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For myself










WANTED


Renata Convida


For crimes against the people of Puerto Leones, murder, collusion, and the illegal use of Robári magics. Last seen on the Camino Mayor leaving Andalucía with the dissident rebel Whispers. Considered armed and lethal. Good citizens of the kingdom harboring Renata Convida or any Moria must report to the Second Sweep in exchange for a 10,000-peso reward.


Approved by Justice Alessandro


Kingdom of Puerto Leones


Year 40 of His Majesty King Fernando’s Reign


317 A.C. of the Third Age of Andalucía










I’ll sing you the song


of the Moria Queen.


 


Lost to the oceans


and lost twice to me,


but I remember her


in my dreams.


 


I’ll sing you the song


of the Moria Queen.


 


Her heart was aglow


with a thousand stars.


Her smile had me bend


at the knee.


 


I’ll sing you the song


of the Moria Queen.


 


I’ll find her once more


in the hollow of night,


in the after, the gone,


in the salt of the brine.


 


I’ll sing you the song


of the Moria Queen.


 


I’ll sing you the song.
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Prologue


317 A.C.


 


 


 


 


 


 


As Fernando, king of Puerto Leones, Keeper of the Peace, and true heir of the Fajardo dynasty, watched the young soldier drown, he realized that there was something very wrong in his kingdom. Not only had he been forced to repeat his questions, but when faced with His Majesty’s wrath, the boy would not give satisfactory answers.


While most people thought Fernando cruel for the sake of cruelty, he always learned the name of those he executed. At the time of death, he would speak the name of the deceased so that they would have no reason to utter his once they ventured into the afterlife.


The drowning boy’s name was Delios Urbano. Seventeen and a recent military draft, with no family left to bear his shame. His crimes were simple. His negligence had aided the Moria insurgents who disrupted the Sun Festival with an attempt on the king’s life. Between gasps for air, Delios begged for forgiveness but still could not explain why he had abandoned his post.


The morning after the Sun Festival, after Justice Méndez had been attacked, after the rebels had escaped, and after the dungeon had been emptied of prisoners, Delios Urbano had been found in one of the palace courtyards, reeking of his own filth and stale liquor. He would have remained in the dungeons, but after nearly a fortnight of dead ends and failure to crush the rebels, King Fernando had had enough. If he couldn’t have answers, he’d settle for blood.


“Please,” the boy sputtered.


King Fernando brushed a cold droplet of water from his cheek. He ushered the guard aside and plunged Delios’s head back into the barrel. The boy’s scream turned into a gurgle. And then, with a final tremble, he was still. He had failed his kingdom for the last time.


“Delios Urbano, may the Father of Worlds forgive your crimes,” Fernando said.


Then two of his youngest but most loyal personal guards unceremoniously dragged the body out of the room, where it was deposited on a cart with the others, ready to be delivered to the apothecura’s study for research.


“It is done, Your Majesty,” Analiya assured, then offered him a handkerchief.


Fernando dried his hands, his eyes drawn to the blood staining the stone floor and walls. This was the place where Justice Méndez had been found, alive, but barely. King Fernando understood the message quite well. In a single night, his enemies had nearly destroyed everything he had labored to build. In the days that followed, he’d refilled the dungeons, interviewed every single subject in the palace. It hadn’t changed a thing. His weapon was in the wind. Méndez was far gone. The prince taken. And no one could explain to the king how it had all happened. He was surrounded by traitors and fools. Fury burned through his veins, igniting the hate that always simmered in his heart. When he turned around, he nearly stumbled on a set of iron manacles.


Analiya picked them up and presented them to the king. The metal was warped, as if it had been melted while being worn.


“What could do such a thing?” Nazar asked, then reached for the string of wooden prayer beads tucked under his black uniform.


Not what. Who? Renata Convida. The Robári who had saved his life, and then revealed the viper that she was.


Fernando threw the manacles against the wall. Cracked a chair in half. Kicked the barrel onto its side. The water that held the last breath of half a dozen men washed away the blood of others. He panted hard and fast, blinking until his sight was clear. “Seal this room. I want to see him.”


Analiya led the way out of the putrid mazelike tunnels. Unlike Nazar, she did not flinch at the human waste that was caked to the muddy dungeon steps. A pity he’d never had a daughter like her.


They reached the end of a corridor that emptied onto the courtyards between the palace and the cathedral. King Fernando inhaled deeply in the flickering torchlight. Incense and stale aguadulce clung to the air even as they made for Justice Méndez’s bedchamber.


“Your Excellency.” Analiya spoke firmly. “You should not have to see this.”


“Oh,” Fernando said, “but I do.”


Justice Méndez was as close to a friend as he had ever had. They were going to reshape the known world. Harness the unnatural magics of their enemies so that Puerto Leones could roar into a new age. He’d sacrificed everything for it. But the Father of Worlds demanded more and more. Now it was up to Fernando to finish what he’d started nearly four decades ago.


He entered the dimly lit chamber. Justice Méndez sat on the edge of his bed. His gray eyes gaped at nothing. His skin had the texture of crumpled parchment. He’d been bathed and brought to his rooms for comfort. The apothecuras had tried everything, despite knowing that there was no cure for this ailment. Someone had placed the Bible of Worlds in his hands, in fleeting hope that it would jog the devout man out of his sickness. But Méndez was experiencing far worse than a sickness. He was a Hollow, empty of memory and mind. Alive in body alone.


King Fernando had seen the work of Robári before. This particular strain of the Moria disease drained memories. Someone had tried to explain it once, how their cursed Lady of Shadows had given these Moria the ability to steal memories by imbuing the Robári with her own lifeblood. Both king and justice had believed they could look beyond subduing the monstrous magics and instead wield them for the good of the land. They had been so close.


“Is there nothing that can be done?” Analiya asked.


“The body in this state will not eat or sleep or speak,” he said. “It will simply fade. A fate worse than death, they call the Hollows. I’ve already let him suffer too long. I must give him mercy.”


King Fernando unsheathed a dagger hidden inside the breast of his black doublet. The hilt was encrusted with sapphires. An engagement gift from the first woman he’d made the mistake of loving. He did not know why he carried it so close when he had wanted nothing more than to forget her. Heavens knew he’d tried. The rest of the world already had. Perhaps it was the chaos of the day, but he thought of her, the queen that never was.


As quickly as it had arrived, he swallowed the sentiment away. Fernando pulled Méndez to his feet and into an embrace. The frail body was cold even through his tunic.


“I will avenge you, old friend. I swear it.”


Then the king of Puerto Leones stepped back and drove the blade across Justice Méndez’s tender throat. Arterial blood sprayed his face, his clothes, the linens. Méndez released a long, gargled breath. King Fernando did not clean his blade before sheathing it, and he did not wait for his guards before leaving the room.


“Make the arrangements for the funeral. Spread the word to every citadela, every village, every forsaken hamlet and hovel on the pilgrimage roads, that Justice Méndez has been murdered by the rebel Whispers.” He handed Nazar a slip of parchment with a list of names. “Assemble these people in my chambers.”


“Your chambers?” Nazar asked, confused. Then, as if realizing his mistake in questioning the king, he stammered, “Right away, Your Majesty.”


King Fernando stopped on the exposed walkway that bridged two of the palace towers. The blue mosaic pillars glinted in the moonlight. “I have a special request for you, Analiya.”


“I am your servant, my king.”


He handed her an envelope stamped with his seal. “Be sure this invitation is delivered. I want you to escort her back yourself.”


Analiya bowed, snapped her boots together. “Yes, my king.”


Fernando returned to his wing. He had to prepare for his guests and a mystery he’d been unraveling since the night of the attack. He’d been betrayed yet again. And this time, everyone would see what happened to traitors.


 


The fireplace roared. Ten crystal goblets brimmed with wine, but no one drank. The bottle chilled in a silver bin, and condensation rolled down the glass almost as quickly as the sweat that poured from each person assembled around King Fernando’s parlor. It was rumored he never had guests in his apartments, not unless it was a concubine or his wife. In attendance was everyone he’d summoned. All except one.


There was the justice, Alessandro. Perhaps it was because Méndez’s blood was still dried on his skin like a dusting of freckles, but the sight of Alessandro made the king’s upper lip sneer. The justice’s new robes were cut too wide at his weak shoulders. To his left was his wife, Lady Nuria, Duquesa of Tresoros. She was, perhaps, the only person in the room not sweating, though her dark eyes roamed the tapestries and the elite members sharing the table, then Nazar and General Hector guarding the door.


King Fernando had uttered only “Please remain seated” before taking his place at the head of the table. He wanted them to sweat. Wanted their own anxieties to crack them apart wondering why they had been called here, of all places, during a time of unrest.


The young Duque Arias cleared his throat and tugged his cravat loose. Lady Roca fanned herself. The royal priest’s ninety-year-old eyelids fluttered closed. Duque Sól Abene tugged at his black beard. Fernando’s beautiful queen picked at the lace of her bodice, pouting full lips. These affairs were not for her, but she needed to see. He needed her to tell every one of her maidens, her confidants, her secret keepers, both in Puerto Leones and in her home country of Dauphinique across the sea, about this meeting. He wanted everyone to know what happened in this room.


“Are we waiting for someone, Your Majesty?” Alessandro motioned to the empty seat. When the king said nothing, the justice pressed. “And why is Leonardo here? He is but a servant.”


Nuria rested her delicate hand on her chest. The sienna-brown skin there was unblemished. King Fernando noticed the way her eye twitched at the sound of her husband’s voice. The attendant in question, Leonardo, gave his mistress a shake of his head.


The heavy tread of boots echoed in the halls, and everyone turned to the door.


Analiya entered, bowing to her king before making way for a young woman. The foreigner swept into the room with her head held high. She was dressed in fine green silk trousers embroidered in shimmering beads and threads. Her doublet had a high collar and tails, with tapered sleeves. Thin gold bands decorated her fingers and slender neck. She had the bronze skin, high cheekbones, and thick black hair common to the people in Empirio Luzou. Although the green of her eyes was more akin to the eastern regions of Puerto Leones. Like her father.


“Lady Las Rosas,” King Fernando said, half-amused. “Thank you for answering my invitation.”


She gripped her hands at her back, like someone who would never stop being a soldier. But though she stood there, she did not bow. The king watched the way the elite families of Puerto Leones reacted to her title. The distraction was exactly what he’d hoped for.


“You are too kind, Your Majesty,” the girl said, her full mouth tugging into a false smile. “But I am no lady, as I cannot inherit my father’s title.”


Fernando ignored the girl’s barb and gestured to the empty seat to his left. “Sit.”


Lady Las Rosas did as she was told.


“Have you been enjoying your return to your father’s nation, Lady Las Rosas?”


A muscle tensed at her square jaw. “At the court of Empirio Luzou we allow for less formality. It’s Leyre. Your Highness.”


“But we aren’t in Luzou, are we? And because of the circumstance, you are by every right half-Leonesse. Before his recent trial for treason, your father amended his will, naming you the sole heir to his lands and trading company.”


The lords and ladies in attendance perked up at this news. Duque Arias eyed the girl’s pretty mouth, her eyes made sultry by dark green powder dusted on her lids.


Leyre Las Rosas must have had excellent training because her shock, if she’d felt any, didn’t register on her face. She picked up her goblet but, realizing no one else was drinking, set it back down.


“This was news to me, as my father has been in your dungeons for weeks,” she said.


Fernando ignored the resentment in her words. When she first arrived at the palace, the memory thief was to turn the traitor Las Rosas into a Hollow in front of the entire court. But Renata’s power failed. Another likely deception, no doubt. The king gripped the arm of his chair and let the memory pass.


“How very fortunate for your father that his executioner escaped this very palace the night of the Sun Festival,” he said. “I have transferred Lord Las Rosas to Soledad prison. In the meantime you will take up his seat in this gathering. Now, I need every person here to help me solve a mystery.”


The room was quiet enough to hear a fly buzz before landing on the lip of Alessandro’s wine.


“How did the great palace of Andalucía, the jeweled capital of this kingdom, allow itself to be attacked by a handful of half-starved rebels?”


There was a collective held breath, followed by the faint plop of the fly falling to the wooden surface, dead.


“No one?” King Fernando tented his fingers. The lion’s head of his family ring was the only adornment he allowed himself during the somber occasion. He glanced around the room. “You were all there. One of you must have witnessed something out of the ordinary. Something to help me piece together how I have been betrayed.”


King Fernando traced his finger along his alabaster cheekbone, rubbing away the dried blood. He wanted them to see him this way. He wanted to make them feel as if their blood would fill his tub and he would bathe in it.


“I have told you everything—” Alessandro began.


“And you will tell me again,” Fernando shouted. “Spare no details. Mistakes were made by all, even by my most trusted friend, Justice Méndez. May he rest in peace.”


“May he rest in peace,” they echoed.


One by one they recounted the Sun Festival. Even his wife, the young queen, wasn’t excused from this inquiry. She accounted for every moment it took her to get dressed, and the tour of the grounds she gave her parents, the king and queen of Dauphinique.


“And where did you disappear to during the dance?” her husband asked.


Queen Josephine’s mouth was a perfect circle of surprise. Her lovely black skin caught the gleam of the fireplace, and a part of him loved to see her squirm. “One of the courtiers from Dauphinique. I showed him the statues you built for me in the garden.”


King Fernando glanced at Analiya, who corroborated the queen’s evening with a single nod.


Then came Alessandro, who spoke the longest, reminding them all how he had never trusted Renata Convida, the Robári who had made a Hollow of Justice Méndez.


Lady Roca confessed to a marital indiscretion but claimed she’d rather die than aid the rebels. She vouched for all her ladies, who had spent most of their night watching Prince Castian dance with the memory thief.


“How he held her—” Lady Roca said dramatically.


“Like he’d claimed her,” Duque Arias chimed in. He finished unknotting his cravat and shoved it into his pocket. “I saw them. If Méndez hadn’t interrupted them, I was sure Castian meant to—” The duque looked at Lady Nuria, who kept her face impassive. “I thought he meant to bed her.”


“Instead she tried to kill him,” Leonardo said softly.


“You were in the library when the prince was attacked!” Alessandro pointed a finger at the attendant. “How do we know you weren’t aiding her?”


Leonardo cleared his throat and sat forward in his chair. “I was, uh, engaged with a paramour of mine. That room has always been empty.”


Lady Nuria reached out and squeezed the boy’s shoulder, ignoring the round of titters from the others. “I’d hate to think what would have happened if you hadn’t been up there to save the prince from certain death.”


Lady Roca clucked her tongue. “I could have sworn I saw Prince Castian in the ballroom at the same time we heard the screams of his attack.”


“Perhaps the other Moria created a distraction,” Alessandro offered. “While the wretch Renata attempted to murder him.”


“What about you, Lady Nuria?” King Fernando asked. “You spent quite a bit of time with her, if I recall.”


Nuria stiffened. Her onyx eyes locked with the king’s. There was shame there. “I beg your forgiveness, Your Majesty. I had been attempting to convince the girl to remove one of my memories.”


“What memory would that be?”


Her chest rose and fell quickly. She touched her temples and squinted as if trying to see into a far distance. “I no longer have it. But I know it was between myself and . . . Castian.”


Alessandro did his best not to grimace at the prince’s name. Even if Nuria no longer possessed the specifics, they could all guess at the intimacy of the memory. As the table began to descend into chatter and unkind whispers, General Hector stepped forward from his post near the door.


“Pardon me, Your Majesty, but we should be asking how a band of rebels was able to get into the palace in the first place. The Robári never left her room. I saw to it.”


“Perhaps she snuck away when the drink made you pass out,” Alessandro accused.


Stunned silent, General Hector retreated, nursing his wooden hand against his chest.


King Fernando’s chair grated against the floor. He sauntered to the fireplace, letting the flames kiss his fingertips. The pieces of that night were coming together, but there were still things he could not explain.


“Why save my life and then try to kill my son?” he asked.


“To destroy the king’s last heir, of course,” said Duque Sól Abene.


At the implication of his dead son, King Fernando felt something ancient and withered within him stir. After Castian drowned his baby brother, the king had feared Penelope’s madness had weakened his last heir. But Fernando had set the boy right. Castian proved strong. Ruthless. Clever in a way that troubled even Fernando. There was a duplicity to his son that the king could not figure out. But soon, he’d have the answers he needed.


“This is what I know,” the king said, returning to his seat. “We were attacked in our own home by our enemies. Our justice was murdered. Hundreds of prisoners were freed. A small infantry was slaughtered. They were able to attack Soledad prison and take years’ worth of progress and kidnapped my son.”


“There were dozens of them,” Alessandro intoned quickly. “We were outnumbered. I swear, on my life, we will get them back.”


King Fernando cut his black eyes to Alessandro. “My new justice, you don’t have the marrow to do half the things Méndez did. Do you know what I see in this room? Lies. Excuses. They have my son. What do we have? I am left with no choice but to . . .”


Alessandro dabbed a cloth at his face. Lady Roca was positively green. The priest roused from his sleep to mutter a prayer for their souls.


“. . . raise a toast,” King Fernando said.


Despite their confusion, every person picked up their crystal goblet.


“One of these glasses contains alacrán venom. There is a liar among you. If you have been true and faithful, drink.”


Eyes darted from one person to the other. The queen drank first, followed by Lady Nuria and Leonardo. Then Alessandro. Lady Las Rosas and Duque Sól Abene. Lady Roca. The priest.


“Your Majesty,” Duque Arias said, looking up at King Fernando. He was the only one who hadn’t tipped back his drink. He reached for the inside of his doublet. Analiya and Nazar were on the lordling, drawing their swords. “Please, I beg you, let me explain!”


Duque Arias was a scoundrel and a poor loser. He’d lost several of his family’s lands repaying gambling debts. Fernando had once sailed with his late grandfather, the decorated admiral Joaquín Arias, and he’d been forgiving of the young duque’s behavior, as his father was killed in the Battle of Riomar. This louse of a boy was not the voice he’d expected to step forward. King Fernando arched a brow but nodded once. “Go on.”


“Castian was at my estate a few months back for a night of revelry. I lost a wager. He bet me any item in my manor. I believed he’d go for my father’s hundred-year-old cask of aguadulce, but instead he took something else.”


“What did he claim?”


The duque’s voice rasped. “My grandfather’s chest from his admiral days. It isn’t worth anything. Seashells and compasses and an old senile sailor’s logbooks full of gibberish. Maps to places that don’t exist. I offered him gold, land, anything, but nothing would do. Castian wanted it. My mother’s furious with me, more so after losing that ship to pirates. I thought—you see—the night of the Sun Festival, while the prince was preoccupied, I went to his room to take it back.”


“You stole from the prince?” Alessandro asked incredulously.


“I didn’t! I never found it. I’ve been racked with guilt since the news that Castian was taken.” Arias shook so hard that wine sloshed from his cup, but he did not lower it. “I should have come forward. I don’t know what use Castian would have had for my dead grandfather’s ramblings. I swear—”


King Fernando gazed upon the lordling and smiled. Clever boy, his son. All these years and Fernando had never considered . . .


“You are forgiven, Lord Arias. I am a benevolent king. Remember that, when you leave this room. As for the rest of you, return to your provincias. Increase patrols along the major routes. Freeze outgoing ships in the ports. Gather those of fighting age and send them to the training yards. Speak to your people. Tell them that now, more than ever, we must be vigilant against the threat of the Moria. War will not be easy, but it will all be over when my son is returned, and our enemies have surrendered. Now go.”


One by one, they left the room.


“Not you, Lady Las Rosas.” King Fernando beckoned.


“You honor me with so much attention, Your Majesty,” she said, lowering her eyes.


“Honor is perhaps not the word you wish to use, but it is good to know the Luzouan court hasn’t robbed you of your manners.”


The girl frowned and clenched her fists but remained silent. She glanced at the door, the windows, but they were the only ones in the room.


“I’m not going to hurt you,” he assured her.


“Then what do you require of me, Your Majesty?”


“You left a promising naval career to help your mother run a small trading empire. You find rare and beautiful objects for her to sell from all the corners of the known world. Recently you haven’t been able to do that due to her illness. Combined with your father’s imprisonment, you must be adrift.”


“I have managed.”


“It has been a trying time and so I will be direct, Leyre Las Rosas.” He spoke her name softly. Lay-reh. “Your father’s life is in my hands. And I need your skill as a tracker of rare things.”


“You presume I care about what happens to my father,” she said, her alto voice hard.


“When we arrested your father, I visited his house. I like to see for myself the homes of those who betray me, and do you know what I found?”


She shook her head.


“A man who loves wine. A man who loves his daughter. A man who loves this kingdom. I know your father was framed. But by whom? I can only guess the Whispers, though that would be difficult to prove in a trial. I could be persuaded to pardon him, to show my benevolence. You see, I have read every letter you’ve ever written to your father. He’s kept every parchment you’ve scrawled on since you could write. Despite being the bastard product of an affair, you are his, and he loves you. I give you his fate, Leyre. All you have to do is find the object I desire. Two, but they come in a set.”


He picked up Duque Arias’s wineglass and drank. “This was a very good year. The bottle is a tempranillo from your family’s region, I believe.”


Realization dawned in Leyre’s jade-green eyes. “Were any of the glasses poisoned?”


“No.”


“How do you know someone wouldn’t rather drink the poison than face your wrath?”


Fernando cocked an eyebrow. “At the very least that would show conviction. I’m more interested in ferreting out the cowards who don’t want to die. The Fajardos have always taken chances. Do we have a deal?”


“What will happen to me if I fail?” she asked.


“Your father would remain in Soledad prison. You would return to Luzou, and the Las Rosas estates would be remanded to the crown.” He flashed a smile at the way she simmered with rage. That was the key.


She offered her hand, and when they shook, she did not let go first. “What is the object I am to track?”


King Fernando got up to pull open a hidden compartment on the fireplace mantel. He retrieved a wooden box and laid it in front of her. “Inside is everything you need to find that which was taken from me.”


Leyre reached into the box and pulled out a golden sextant, small enough to fit around her fist. Diamond constellations were etched in the gold.


“It’s beautiful,” she said.


“There’s more.”


She kept digging and pulled out a slip of parchment with an illustration of a magnificent weapon. She scoffed. “You want me to find you a knife?”


“It’s not just any knife,” he said with a fervor he didn’t mean to display. “It was taken from me long ago. I thought it lost to time and space. But I’ve discovered a plot that threatens everything I have ever worked toward. Now I know someone else is searching for it. He will lead you to the location, but what he doesn’t know is that you need this sextant to get there.”


“And after I have the weapon?”


“Kill him.”


She frowned. “Whose life am I taking?”


His own blood and bane. “My son, of course. Prince Castian.”










Chapter 1


I remember standing in this market square not long ago, and I don’t know what has changed more: the village or myself. The old dirt road is now paved with worn cobblestones. New wooden stalls form crooked rows offering dates and imported nuts by the barrel. A vendor, whose teeth have as many holes as the hard cheese he’s peddling, offers me a sample that I decline. Faces I know so well are etched with wrinkles and gray. When did the inn at the top of the hill add two more stories?


In the back of my mind, a girl whispers her name to me over and over again. I am Renata Convida, she says, and she repeats it until I feel myself slowly fade away.


I remember standing in this market square, but this memory is not mine.


I am Renata Convida, and I am trapped inside my own mind.


My body, numb and still, is planted in front of a market stall. I’m aware of the baker asking a question, but the sounds of the stolen memory imprison me. The corners of my vision blur with color, like looking at the bend of light through a prism—laughter and music warped behind glass. Then all of it, the village green, the baker, everything, is leached of color. I am slipping into a void that swallows my memories whole, where there is nothing but a terrifying quiet.


But somewhere, a sound hooks my belly and tugs me back to reality.


“I said, are ye going to stand there,” the haggard baker shouts, “or are ye going to buy something?”


Perhaps it is the shrill pitch of her voice that frees me from the occurrence, but I’m so grateful that I gladly return her grimace with a smile. These moments have come and gone over the last two weeks. They start with an uneasy sensation in my gut and end with me trapped inside a memory that’s so vivid it feels as if someone is possessing my body and mind. This one lasted the longest.


All my life, my power has been as much a mystery to me as it was to the elders of my people. I can steal memories from the living, and they become mine forever. I have taken so many memories that I have a vault in my mind, the Gray, to store them. Sometimes memories slip out like frail ghosts. But this, whatever it is, feels different. I walk down a road, and without warning, I am overcome with the sensation that I am not myself. I see a familiar face, and it takes every ounce of strength not to call out a name. I stand in this market, and I see the way it used to be.


I’ve discerned that I can snap out of a memory occurrence when I go through my mental list of reminders: I am Renata Convida. I am a Robári. I am of the Moria people. Once I was a rebel, one of the Whispers. Now I am just a traitor. It has been thirteen—no, fourteen—days since I betrayed my people and chose to follow my enemy, Prince Castian. Though, to be fair, they betrayed me first.


The smells of candied walnuts, ale, and bread remind me of where I am: the quaint village of Acesteña, in the Sól Abene region of the kingdom of Puerto Leones.


Bread.


That’s what I left the inn to get.


The baker scrutinizes me. Like most people from the Sól Abene provincia, she has a fair complexion, obsidian eyes, and thick black brows. Her hair, white as milk but still full, must have once been black, too. Her simple brown tunic is dusted with flour. Her shrewd stare lingers on my clothes—cream blouse with long sleeves and a modest high collar, deep blue linen skirt with a dusty hem. My hair, dark as crow feathers, is braided in a crown, and wisps unravel at my temples because I have never been good at this sort of thing. My scarred hands—which would give me away as a Robári—are gloved in delicate white lace. But here, in Sól Abene, married women keep their hair tied back and their hands, legs, and necks covered, so I do not stand out. At least I hope not.


“Two loaves, one hazelnut tart, and an olive oil cake, please.” I dig into my pocket for my coin purse.


The baker’s wrinkled scowl turns into a pleased nod. “Here for Carnaval, are ye?”


I nod. We are not here for Carnaval de Santa Cariña, but the festivities are the perfect cover. While the village is full of revelers from all over the provincias, Castian and I will appear to be two tourists enjoying the culinary offerings and dulcet sounds of bagpipes when we meet with Castian’s informant.


“And honeymoon,” I say sweetly. I hope it’s sweet. Whenever I try to sound like Sayida from my old unit, I end up shouting in people’s faces and smiling as though I am deranged. Sayida would probably get free braided sugar bread.


The baker turns away from me. Yes, definitely deranged over sweet. She wraps the olive oil cake in brown butcher paper and ties it up with pretty gold thread. “Don’t look very happy about it, do ye?”


I blanch. I should be used to the brusque nature of the Sól Abene provincia by now.


“Don’t worry, dearie. Yer still a bit young for it, ain’t ye? Why, my first marriage was for love. Love can survive anything, except the plague, of course. My second marriage was for the bakery. If the first one doesn’t work, make sure ye outlive the second so ye will always have a trade.”


Still speechless, I dig deeper into my coin purse, wishing it was large enough to hide within. “Uhhh—thank you. That is very wise.”


“Wisdom is free. The bread and cakes will be twenty pesos.”


“Twenty?” Neighboring vendors crane their necks. I lean closer and lower my voice. “A week ago, my—husband—bought this and paid ten.”


The baker purses her thin lips. “Aye, but a week ago, the king hadn’t doubled the tax on wheat. Not to mention the fees for the olive oil coming down from Provincia Zaharina. Barely breaking even now, aren’t I? I’m giving ye the loaves on the house on account of yer honeymoon. Fifteen for the cake. Five for the tart.”


Doubled the tax on wheat. Again. Last time this happened, the king and justice were funding their war efforts. I should count myself lucky. When I traveled with my rebel unit, we stole, scavenged, and hunted for food during missions. Now I have a purse full of coins. Of course, it is still stolen because I took them from Castian this morning after he’d left for the day with nothing but a note that read I will return for supper. Your Your husband. I balled it up and threw it into the dying embers of the fireplace. Then I dug into the hidden pocket in his pack that he thinks I don’t know about and stole a few coins.


But twenty pesos for some sweets is an indulgence we don’t deserve. After a fortnight of searching for Dez and the Knife of Memory, our trail has gone cold. Dez, once my unit leader, was the one who taught me how to hide my tracks. I thought I knew him well enough to find him. It was what Castian counted on. But perhaps Dez didn’t teach me all his tricks. Perhaps he doesn’t want to be found—not even by me.


The longer we go without a trace of Dez, the more the prince and I fight. I convince myself that the battles have earned me these cakes, and so I count out the large pesos and place them on the baker’s outstretched hand. She pockets them inside her apron, hands over the baked goods, and moves on to other customers.


On my way through the market, I’m hit with a wave of nausea. That’s usually how the occurrences start, followed by the sensation of someone taking a hatchet to my skull. I hurry down the road toward the inn, holding my basket against my chest. I try to focus on the hillcrest ahead, focus on the present and not the stolen memories trying to overtake me. Each labored breath gets me a few paces closer. I slip through the foot traffic and try to name the smells—roasted meat, vinegar, salted fish imported from several coasts. I try to recite my list of grounding truths, when I realize someone is watching me.


A bead of sweat stings my eyes, but I still see him. A bearded young man with strange blue eyes and a speckle of blood on his cheek. He weaves through sheep herded by a girl in a pale green dress. How long has he been following me?


I stop to smile at an elderly couple. He stops, too, and when the couple moves away, he keeps coming toward me. I pick up my pace. My heart leaps to my throat. Does he recognize me from the wanted leaflets? Most of them are poorly rendered and could be any girl in Puerto Leones with brown eyes and black hair. Besides, the Second Sweep would be looking for a filthy rebel, not a recent bride on holiday.


When I glance over my shoulder, the young bearded man shouts, but I can’t hear him over the music and ruckus of the market. I notice the knives at his hip and the crude sack over his shoulder leaking blood. I remember the stories the Whispers would tell in the dark of rogue hunters who work for the king. They’re not military or honorable. They simply hunt Moria, like me, cutting our body parts to sell as trophies.


I run.


My thighs burn from the quick uphill climb. I drop a loaf from my basket, but I keep going. I hate the fear that licks its way between my ribs. This is not how I’m supposed to get caught. Anger needles at me because I know I should have stayed in our room. I shouldn’t have left without Castian.


I reach the top of the hill, and the man yells for me again. This time he says my name. Not the name written in the leaflets. Wanted: Renata Convida. Robári. Murderer. Instead he calls me by a name only my father ever did.


For a moment, the inn vanishes. The marketplace is gone. There is only a void of black ahead and behind me. I squeeze my eyes shut. This can’t happen again. Not now.


“Nati!” His deep voice is right against my ear. “What’s gotten into you?”


The present returns in a cold rush. I drop my basket and succumb to the pressure at my temples. All at once I realize that I’m in Castian’s arms. I cling to the worn cotton of his tunic and feel his racing heartbeat under my palm as he holds me upright. Castian is the strange bearded man. I had completely forgotten about his illusion, the face he was wearing.


I can’t afford to forget.


“I—I didn’t realize it was you,” I say, and push off him. Gather my bread. The olive oil cake is a little smooshed, but even covered in dirt I’d eat it. “You scared me.”


I leave him at the top of the hill and resume my retreat to the inn. His long legs allow him to catch up to me in a few paces.


His hair is a muddy brown, matted at his temples. He tugs on his short brown beard. “I scared you?”


“Maybe you should have chosen a more memorable face!”


“Maybe you should just tell me the truth.”


“What are you talking about?” I wince at the headache that started building in the market.


A grumble starts at the back of his throat. “Something is wrong, and it would be advantageous to the remainder of our mission if you wouldn’t shut me out the way you’ve done since you chose to follow me out that window.”


We reach the Sagrada Inn. One of the servant girls who moon after Castian watches us yell at each other as she arranges a flower arch over the door. I whirl to face him. There’s dirt on his forehead. I want to brush it away, but I clench my fist around my wicker basket.


He sighs, defeated, and says, “We should go upstairs.”


“No, go ahead. You’re the expert on honesty. What exactly do you think I’m keeping from you?”


I know he won’t say it. Not when we might be overheard. It isn’t fair of me to dare him.


“Ahem,” comes a high-pitched cough from a source I’ve come to know too well. The innkeeper and owner, Doña Sagrada. Her graying hair is neatly twisted in a bun, and a festive red rose is pinned behind her ear. She smooths the front of her apron and beams wide brown eyes at Castian. “I thought I heard my favorite lovebirds. You certainly fight and make up like a married couple, Señor Otsoa, but please keep it down. We’ve had some complaints from the adjoining rooms. I’ve told them that you’re here for Carnaval on your honeymoon. Which reminds me, your deposit won’t cover any damage to the bed.”


I think of how yesterday, I may or may not have thrown Castian’s boots at him when we were discussing his brother. How once again we lost his trail. How once again I failed.


“I assure you—” I begin to deny any sort of marital bliss, but Castian interjects with a dizzying smile.


“That we will show more restraint.”


“It’s no bother at all. Now, did you bring it?” Doña Sagrada asks Castian, clapping her plump little hands together.


Castian avoids glancing at me, but even his Illusionári magics can’t hide the red creeping up the open front of his tunic, to the tops of his cheeks. He hands over the bloody sack. “Yes. I had luck and caught two of them. One is for you.”


“Oh, Señor Otsoa!” The matron beams, resting her hand on his muscular forearm. “Bless you!”


“Please, I told you. Call me Will.”


“What is it?” I ask.


The innkeeper clucks at me. “Ruin the surprise, Marcela, why don’t you! But when Will said you’d been craving the rabbit fricassee that we ran out of, I said the butcher only had beef and pork for Carnaval, but if he caught me a rabbit, I’d whip it up for you.”


Yesterday, after we hurled cruel words at each other, I was tired and hungry. We ate fried pork and salted potatoes, and I said offhandedly that I missed the rabbit fricassee. Then I crawled into my pillows and covers on the floor and went to sleep in front of the fire.


Castian won’t meet my eyes, but he is an expert at charade in a way that I am not. He gently takes my basket. I didn’t realize he had picked up the loaf I dropped in my haste.


Doña Sagrada nods. “It’s my great-grandmother’s recipe. She was a cook in the old palace for the Sól Abene royals back in those days. The Duque Sól Abene himself still comes to eat here when he isn’t in the capital. He always comes home for Carnaval, but I don’t expect him during these troubled times.”


I smile painfully. “Yes, you’ve mentioned that.” Once or fifteen times.


Castian quickly takes the innkeeper’s hand and kisses it. She blushes and gives me a look, as if she thinks I’m the luckiest new bride in the whole kingdom. “We thank you, Doña Sagrada. Truly.”


We. Me and Castian. A bolt of pain drives between my eyes, and I can’t tell whether it’s my broken mind or just the hatred for him I haven’t been able to shake.


As we follow the matron inside the tavern, I catch sight of a red uniform. Two young soldiers belonging to the Second Sweep are sitting at a table drinking from glass pints. They’re laughing, and before one of them can look up at me, I whirl around and cling to Castian like I can’t get enough of this man, my husband. He doesn’t bat an eye, but I feel him tense.


“We will be in our room, Doña Sagrada,” he says, and the roughness in his voice tells me I’m not alone in fearing the closeness of the king’s presence.


The innkeeper places the back of her hand on my forehead. Her knuckles calloused but warm. For a flash, I remember something I had locked away for so long: my own mother checking my temperature. I only see her face for a moment, but it’s enough to make me wobble. Castian tightens his grip around my waist, and I don’t fight him. For now, I’m grateful that I’m not alone, even if I have to be with him.


“Oh dear. You’re flushed, Señora Otsoa. I’ll send up fresh water and a manzanilla tea. It worked wonders for me in the first few months I was with child.”


Castian is so startled that I can see his illusion flicker ever so slightly in the gold that shimmers in a lock of his hair.


“That would be lovely!” I say, saccharine and shrill. “Let’s go, darling.”


I yank Castian by his hand up the stairs, leaving the kind and clueless innkeeper clutching a bloody bag full of game. I spare one glance at the soldiers, getting up without paying, as they return to their patrol.


Castian fumbles with the skeleton key and unlocks our door. When he slams it shut, his illusion falls away, revealing the true blue-green of his eyes, his long golden hair curling against broad shoulders. A rough ridge breaks the straight line of his nose, and the thick brown beard returns to burnished gold scruff.


“We need to talk,” he says, then looks down at his feet.


I set the basket of baked goods on the table. “Let’s.”


But we only stand there, neither saying a word. I might prefer the fights to moments like this.


There are so many things we should discuss. I’d start with the fact that we’ve been here a week and this is the first time guards in royal red have arrived. I still have the thick scar on my neck from my last tangle with the Second Sweep, soldiers Castian once trained himself and are now commanded by the king and justice. Then there’s Dez, Castian’s brother and my former—everything. How I didn’t deny Doña Sagrada’s herbal tea because I fear the possibility that she may be right. There’s the not knowing whether our quest will make any difference or maybe push the kingdom closer to destruction. And then there is our very tangled past. How Castian, years before he was this monstrous prince, was my very best friend. My only friend.


Castian and I agreed to work together, but how can we, when we don’t trust each other? He’s right, I have been keeping something secret. But when I look at him, truly look at him, I know something else is wrong.


“What is it?” I ask.


He withdraws a balled‑up piece of parchment from his pocket. Even as I stand right in front of him, he doesn’t meet my eyes. I take the parchment but watch his features. Anger in the furrow between his brows. Hurt in the single tremble of his bottom lip. Denial in the way he inhales deeply, crosses his arms over his chest, and sighs.


I uncrumple the parchment, prepared to see a new sketch of my face with a new reward. Instead, there is a single sentence scrawled across the center.


Stop following me. I’m already gone.


It’s Dez.










Chapter 2


No matter how many times I read the words, they don’t feel real. I tug off my gloves and run my fingertips along the familiar handwriting. What did I imagine? That the ink would be raised, like the rivers of scars that run across my hands? That I’d be able to lift some sort of memory from this?


Stop following me. I’m already gone.


I spent weeks believing that Dez had been killed. His execution in Andalucía might have been an illusion created by Castian, but the desperation and the grief I endured was real.


“Dez knows we’re tracking him,” I say.


Castian puts as much distance between us as possible. The honeymoon suite is the biggest room in the inn. There’s a private bathing tub, a fireplace, a bed large enough to fit a small Leonesse family, a dining table for two, and plush rugs and throw blankets, which over the last few days, I’ve hoarded for myself. And yet this space has never felt so suffocating.


I rub the emerald wedding ring I’ve worn since we left together. “Dez knows that I know he’s alive.”


Castian is aware of this, but I have to say the words because otherwise I’ll convince myself that this is a cruel trick.


“He must have been following me,” he says, pushing open the curtains. Afternoon rays glint off the silver hand mirror and brush on the table. He rolls up his sleeves, pours water from the pitcher into a porcelain basin, and scrubs his hands with a bar of soap. “He pinned it to the tree where I’d set my trap.”


“He couldn’t have gone far,” I say. “The village has one main road. He’ll want to avoid the patrols there. He’ll take the woods.”


“You said Andrés was the best hunter among the Whispers. He could be anywhere by now.”


I crush the parchment in my fists. “What do you want me to do? Nothing?”


Castian leans on the vanity and cranes his head back, like he’s searching for strength from the Six Heavens. “It is clear my brother does not want to be found.”


I angrily close the distance between us, but my delicate slippers don’t give me the stomping effect I would prefer. He turns to face me, drying his hands on a towel as I slap the crumpled parchment against his chest.


“You’re the one who convinced me to come with you. You’re the one who wanted to find him.”


Castian simply lets the message fall to our feet. I want him to be furious. I want him to want to do something.


“That hasn’t changed.” Exasperation steels his words. “But my informant is arriving tomorrow with the forged documents we need. The Second Sweep is downstairs. Even if I cloak us with an illusion for as long as my strength will hold, do you have any idea  where Andrés would go from here?”


Hearing Castian speak Dez’s birth name is still so strange. Dez himself didn’t reveal it to me until the night we slept together. The night before he was captured. No, the night before he let himself be captured. When did Dez notice us? Has he been watching Castian and me pretend to be married all this time? Dez was the best hunter and tracker in the Whispers. But what’s left of the rebels fled to safety across the sea.


Stop following me. I’m already gone.


There’s a tightness around my chest, and I have to remind myself to breathe.


“No,” I admit. “I don’t know where Dez would go from here.”


Castian opens the doors leading onto a narrow balcony. The cool breeze carries the scent of the Acesteña forest and the roasting meats from down below. Villagers mill about preparing for tomorrow’s festivities. Everything outside this room continues, and I have never felt at such a distance from the world. I grip the rail and inhale deeply, but my heart still races, my mind fires too quickly.


I think of my old rebel unit. Are they safe? And why should I care, after they left me to rot? I think of the king’s weapon, somewhere out there, and the chaos we left behind in the capital. The growing patrols in even the smallest hamlet. I worry that the damage I have done to my mind may be irreparable. Worst of all is that there is a small part of me, like the first drop of water signaling a storm, that is glad I’m not alone. Even if I am with the prince of Puerto Leones.


“What happened to you earlier?” Castian asks tentatively.


I know that he means the occurrences, but I don’t want to talk to him about it. Not after reading Dez’s note.


I realize I’m hungry and leave him on the balcony. After a moment of hesitation he follows. I break off a piece of the fresh bread from my basket and offer it to him.


“I’m sorry I took your pesos without asking. You can’t blame me. I’m a thief.”


Castian plops the bread in his mouth and shuts his eyes. I wonder if it’s the first thing he’s eaten today.


“You could have asked me for the coin,” he says.


“Well, what if you’d left for good? What if this morning you’d decided that you changed your mind and returned to your father?”


Castian gestures in the direction of the forest. “I left to hunt.”


“I didn’t ask you to.”


“I know you didn’t ask me to. I just—I wish you’d have waited for me. We promised that we wouldn’t venture into the village alone. And I wouldn’t leave you without a word,” he adds harshly, strangling the air with his fists. His knuckles are scarred, and I remember the spiked gauntlets he liked to wear. How slick with blood they were after he was finished. “You should know that by now.”


“All I know of you, of the man that you are, is what I’ve seen for myself. The destruction you left behind. You might have hidden your Moria powers from the king and Puerto Leones, but that doesn’t make you the same as those who have suffered and died under your family’s reign for decades.”


I see the hurt that flashes across his face. As still as he is, Castian resembles a gilded statue. Despite my frustration, my breath catches at the sight of him because he is so impossibly, infuriatingly beautiful. I thought that long ago, once. How can someone so hateful look the way he does? But Prince Castian is made of shadows and lies. He orchestrated his reputation for years. And to what end? The kingdom is no closer to being fixed by his actions, and now we are here, bound by a single purpose: the hunt for his brother and the legendary Knife of Memory. It seems we are no longer in search of one of those things.
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