine faux pas faded, and her shoulders began to release some of their tension.


She sighed in relief.


Perhaps, in a past life, she’d been a sailor. Or a seagull. Or maybe even the wind. For although Elodie devoted her days to the work of Inophe, she spent her evenings dreaming of being out on the ocean. She liked sitting in the local taverns, listening to stories the seamen brought from abroad—­what festivals and customs other kingdoms celebrated. What their lands looked like, how the weather was. How they lived and loved and even how they died. Elodie collected sailors’ yarns like a crow hoards shiny buttons; every tale was a rare treasure.


Once the list of requirements for Sergio’s new home was finished and Immanuel and his goats had departed, Lord Bayford rejoined Elodie at the edge of the plateau. As they gazed out at the horizon, a small speck sailed into view.


Elodie tilted her head, perplexed. “What do you suppose that is?” It was not yet the season for Inophe’s trading vessels to return from abroad with much-­needed grain, fruit, and cotton.


“There’s one way to find out,” Lord Bayford said, climbing onto his horse and winking at Elodie. “Whoever arrives at the harbor last has to dig Sergio’s latrines!”


“Father, I’m not racing—­”


But he and his horse were already charging down the plateau.


“You’re a cheater!” she called after him as she leapt onto her own horse.


“It’s the only way I have a fighting chance of winning,” he shouted over his shoulder.


And Elodie laughed as she took off after him, because she knew it was true.


The ship’s flags bore the colors of wealth, a rich crimson with gilded edges, and the gold dragon on its prow gleamed proudly. The officers on board wore uniforms of velvet with fine golden embroidery around each button and cuff, and even the ordinary sailors sported berets of deep red decorated with a jaunty gold tassel.


In contrast, the Inophean harbor stood hunched like a wizened old man, splintered and gray, its docks weather-­beaten by both salt and sun. The posts were composed of more barnacles than wood; they creaked noisily with every wave, the ancient bones complaining of the wind and the damp.


The port was a sizable one, for Inophe depended on trade to feed its population. The duchy produced two natural resources—­gum from acacia trees and slabs of guano, dried bird excrement used as fertilizer—­and in exchange, Inophe received just enough barley, corn, and cotton to get its people by.


Elodie had spent as much of her life in the dry plains inland as she had here on the piers, tallying export and import receipts and picking up bits and pieces of new languages from the traders. But this ship’s colors were unfamiliar to her, as was their coat of arms: a gold dragon clutching a sheaf of wheat in one claw and a cluster of what looked like grapes or berries in another. When Elodie reached its dock, Lord Bayford was already there.


She exhaled. “All right, you win. It’s a good thing I was planning on digging Sergio’s latrines anyway.”


He waved away her concession. “There are more important things at stake now. Elodie, I would like you to meet Alexandra Ravella, royal envoy of the Kingdom of Aurea.” Her father gestured to a trim woman in her fifties, wearing a gold tricorn and a crimson velvet uniform. “And Lieutenant Ravella, may I present the older of my daughters, Lady Elodie Bayford of the Duchy of Inophe.”


“The pleasure is mine,” Lieutenant Ravella said in perfect Ingleterr, one of the common languages used in international trade and also the official language of Inophe. She removed her hat, revealing silver hair tied back in a neat knot, and bowed deeply.


But Elodie frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t follow. Father, what’s going on?”


“Only the very best of news, my dove.” Lord Bayford wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Forgive me for keeping secrets from you, but I confess I have met Lieutenant Ravella before, several months ago. When we negotiated your engagement.”


“My what?” Elodie froze beneath the weight of her father’s arm. She must have misheard. He wouldn’t do such a thing without consulting her—­


“Your betrothal, my lady,” Lieutenant Ravella said with another low bow. “You shall, if you agree, marry Crown Prince Henry and become the next princess of the golden kingdom of Aurea.”









ELODIE



EIGHT MONTHS LATER


Never let it be said that women’s fashion is merely shallow decoration. Although old Captain Croat was steering the ship, Elodie was currently double-­checking the ship’s navigation through the nighttime fog, using a mother-­of-­pearl hairpin and a reed pen as a makeshift sextant. In her years of running the imports and exports at the Inophean harbor, Elodie had devoured any information she could come by from the sailors so she could sail the seas at night in her dreams. And now, by an improbable turn of events, this was actually her reality.


“Cóm visteù, Lady Elodie?” Gaumiot, one of the crew, sauntered up beside her. He, like the rest of the Inophean crew, spoke a polyglot vernacular, a mishmash of words acquired here and there from their travels and cobbled together into a freeform language. Elodie had heard it often enough at the harbor that she could understand it, and after two months at sea, she’d now begun to speak some of their language, too.


How does it look? Gaumiot had asked.


“Ugh, emâsia nebline gruëo,” she said. The fog was much too thick to see clearly. She sighed as she tucked the hairpin back into her chestnut locks.


“A destination we can’t see.” Gaumiot grunted as he turned away to go back to work. “It’s malseùr.”


Bad luck. Elodie smiled to herself. The sailors were a super­stitious lot. But the most superstitious people always had the best tall tales and legends to tell, and she’d enjoyed the crew’s company immensely during this voyage. Sailors didn’t mind her awkwardness; those who lived and died at the mercy of the sea had bigger things to worry about than unvarnished conversation.


Unlike Gaumiot, though, Elodie was eager to see Aurea. In the eight months following the offer of betrothal, Elodie and Prince Henry had exchanged several letters. Aurean vessels were much swifter than Inophean ships, and they were able to make the journey between Aurea and Inophe in weeks rather than months. Henry’s letters were written in neat, angular script and told tales of the beauty and abundance of the isle on which he lived. Elodie’s letters were full of stories about her people and their tireless pride in their work. And of course, she also wrote about her favorite person in the world, her sister. Floria’s current obsession was the intricate mazes Elodie created for her, always interestingly shaped—­a beehive, a coyote, a birthday cake on the day Flor turned thirteen.


In fact, it was at her sister’s prodding that Elodie had drawn a heart-­shaped maze for Henry and included it in her final letter, the one accepting his engagement proposal and informing him they would set sail for Aurea in time for the September harvest. Of course, being Elodie, she hadn’t sketched just any heart. She’d drawn an anatomically correct one.


In hindsight, it might have been a bit off-­putting. Elodie hoped Henry would be as willing to overlook her social gaffes as the sailors were.


She still wasn’t sure what Aurea was getting out of the marriage contract, but Elodie knew full well what Inophe was getting out of it: more than she could have offered if she’d stayed behind, even if she’d given every ounce of sweat and every piece of her soul. One could not feed an entire country on sheer will alone.


The damp fog kissed her cheek, as if soothing her. She was doing the right thing, being on this ship. Soon they would arrive in Aurea, and the deal would be done. As for the whole idea of marriage, she would make it work. Her feelings on the subject didn’t really matter. She would serve the people of Inophe.


Lieutenant Ravella strolled over and bowed to her. As royal envoy, she was accompanying Elodie and her family to Aurea.


“You know, I could ask Captain Croat for a proper sextant if you’d like.” The lieutenant gestured at Elodie’s hairpin. She must have been nearby when Elodie tried using it.


“It’s fine, mine’s better,” Elodie said, realizing a split second after the words came out how rude that sounded. “I’m sorry, what I meant to say is, I know how my makeshift sextant works so, uh, no need to trouble yourself. I can’t see the stars much anyway. But thank you.”


“I’m impressed that you can chart the night sky, given that you’ve never been at sea.”


“I never even thought I’d leave Inophe.”


“No?” Lieutenant Ravella cocked her head. “Then why learn to navigate by the stars or study the languages of those who came to your harbor, if not for plans to travel the world? Most people don’t learn the intricacies of grammar and syntax without a greater goal in mind.”


Elodie shifted her feet uncomfortably on the deck. It felt like a betrayal of Inophe to have ever wanted something more than her life there. And yet, Lieutenant Ravella was right. Elodie may have started out studying the languages of the traders in order to better run Inophe’s harbor, but at some point, she’d begun learning for herself, too.


“I love Inophe and would do anything for my people, even if that meant never leaving its shores,” she said. “But I must admit I have dreamed of experiencing the sailors’ tales for myself someday. And thanks to you, I can now do my duty to my country and expand the boundaries of what I thought my life would be.”


The lieutenant winced. Or so it seemed, but then the expression was gone, replaced by a distant smile, the type Elodie knew well from merchant ship traders when they didn’t agree to her terms but were thinking about how to pivot the conversation.


Or perhaps it was Elodie who had committed some social faux pas. That was as likely as any other explanation. “Forgive me if I said something that offended you. It was not my intention but sometimes I, um—­”


Lieutenant Ravella shook her head. “No, my lady. I suppose I was only thinking of the obligations that await you as princess.” The envoy’s expression remained formal, a marked change from the easy conversation they’d had for most of their time at sea.


“I understand duty well,” Elodie said. “Please do not worry about that on my behalf. I assure you that whatever Aurea expects of me as their princess, I shall deliver. As long as it’s not charming speeches.”


But her attempt at levity fell flat.


“Of course, my lady,” Lieutenant Ravella said with another tight smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I just remembered something I need to attend to before we make landfall.” She bowed quickly and hurried belowdecks to the cabins.


Elodie sighed. Once she arrived on Aurea, she should probably say as little as possible. At least until the wedding was official. That way Prince Henry wouldn’t change his mind and instead decide to find a wife who could actually speak without tripping over her own tongue.


A minute later, Floria burst onto the deck from the cabins below. At thirteen, she was all black braids and unrestrained exuberance, bounding to Elodie. “I solved the maze you made me!” she shouted, waving the piece of paper Elodie had given her just that morning. “Those decoy exits didn’t fool me.”


Elodie plucked the maze from her sister’s hand to check her work. Floria had, indeed, found the correct path out of the ship-­shaped maze.


Their stepmother, Lady Lucinda Bayford, laced up tightly in a gray wool kirtle with a high neck, ascended from below and joined them on deck. She was the type of woman who was beautiful in a bronze statue kind of way, and with the personality of a statue, too—­dignified and polished, but inflexible.


“Is this horrid odyssey almost over?” she said. “We have been on this ship for sixty-­three days, and I am damp to my bones.”


“My dear,” Lord Bayford called as he climbed up the stairs. “I brought you your extra cloak.” He emerged on deck and wrapped her in a thick silver cape lined with the fur of sand foxes.


“We are all going to catch our death before we make it to Aurea,” Lady Bayford grumbled.


Suddenly, a beam of moonlight cut through the fog. Elodie gasped as she caught sight of the stars. “Merdú!”


Lady Bayford flinched at yet another of the “uncouth” phrases Elodie had picked up from the sailors. But now was not the time to worry about her stepmother’s sensibilities. Because if Elodie’s calculations were correct …


“What is it?” Floria asked.


Elodie didn’t respond, only rushed for the ropes and scurried up the netting.


“Come down immediately!” Lady Bayford shouted. “You can’t swim! You’ll fall and die!”


Elodie wouldn’t fall. She’d been climbing towering eucalyptus trees her entire life.


“And the sailors will see up your skirts!” Lady Bayford added, as if decorum were equally as important as Elodie’s life.


“She is wearing breeches under her chemise,” Floria said.


Elodie laughed. As if that would alleviate the scandal of a woman letting everyone peek up her gown. But that was also not Elodie’s concern right now. What was important was—­


“Pari u navio!” she shouted to the sailors as she reached the top of the ropes. “Stop the ship now!”


Old Captain Croat, who’d been lazing behind the wheel, jumped to attention. “You heard the lady!” he snapped at the sailors. “Slow our course!”


The ship creaked as the sails loosened, the canvas luffing in the wind, momentum easing. The moonbeam had disappeared back into the fog, and the ship drifted blindly. The silence on deck was as thick as the mist, all breath held in anticipation of whatever Elodie knew was coming.


And then two looming shadows appeared, silhouettes in the near distance. The sailors craned their necks.


Hungry, razor-­toothed jaws towered over them.


“Stone dragons,” Elodie murmured in awe. Lieutenant Ra­vella had told her about them, the markers of the outer boundaries of Aurea. Dew glistened on the etched scales, topaz eyes glinted in the moonlight that now broke through the fog, and water gushed through the open maws like fountains, sprinkling the ship with droplets of rain.


“Malseùr,” Gaumiot and some of the other sailors whispered, touching their hands to their hearts to protect them from ill luck.


But Elodie smiled. Dragons weren’t real, only fantasy. This was no bad omen. If anything, it was a symbol of the extraordinary to come.


From her place high up on the ropes, she held her arms straight out, and the wind puffed open the long sleeves of her dress. For a brief moment, she felt as if she could fly. Two decades in small Inophe. Two decades wondering what else was out in the world. A lifetime of accepting that she’d only get to hear stories and never experience them for herself.


But now, this … Elodie filled her lungs with briny air. She was doing it. She was saving her people while also soaring high.


Even the most predictable life can gift you with the unexpected.


Captain Croat maneuvered the ship around the stone sentinels.


“I don’t like them.” Lady Bayford shuddered.


“I think they’re beautiful,” Elodie said as she slid down the ropes, back onto the deck.


As soon as the ship sailed between the two dragon statues, the fog burned away completely, and everything that lay before them was softly illuminated like it was dawn, as if this place was so different from the rest of the world that it somehow defied nighttime.


A sapphire lagoon revealed itself, with a verdant island at the center of the horizon. Next to Elodie, Floria’s jaw dropped. “I-­is that it? Is that where we’re going?”


On the eastern side, deep green orchards and gentle fields of grain stretched as far as the eye could see. On the western side, a majestic violet-­gray mountain reigned, its head crowned by clouds and stars. A golden palace sparkled under the adoring light of the moon.


Lord Bayford wrapped his arms around his two daughters. “Welcome, my doves, to the Isle of Aurea.”


Lieutenant Ravella disembarked first and rode ahead to inform the palace of their arrival. Elodie still wondered why the royal envoy’s demeanor had changed as they neared Aurea, but soon Elodie was distracted because a gold carriage arrived to whisk her and her family from the harbor.


They began their journey into the isle, and Floria held tightly on to Elodie’s hand, squeezing every time something delighted her.


“Look at those orchards,” Floria gushed, pointing at rows and rows of trees laden with the famed Aurean silver pears Henry had mentioned in his letters, and hedgerows of blood-­red sangberries, coveted the world over for their juicy sweetness and healing properties. The fruit was so richly colored, it shone like jewels under the preternaturally bright light of the Aurean moon.


“There’s so much … green,” Lady Bayford said, gaping. “How do they have enough water to grow it all?”


“The Isle of Aurea is not parched like our own poor duchy,” Lord Bayford said. “Elodie’s marriage to Prince Henry allows us to cease worrying about drought. With this alliance, the Inophean people will never go hungry again. Our storehouses will be full this winter, and every winter forevermore.” He reached across the carriage and squeezed Elodie’s knee. “Thank you.”


Elodie bit her lip but nodded. Not because she didn’t want to marry Henry—­from their correspondence, he seemed like a thoughtful man who enjoyed her intelligence and who would one day be an honorable king. It was actually because she did want to marry him that she felt so unsettled. Elodie had long resigned herself to a hard life on Inophe. But everything about Aurea seemed like a dream—­from the prosperity of the beautiful island to Henry’s eagerness to wed her—­and Elodie worried it might all disappear if she thought about it too hard. Perhaps she’d wake up and discover it had all been a figment of her imagination.


Besides, why would the future king of Aurea—­one of the richest countries in the world—­want to marry the daughter of a minor lord from a drought-­ridden duchy with no natural resources (other than guano) or military might or other political capital to offer? With this union, Inophe would be guaranteed food and financial support. But what was Aurea getting out of the bargain?


Her father and Lieutenant Ravella had assured her that Aurea was thrilled to have a well-­educated lady like Elodie as their future princess, especially one with practical experience in overseeing people and land.


The compliments were flattering, Elodie had to admit, and yet … they still did not add up. She picked at a loose thread on her sleeve. The yellow silk was the nicest fabric ever to touch her skin, and yet it now seemed rough-­hewn and dull next to the splendor of Aurea.


“Oooh, look at the little lambs,” Floria cooed as the carriage rolled past pastures dotted with herds of fluffy sheep. Their wool was supposedly softer than any other, and these sheep lived only on Aurea. Another reason for the island’s wealth.


Elodie leaned out the carriage window to admire the lambs. They had big black eyes and cute button noses, like illustrations in a children’s book come to life.


“Can you believe you get to live here?” Floria asked. “It’s incredible, and if anyone deserves to be princess of a paradise, it’s you.”


Lady Bayford snorted. “No one is more worthy than another,” she muttered under her breath.


Elodie fought the urge to roll her eyes. From the moment their stepmother had walked into their lives, Lady Bayford had been insecure about the love Lord Bayford had for his daughters. And how ridiculous! A grown woman, worried about sharing his attentions with two children.


Or maybe it was because Elodie so resembled her mother, and every time Lady Bayford looked at Elodie, she was reminded that Lord Bayford had loved—­still loved—­another before her.


The carriage wove through villages of windmills and quaint, thatch-­roofed cottages where people poked their heads out of windows and bowed as the coach passed. They looked so different from the people on Inophe. Both were suntanned and strong, but the Aureans’ cheeks were filled out from being well nourished, and their easy smiles suggested a life of bounty rather than survival. Elodie waved but couldn’t smile back, for her thoughts were on the Inopheans who had never had the opportunity to be so carefree.


But maybe now they will, she thought. After all, that was the impetus for accepting Prince Henry’s proposal. Elodie’s marriage would ensure the well-­being of her people.


For that, she could smile.


As the road wound higher, out of the fertile valley and onto the base of the mountain, the royal palace came into view. Although Elodie had seen the glimmering walls from afar on their ship, the sight of the castle this close was almost too much to behold.


The palace made of pure gold rose from purple-­gray granite like a vision from a fairy tale. The castle stood three stories tall with shield-­shaped parapets at the top, and seven perfectly cylindrical towers soared above those, each one wrapped in vines of golden roses that scented the air with honeyed perfume. Gold-­tasseled crimson banners bearing Aurea’s coat of arms—­a dragon clasping what Elodie now knew was a sheaf of aurum wheat in one claw and sangberries in another—­hung with dignity around the drawbridge, and flags with the same heraldic bearings fluttered in the warm, gentle breeze.


This place is going to be my home? Elodie thought.


But what she actually said aloud was, “This place must be … quite difficult to keep clean.”


Lady Bayford let out a worried groan. “Please do not say things like that when you meet the royal family.”


As the carriage passed over the drawbridge and into the main courtyard, though, it was Elodie’s turn to frown.


There was no one waiting to greet them.


Elodie looked around, confused. Lieutenant Ravella had ridden well ahead of them. Yet in the middle of the courtyard, a silver fountain of a pear tree burbled, but that was literally the only sound. How could a castle be so silent? And where had Lieutenant Ravella disappeared to?


“Um, is it me or is this a little strange?” Flor asked.


Their father forced a smile onto his face, trying to look as if this was part of the plan. “I am sure they are merely caught off guard. According to Captain Croat’s calculations, we are actually a day early …”


As if on cue, a handful of liveried servants spilled out of the palace and into the courtyard. The castle chamberlain bowed as the breeze carried in the faint hints of a melody in the distance.


“My lord, my ladies, we are honored by your presence in Aurea.”


“You have a lackadaisical way of showing it,” Lady Bayford said as a footman helped her out of the carriage.


The chamberlain hesitated, as if carefully considering his words before answering. “My apologies, my lady. It is just that you, er … you were not expected today.”


Lord Bayford laughed in the gentle manner of his that always set people at ease. The same laugh that had helped Elodie get through the death of her mother, even though her father had been just as distraught at the loss of his wife. “Our ship was favored by an excellent wind,” Lord Bayford said. “I do hope our early arrival is not an inconvenience.”


“Not at all,” the chamberlain said, although something about the way he said it made Elodie uneasy. Perhaps it was the overly fawning way he kept bowing. Or the fact that his smiles never quite reached his eyes.


“Your arrival is no trouble in the slightest,” the chamberlain was saying. “Your rooms are quite ready, if you will follow me.”


Elodie furrowed her brow. “Are we not to be received by the king and queen? And Prince Henry?” Elodie might be a minor aristocrat from a backwater country, but she was also marrying the heir to Aurea.


The chamberlain bowed yet again. “Utmost apologies, but the royal family is at prayer. Word has been sent of your arrival.”


With that, he ushered them into the gold palace. But instead of the main entryway, he led them through a sequence of ­winding, narrow hallways.


“What are these, servants’ corridors?” Lady Bayford’s eyes bugged out.


Floria wrinkled her nose. “It certainly doesn’t seem like a welcome fit for a future princess.”


No, it doesn’t, Elodie thought. And there was no outwardly good reason for it. Yet from her experience at the helm of her father’s lands, she knew well that exteriors could easily belie what lay within.


Still …


But she hated to spoil Floria’s excitement at being in Aurea, so she took her sister’s arm and linked it through her own. “We ought to be flattered, Flor. It’s the outsiders who are kept to a castle’s public spaces. But only those who are most trusted get to see the inner workings of a royal family’s home.”


At that, Floria relaxed. “You’re probably right. And as the future princess, you’ll soon know all of Aurea’s secrets.”
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The chamberlain led the way up a dim spiral staircase, higher and higher, and Elodie realized they must be inside one of the golden towers.


By the time they reached the upper landing ten flights later, everyone from Lord Bayford’s attendants to Floria was sweating and huffing and puffing. Everyone other than Elodie, who had routinely spent her days hiking Inophe’s dunes. The only thing she didn’t like about the stairwell was how close the walls seemed. As a child, she’d slipped and gotten trapped deep inside a crevice in a plateau, and no one had looked for her for hours because they assumed she was simply out exploring or playing, as Elodie always was. It wasn’t until she failed to turn up for supper that her parents realized something was amiss.


Elodie had never quite overcome her claustrophobia, the suffocating feeling of being trapped and possibly abandoned forever in a narrow wedge of rock. So when the chamberlain opened the door at the top of the spiraling steps, Elodie burst through it to escape the stairwell’s confines.


She blinked at the brightness, the moonlight shockingly intense after the stairwell.


But then she realized it wasn’t just the moon. It was the entire room. The walls were made of polished gold. The furniture was, too. The mirrors and windowsills were gilded, the bedspread and tapestries and rugs were golden, and even the quills on the desk were dipped in gold.


“I pray these chambers are to your liking,” the chamberlain said.


“Uh, yes … they’ll do,” Elodie said, still in shock. Never in her life had she seen so much gold. And although it was flattering that it was all here for her, her stomach turned with the knowledge that she and her people had suffered for so long, while others were living like this.


But Floria squealed and ran past Elodie, throwing herself onto the bed. A puff of gold dust rose like glitter and sprinkled back down on her.


Even Lady Bayford thawed at the sight, running her hands over the intricate gold scrollwork on the doorframe.


“My staff will see to your needs,” the chamberlain said to Elodie. “A bath is being drawn as we speak, and supper shall be brought thereafter.” He picked up a gold bell from the bedside table. “Ring this should there be anything else you desire. Otherwise, I shall return at first light to convey you.”


Elodie frowned. “Convey me to what?”


“Why, to meet your prince, of course.” The chamberlain rang the bell once, merely a gentle tinkle, and servants came streaming in bearing bouquets of flowers unlike any Elodie had ever known. They looked like bundles of crystals in different jewel tones—­ruby red, citrine yellow, amethyst purple. She reached out to touch one.


“Oh, do be careful, my lady,” a servant girl said, stepping back so that Elodie’s fingers missed. “Anthodite is pretty but very sharp. You must be careful around it.”


Like certain people I know, Elodie thought wryly, casting a glance at her prickly but beautiful stepmother.


Lord Bayford, having finally caught his breath after the long trek up the stairs, squeezed Elodie’s shoulder. “Well, what do you think?”


“I hope my life here will consist of more than beautiful rooms and flowers.”


Her father arched an amused brow.


“That came out wrong!” Elodie said in a rush. “I’m not ungrateful. The opposite, really. But I hope that Henry—­”


“Is handsome!” Floria said, saving Elodie from herself. Flor slid off the bed and twirled in bliss at this golden tower room.


Elodie laughed. “Yes, handsome would be a nice bonus.”


Their father chuckled. “All right, let us grant Elodie some privacy and time to settle in, shall we? We could use a good washing and supper, as well. I am looking forward to a bath and a hot meal on solid land, no offense to our excellent ship’s cook, of course. Chamberlain, if you will show us the way?”


Lady Bayford took one last look around Elodie’s room and sniffed. “Let us hope that our accommodations are equally golden.”


Floria made a face, but only so Elodie would see. Elodie winked at her and kissed her sweet sister on the top of her head. “See you in the morning?”


“I cannot wait!” Flor said as she skipped out of the room after their father and stepmother.


With everyone, including the servants, gone, Elodie exhaled, relieved to have a quiet moment for the first time since they set out to sea two months ago. She walked around her chambers, taking in this new world. The anthodite flowers filled the room with a heavenly floral scent, and the moonlight glittered prettily off the crystal-­like petals, casting pale prismatic rainbows on the gold walls. A small plate of Inophean shortbread sat on her bedside table, as if the royal kitchen had wanted to greet her with a little token from home. Perhaps this marriage would be not only fine, but more than fine.


A large wrapped box sat on the desk beneath the picture window. It was tied with a grand golden bow, and a gold card read:


To my future wife,
May this gift delight you on your first night in Aurea.


“That’s thoughtful,” Elodie said as she untied the ribbon. She folded it neatly and set it down in the corner of the desk, then proceeded to very carefully unwrap the box, making sure the gold paper didn’t tear. It was thick and expensive; she would save it so they could use it again.


“Oh, Henry,” she gasped when she saw the gift itself.


It was a gold-­framed map of the stars, as they would be seen from Aurea three evenings from now—­their wedding night.


A smile spread across Elodie’s face. She traced the golden dots representing the stars and the silver lines that connected the constellations. “If these are the types of gifts you’re going to give me, it’s an auspicious start to our partnership.”


She explored the room some more and discovered another smaller box awaiting her on the vanity. As Elodie unwrapped it, though, her chest tightened with the guilt of all this extravagance, when right at this moment, the people of Inophe were still starving.


The box was covered in gold velvet and lined with crimson silk. Inside lay a pair of gold hair combs decorated with a mosaic pattern of tiny shield shapes. It reminded Elodie of the tail of the mermaid that was carved onto the prow of Captain Croat’s ship.


Another card with Henry’s angular handwriting read:


I hope you will do me the honor of wearing these
in your hair on our wedding day.


Elodie’s hands shook as she picked up a comb and felt its weight in her fingers. Just one of these combs could feed all the families in Inophe for an entire winter, perhaps more. And to Henry and Aurea, they were mere trinkets.


But she also wanted to tuck them into her hair, badly. Never had she had such beautiful things. Never had she been spoiled in life.


In the distant royal gardens, faint music began to play, distracting Elodie from her conflicted thoughts. Then, in the tower opposite Elodie’s, a woman stepped from the drapes into the moonlight.


She looked to be in her early twenties like Elodie, but with waist-­length platinum hair braided with blue ribbons, and pale, freckled skin. She wore a pretty blue gown, the color of a shallow lagoon, and her jeweled earrings sparkled in the night.


Who was she? A lady-­in-­waiting? A future sister-­in-­law?


The woman was looking at the gathering in the royal gardens, but she appeared … sad. Her eyes were downcast and her shoulders slumped.


Why was she reacting that way to whatever was happening in the gardens?


“Hello?” Elodie called out.


No response. Perhaps she didn’t understand Ingleterr.


“Scuzimme? Hayo?” Elodie tried two other greetings she’d learned from traders.


The woman looked up.


Elodie waved and smiled.


But as soon as the woman saw her, her eyes widened. She shook her head at Elodie, then jerked her curtains shut.


What the—­?


“Well, that was rude,” Elodie muttered.


A swallow landed on the windowsill and chirped, as if in agreement.


Elodie couldn’t help but smirk. “I know. I didn’t want to be her friend anyway.”


The swallow tilted its head at Elodie, then danced over to a gold hourglass on the sill.


She had noticed it before but not paid it much attention. Now she saw that its sand was a crimson color, and the wooden frame was shaped like two ornate V’s, their points meeting at the center. Elodie picked it up and turned it upside down, and the dark red sand poured slowly through the gold V on this side of the hourglass.


Together, Elodie and the swallow watched time trickle past. She’d never known a bird to have such patience, to be able to stand still and focus on a single thing for so long.


But as soon as the last grain of sand fell through the V, the swallow let out a sharp screech, then darted away.


“Um, all right. Goodbye then.” She hoped everyone else in Aurea wasn’t as abrupt as the swallow and the woman in the other tower.


Elodie picked up the hourglass, intending to turn it upside down again. But this time, she noticed a dark reddish-­brown stain on the point of one of the gold V’s. It was the color of old blood. She reached out and touched it.


Suddenly—­


A flash of intense green eyes.


Red hair.


The reflection of fire in the polished surface of a crown.


Elodie jolted away from the hourglass and slammed against the back of the chair, her heart pounding in her chest. The momentum knocked the hourglass off the windowsill, and it shattered ten stories below.


What in hells just happened?


She gasped, gulping air as if she’d nearly drowned.


But once she caught her breath, she started laughing.


Oh my goodness, I’m so tired that I’m dreaming while still awake, and I’m judging the people of an entire island based on the personality of a bird.


Elodie really was exhausted, from both the monthslong journey at sea and the excitement of being here in Aurea. And she’d be meeting her future husband first thing in the morning. It was no wonder her mind was a little unsettled.


She leaned over the windowsill and looked down below.


The broken hourglass was just a small pile of splintered wood and glass, nothing more.


Elodie rolled her eyes at her overactive imagination and laughed at herself again as she retreated back into her room.


Even after a warm bath and a filling meal of rich oxtail stew and buttered noodles, it was impossible to sleep, knowing she’d get to meet Henry in a few hours. Elodie tossed and turned. She took the covers off, then put them back on. She tried counting desert goats, the gray, tuft-­bearded kind that roamed the mesas back home. And when that didn’t work, she tried relaxing her muscles, focusing first on her toes, then calves, then the muscles of her thighs, strong from years of hiking and climbing. Her stomach, then her chest, then the lean, strong muscles in her arms. Her neck. Her head. Even her ears.


Still awake.


Elodie sighed and gave up. To give her mind something to do other than fixating on her inability to sleep, she began rehearsing what she would say upon meeting King Rodrick and Queen Isabelle, and especially what she’d say to Henry. She could not afford clumsy ad libs or tactless blurting tomorrow. Elodie needed a script to make sure she got it right.


“Your Majesties, it is a great honor to meet you.”


“Your Majesties, it is my great honor to be in your presence.”


“Your Majesties, it is your great honor to be in my—­gah! I mean, I am honorable to—­no! Your Majestics—­Your ­Majesties—­ it is my great honor to be in your presence.”


Heavens help me.


To concentrate better, Elodie stared straight up at the dark ceiling, focusing solely on her words.


Until the ceiling began to move.


“What is going on with this place?” She yelped, suddenly thinking again of the hourglass hallucination. Elodie scrambled upright and fumbled to light the lamp on the bedside table.


The soft flicker of the lamp revealed a gold ceiling decorated with the same mosaic as the hair combs, except these shieldlike shapes curled in a fractal pattern, starting in the center of the room and spiraling out to the edges. Elodie stared at it, covers clutched to her tightly as if they were armor, daring the ceiling to move again, but hoping that it was just shadows playing tricks on her tired mind.


There it was again! Almost like the mosaic was slithering …


But thankfully, logic kicked in. The ceiling can’t move. Therefore, there must be another explanation.


At least, she hoped so.


Elodie watched the ceiling for a few more seconds.


The mosaic did not, in fact, move. It had only seemed to because the light cast on it was flickering, glimmering off one shield-­shaped tile and then another. Like with the hourglass, it was only her tired mind playing tricks on her.


The light wasn’t from her bedside lamp, though. It was coming from outside.


Elodie slipped out of bed and hurried to the window, eager to dispel the last, irrational traces of panic about the ceiling.


Thick fog made it pitch black at this time of night, except for an eerie glow on the mountainside.


Torches. An entire procession of them.


“What’s happening out there?”


But the way the tower window was angled made it hard to see, for the opposite tower—­the one belonging to the blond woman—­obscured part of the view. Elodie grabbed a cloak and padded down the staircase.


Two-­thirds of the way down, she pushed on the stairwell door and stepped out onto the battlements of the castle. A few yards away, the palace wall arced. She could get a much better view of the torches from there.


Elodie yelped when she rounded the bend and ran into Floria, who was leaning against the crenellations.


“Merdú, Flor, you scared me! What are you doing out here? It’s three in the morning!”


Her little sister gave her a crooked grin. “Probably what you were planning to do. Getting a clearer look at whatever’s happening on, what did Lieutenant Ravella say it was called? Mount Khaevis?”


“Yes, that’s the name, and you did indeed beat me to getting a better look at it,” Elodie said. But god, she was happy to see her sister. She threw her arms around Floria.


That’s when she noticed what Flor was wearing: a silver cape lined with sand fox fur. “Is this our stepmother’s favorite cloak?”


Floria burst into a full grin. “It looks better on me.”


“She’s going to turn you into a cape when she notices it’s gone from her trunk. That’s the nicest thing she owns.”


Floria snickered.


But then their attention was stolen again by the torches, which had begun to move.


“What do you think they’re doing up there?” Elodie asked.


“I was hoping you’d know the answer to that,” Floria said.


There was something eerie about the way the little dots of light flickered in the pitch black of the night. Elodie furrowed her brow as she watched them proceeding up the mountain, the flames wavering in the wind. They gathered midway up Mount Khaevis and remained there for ten, maybe fifteen minutes.


Until suddenly, all the torches snuffed out.


The hairs on Elodie’s arms stood up straight and goosebumps prickled her skin.


Floria gasped, but rather than being frightened, she clapped her hands together softly. “That was gorgeous,” she said.


Was it? Elodie looked at the black mountainside and tried to see it the way her sister had.


“The synchronicity of their movements,” Flor said, “and the effect of the bright flames in the darkness and fog …”


Elodie supposed she could understand her sister’s perspective. Maybe Elodie was letting her nerves about meeting the royal family—­and about how her entire life was to change—­get to her. Just because a torchlit procession happened in the middle of the night didn’t automatically make it alarming. Plenty of good things occurred under the moon’s domain—­roasting mallow candy over a fire. Charting ocean voyages by the constellations. Holding Flor’s hand and watching her expression as she wished intently on shooting stars.


Floria chattered on. “It was probably an Aurean prewedding tradition!”


“Or unrelated to my wedding,” Elodie said, and even though it came out a little quarrelsome, she didn’t have to apologize or explain to Flor, because her sister understood her even without words. Floria would know Elodie just meant she didn’t want to be the sort of person who thought everything in the whole kingdom was about her. She hugged Flor again, and Floria squeezed reassuringly back.


They stayed outside for a while longer, but the torches didn’t light up again. Eventually, the cold caught up to them and they bundled into the tower stairs.


“El?” Floria said, her voice suddenly quiet.


“Yes?”


“I don’t know what I’m going to do without you.”


“What do you mean?” Elodie looked her sister firmly in the eye. “You’re smart and strong and self-­sufficient. You don’t need me anymore.”


“I know I don’t need you … but I want you. Who will draw mazes for me to solve? Who will let me under their covers when I have nightmares? And who will laugh when I ‘borrow’ Stepmother’s things? You’ve been there every second of my life. I don’t want you to go.” Her sister, who liked to think herself more mature than her thirteen years, suddenly looked small under Lady Bayford’s blanket of a cloak, and Elodie wanted to scoop her up like she had when Flor was still little.


“Hey … Do you want to curl up in my bed with me tonight? Just like old times?”


Floria bit her lip and nodded. “That would be nice.”


Elodie didn’t have to say aloud that she needed the company, too.


They climbed up to her tower-­top room together. This time, with Flor by her side, Elodie did fall asleep.
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