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FOR MY SISTER, REBEKAH, WHO WAS THE FIRST TO SAY, “YOU CAN DO IT.”
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WE run.


My heels crunch sandy shale as my legs pound a steady rhythm. With every fourth step, I suck a lungful of dry air. My chest burns, my thighs ache, and the little toe of my left foot stings with the agony of a ripped blister.


Ahead, Belén glances over his shoulder to check on the rest of us. His boots and his tunic and even his leather eye patch are tinged brownish orange with the dust of this desert plateau. We’ve fallen too far behind, and it’s my fault. He checks his stride, but I wave him on.


My companions—an assassin, a lady-in-waiting, and a failed sorcerer—are all more accustomed than I am to hard travel, and I dare not slow us down. We must take advantage of this flat, easy terrain while we can, for we have less than two months to cross the Sierra Sangre, sneak into enemy territory, free Hector, and escape. Otherwise he dies, and the country we’ve sacrificed so much to save descends into civil war.


I unclench my fists, relax my shoulders so my arms swing loose, and spring a little harder off of my toes. The burn in my thighs intensifies, but it’s only pain, and not nearly the worst I’ve felt. I’m stronger than I’ve ever been.


Iron clatters behind me, brittle and sharp. I stop cold and spin, anger bubbling in my chest. But Storm’s uncannily beautiful face is so furrowed with frustration that I soften toward him immediately.


His chains have come loose again. They drag in the dust now, streaming from his manacled ankles, each about the length of my forearm. They are magic forged, impossible to remove. The best we can do is wrap them in his leggings so they don’t interfere with his stride or, worse, announce our passage.


Mara, my lady-in-waiting, hitches her quiver of arrows higher up onto her shoulder and wipes sweat from her eyes with a filthy sleeve. She sets her bow on the ground and crouches beside Storm’s boots. “Maybe if we weave the ties of your boots through the chains . . .”


Storm stretches out an ankle for her. I scowl to see my friend bowed at his feet like a supplicant while he accepts her ministrations with an air of supreme boredom.


“Mara,” I say.


She turns a dirt-smeared face to me.


“Storm will be responsible for his own chains from now on.”


“Oh, I don’t mind!” she says.


“I do.” Sometimes it’s up to me to keep my companions from giving too much of themselves. I wave her off with a mock glare. She rolls her eyes at me, but she grabs her bow and steps away. Storm looks back and forth between us, and I half expect him to protest, but then he shrugs and hunkers down to tend the chains himself.


“We can’t go on like this.” The low voice in my ear makes me jump. Belén skims the ground like a ghost, even when stealth is unnecessary.


“The next village will have horses that haven’t been conscripted,” I tell him. “It has to.”


“And if it doesn’t?”


I turn on him. It’s bad enough knowing I’ll have to mount one of the horrible creatures. But it’s worse to consider what I must to do in order to accomplish it. I say, “If the conscription has reached this far east, we’ll steal some.”


“We’re at the very edge of the kingdom!” Mara protests.


Storm straightens and shakes a leg experimentally. The chain stays put. “Conde Eduardo has been planning his rebellion for a long time,” he says. “Maybe years. We won’t find available transportation until we’re in the mountains.”


My blood boils, from heat and from anger. Eduardo is one of Joya’s most powerful and trusted lords. A member of the Quorum of Five, no less. But he has robbed hundreds, maybe thousands, of their livelihoods to feed his ambition. He has taken their horses and camels, their carriages and food stores, even their young men, for military use. And he has done it so that he can divide my country and crown himself a king.


I grab my water skin from its hook at my waist and take a much deeper draft than I should. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and toss the water skin to Mara, who catches it deftly.


“A queen shouldn’t have to steal her own horses,” Mara says.


“Do you have a better suggestion?” I ask. “Announce our mission, maybe?”


“Stealing will attract attention too.”


I nod. “But better than parading in full regalia into the next village and commandeering what I need. With luck, the conde won’t hear of the theft for a long time. And if he does, it might not occur to him that it was his queen.”


Storm chuckles. “Queen, chosen one, horse thief. Let it never be said that you are not accomplished.”


My attempt to glare at him fails when my lips start to twitch.


“In that case . . .” Belén says, a slow grin spreading across his face. “We need a plan.”


The sun is low on the horizon, painting the plateau and its toothed outcroppings in fiery shades of coral. The breeze picks up, flinging hair that has loosened from my braids into my eyes and mouth. Though we skirt the great sand desert to the south, the evening wind will kick up enough dust to make travel almost impossible. Not much time left today. “A plan will wait until we’ve camped for the night,” I say.


From habit, I turn to look for Hector, seeking his quiet approval. I don’t catch myself until it’s too late, until I’ve lost him all over again.


“Elisa?” Mara says.


I clench my hands into fists. “Let’s run,” I say. And we do.
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THE afternoon pours heat onto our backs. The four of us lie on our bellies on a small rocky ridge, peering through the twisting red branches of a manzanita bush to the village below. It’s comprised of a smattering of adobe hutas and an inn with a stable, all surrounding a cobblestone plaza with its resident well. Date palms rise between buildings, bent eastward from the constant wind. Camels are tethered at the village’s southern edge, chewing calmly on a thorn bush. But camels won’t take us where we must go. We need horses.


Like all the other villages we’ve encountered, it’s crawling with Eduardo’s soldiers. Except this time they wear typical desert garb—linen blouses and sturdy pants, utility belts and long desert cloaks—rather than the red-and-black uniform of Eduardo’s countship. Were it not for the red ribbons tied around their arms or pinned to their cloaks, no one would know they were Eduardo’s men.


“They’ve run out of uniforms,” Belén whispers. “A good sign.”


“Maybe they’re short on resources in general,” I say hopefully. “Even their weapons look shabby.” I peer closer. “Fewer than half carry swords.”


“So, what’s the plan?” says Mara.


“The horses are stabled behind the inn,” says Belén. “That’s good. The area isn’t visible from the center of the village.”


Several men pour from the inn’s entrance, laughing and clapping one another on the back. It’s an alarming contrast to the regular residents, who scurry from building to building, eyes downcast, trying to look small. “Eduardo’s soldiers are using the inn as a temporary barracks,” I observe.


“If so, the stable behind it is well guarded,” Belén says.


“These are conscripted men,” Storm says. “Not regular soldiers. But even if they were trained fighters, they’d likely be as pathetic as the rest of Joya d’Arena’s military.”


“Our pathetic military defeated yours in a single battle,” I snap, before remembering that Storm is probably goading me for personal amusement.


“No, my dear queen, you did,” he says. “You and your Godstone.”


He’s right, but I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of conceding. Ignoring him, I reach out and push a branch aside to get a better view.


“Careful, Elisa,” Belén says. “We’re within sight.”


Mindful of his warning, I absorb every detail of the inn below—its awning made of crosshatched branches that cast patterned light on the men beneath it, the small arched windows, the adobe stairway that wraps around the building and leads to a second floor with a dry palapa roof. We are just high enough on our ridge to glimpse the stable behind it. It’s very small. No more than eight stalls. There must be direct entry from inside the inn, as well as a larger egress for the horses in back.


“It could catch fire easily,” Belén says, too eagerly.


“No!” Two months ago we burned down an inn in Puerto Verde—just to create a distraction. Countless livelihoods were lost. Maybe even a few lives. I promised myself it would never happen again.


“We could take rooms for the night,” Mara says. “And sneak out before sunrise with the horses. Belén might have to . . . dispatch a guard or two, but it would be better than burning the place down.”


“They might recognize their queen,” Belén says.


“This far from the capital?”


“Miniatures with my likeness were sent all over the kingdom on the day of my coronation,” I say. “Painters copied and recopied it, and . . . wait, maybe you’re right.” I never did sit for a new portrait—there was no time. Instead, they used an old one from when I was a bored, sedentary princess of Orovalle. And just like with ancient manuscripts, scribed again and again over the years, mistakes invariably creep in until it is nearly impossible to tell which parts are original text. Any likenesses that made it this far are bound to be a confused version of an Elisa who doesn’t even exist anymore.


“By reputation, you are portly and unattractive,” Storm points out.


“Thank you for the kind reminder,” I say.


“But you are neither of those things,” he adds, and I whip my head around to stare at him. Did he just pay me a compliment?


Mara pinches off a green manzanita leaf and puts it in her mouth. As she chews, she mumbles, “I could fix your hair in two braids, one on each side like the nomads wear. Smudge your face with dirt.”


I’m not sure I need any more dirt on my face than I have already. I scratch at my hairline, where sweat has started to drip tiny mud trails down my face. It itches abominably. Everyone is silent as we consider the thing no one is saying—that Eduardo has commanded his men to kill me on sight.


“They’re looking for a group of four travelers,” Belén says finally.


“Which means someone must stay behind,” I say.


As one, we shift on our stomachs to face Storm. “Yes, yes,” he says wearily. “A party of four, one of whom is an Invierno, would mark you as clearly as your Godstone crown.”


“We’ll find a good rendezvous point for you to wait,” I tell him. “I won’t leave you behind.”


He nods. “I know.”


We belly crawl backward, then skid down the graveled hillside into the narrow arroyo below. As we weave toward our campsite, following the arroyo’s meager trickle of water, I wonder at my lack of uneasiness. I should be terrified at the prospect of walking into an enemy barracks, stealing their horses, and riding away into the night. But I feel nothing except raw determination, with a bit of anger for spice.


It’s possible I’ve been through too much, lost too much. War damages different people in different ways; Hector taught me that. King Alejandro became spineless and incapable. His father before him was rash and unpredictable, if I’m to believe court gossip. Perhaps this is my damage. Maybe I am numb to fear because I am broken.


Our campsite lies in a copse of cottonwoods, elevated just enough to stay dry during a flash flood. We retrieve our packs from where we stashed them behind a deadfall. Mara starts putting ingredients together for a soup while Storm leaves to gather firewood. It will be a while yet before we eat; Mara will let the mix soak but won’t start a fire until the black of night hides our smoke.


I find an open space and begin the slow, dancelike warm-up exercises of my Royal Guard, exactly the way Hector taught me. It’s always difficult at first, because it brings to mind his memory, so vivid and startling that I have to swallow against tears. His callused fingers on my arm, guiding my movement. His breath in my ear as he gives clear, patient instructions. The scents of oiled leather and aloe shaving gel.


But as always, it passes. The movement takes over, the memory fades, my mind clears. When my focus is as sharp as one of Mara’s arrowheads, I review everything I observed: the layout of the village around a central plaza, the surrounding ridges and low brush, the young men at the inn who played at soldiering . . .


“Belén.” A wicked smile stretches my lips.


He pauses from his sharpening, knife and whetstone hovering in the air. His one good eye narrows. “I know that look,” he says.


“What if we used Storm as a decoy? Convince the village it’s under attack by Inviernos? The inn would empty of soldiers. We could take the horses easily. Then, when word reached the conde that our old enemy is attacking again, he’d have to send troops to protect his border. It would thin his resources even further.”


His face turns thoughtful. Wind whistles through the scrub brush, and he whisks his knife against the whetstone in sharp counterpoint. At last he says, “Storm’s hair. You made him cut it and dye it black. From a distance, they might not recognize him for an Invierno.”


“He’s tall,” I insist. “If he remained cowled and wore his Godstone amulet visibly . . .”


“They’d never believe he was attacking,” Mara says from her place at the still-cold fire pit. “Not if he can’t throw fire from his amulet.”


Mara is right. Storm is not only an enemy defector, he’s a failed sorcerer, one of the few Inviernos born with a Godstone. When he was four years old, it detached from his navel, and he began training to become an animagus. But he was never able to call the zafira, the living magic that creeps beneath the crust of the world, never learned to bring its fire. So he was exiled in disgrace to my late husband’s court as an ambassador.


Odd how being named an ambassador is considered his mark of shame, when the position carries such honor in my own court. There is so much about Invierne and its people that we do not understand.


“I’ll stand with Storm,” Mara says. “Or hide nearby and shoot arrows from the ridge. There are some piñons in the area; if we find resin, I could coat the arrowheads, light them on fire. Smoke and flames cause a lot of confusion—I know it too well.”


Belén gives her an admiring look, and she blushes. He says, “It would be a while before they figured out the fire came from your arrows rather than our fake animagus. Especially if we did it at first light, when the rising sun makes seeing tricky.”


“Mara, that’s brilliant,” I tell her, even as my heart sinks at the thought of setting anything on fire. I hate that I must cut a swath of devastation through my own country in order to save it. Weakly, I ask, “Please promise you’ll do as little damage as possible?”


“Of course,” she says gently.


“So Belén and I will take a room for the night,” I say. “On a prearranged signal—at dawn, so the village can see just enough to identify an Invierno?—Mara and Storm will attack. In the chaos, we’ll sneak into the stable and grab four horses. Then circle around for the two of you.”


Mara digs into her spice satchel and retrieves a leather pouch. She empties some gray-green flakes into her palm and scatters them into her pot. “You should free the remaining horses,” she says without looking up. “Or even kill them. Otherwise, we’ll be pursued.”


I stare at her. Mara is lovely and lithe, soft-spoken and unassuming. I often forget how capable and ruthless she can be. She lived a lifetime before becoming my lady-in-waiting, and though she doesn’t talk about it much, I know that the scars she bears—the drooping eyelid, the mangled earlobe, the burn mark on her belly—are minor compared to those wounds that no one can see.


“There are so many things that could go wrong with this plan,” Belén says.


I purse my lips, thinking hard. Chief among the possibilities, of course, is me. I haven’t handled horses since I was twelve years old. My sister, Alodia, always excelled at horsemanship, but I avoided the creatures—at first to prevent yet another unflattering comparison between us, and later because they were so large, and it had just been too long, and somehow in avoiding them I had let myself become frightened of them.


But I’m determined to do it now. For Hector. For my kingdom. Surely there’s not much to it? How hard can it be to get on and stay on until we are out of danger?


“I’ll scout around tonight,” Belén says. “Find a good rendezvous point. We need to convince Storm, then figure out a way to minimize his exposure. They’ll start shooting at him as soon as he shows himself.”


Storm chooses this moment to push through a wall of bramble and reenter the camp. His arms are full of twisted deadwood, and smears of sweat mar his perfect face. “Convince me of what?”


I take a deep breath and explain the plan.


Storm drops the firewood near Mara’s pit and sits beside it, cross-legged. The manacles on his ankles gleam in the failing light of evening.


“In my country,” he says, “it is a great crime to impersonate an animagus. Punishable by death.”


“But will you do it?” I ask gently.


He hesitates the space of a breath before saying, “Of course. I am your loyal subject.”
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THE inn is a dim, smoky place that reeks of urine, moldy rushes, and week-old stew. Instead of the large sitting cushions and low tables that I’ve become accustomed to in the western holdings, the room contains a haphazard mix of trestle tables, benches, and stools. Almost every spot is occupied by conscripted soldiers, and they look up when Belén and I enter, then stare unabashedly.


I try to appear relaxed and indifferent, telling myself firmly that this village lies along a trade route, and strangers are not that uncommon.


A burly man approaches, wringing a hand towel. A graying beard curls down to his chest, stopping just before it reaches a once-white apron that has been patched in several places. “No vacancy,” he says in a gravelly voice. “But I can serve you up some lamb stew and send you on your way.”


Belén and I exchange an alarmed glance. We should have considered this possibility.


“We’ll sleep anywhere,” I say hastily. “We just need a place out of the wind and dust for once.”


He rubs his chin, studying us. “Been a lot like you through here lately,” he says. “Fleeing east ahead of the coming war.”


Belén nods. “We have family in the free villages.”


“Head too far east, and you take your chances with Inviernos,” says the bearded man.


“Better them than civil war, when your enemy looks just like your brother,” I say.


He peers at me through the dimness, and I expect him to say something like, You look familiar or You’re too dark skinned to be from around here. Instead he shrugs and says, “The loft in the stable is unoccupied. The straw is clean. I’ll give it to you for half the price of a regular room.”


“Done,” Belén says. “And our thanks.”


He gestures for us to follow, and we weave through the tables, pass under a wooden stair, and push through a cluttered and busy kitchen. He opens a back door into a small stable that stinks of manure—an improvement on the scent of the common room we just vacated.


The innkeeper indicates a nearby ladder. “Up there,” he says. “Four coppers gets you each a bowl of stew. Six coppers gets you stew with meat. Shall I have Sirta bring some for you?”


“Please,” I say. “With meat.” My expectations for the stew are low, but last time I was in the desert I learned never to turn down a meal.


He leaves, and Belén and I climb into the loft. The ceiling is low and made of dried palm thatch. It’s hot up here—a little too hot—and I already miss our camp that is open to the breeze and to the stars. But the innkeeper did not lie; the straw is fresh and clean.


“We got lucky,” Belén says. From below comes a soft snort and a hard thunk as a horse paws against his stall door.


“Yes, we did.” And I can’t help but wonder: If luck is a finite thing, to be doled out in increments, have we used it up too quickly? From habit, my fingertips find the Godstone at my navel. Please, God. Let this work.


Heat washes through my body as the stone pulses a joyous response. I jerk my hand away.


I’ve been praying less lately, even though I feel bereft without prayer. Ever since my encounter with the zafira, when the magic of the world touched me directly, the Godstone has been too eager, like a tidal wave inside me yearning to rush free.


By the time the girl, Sirta, comes with the stew, it’s too dark to discern anything about her. How she maneuvers two bowlfuls up the ladder I cannot guess, but we thank her and eat eagerly. The meat is gamey, and the cook used too much salt, but it’s not as bad as I expected.


Normally, I’d use any idle time to practice with my daggers. Belén has taken up where Hector left off, teaching me to defend myself, even to fight a little. But the loft offers little room for exercise, and I don’t want to make noise that would draw attention. So after eating, we settle in to wait impatiently. We’ll make our move at first light.


I don’t realize I’ve dozed until Belén shakes me. “The sky brightens,” he whispers. “Soon, now.”


I stretch and blink myself awake, then shoulder my pack and follow him down the ladder.


The back of the stable is open to the outside so that the building resembles an overgrown potting shed. A guard passes the opening at steady intervals. I’m hoping that when Storm and Mara begin their attack, he’ll run off on foot instead of pursuing the enemy on horseback.


Seven of the eight stalls are occupied by horses. The eighth is stacked high with hay bales. Most of the tack, however, has been wisely stowed elsewhere. Belén and I poke around quietly and come up with only two saddles, one bridle, two soft halters, and a single blanket.


“Mara and I will go bareback,” he whispers. “You can have the horse with a saddle and bridle.” I breathe my thanks.


The clang of cast iron and the stomp of footsteps filter through the door from the kitchen. The inn rises early to prepare breakfast. Not much time until someone comes to tend the horses.


“Can we wedge the door shut?” I ask. “It might win us some time.” Even the minute or two it would take for the soldiers to realize the door was jammed and run around back would help.


Belén’s gaze darts around. “The hay bales! Help me move them.”


I open the stall door and wince at the creaking hinges. The bales are too heavy for me to lift, but I’m able to grab a cross-section of twine and drag them backward into place. Belén, on the other hand, stacks them quickly, two wide, two thick, four high, until we’ve made a solid wall.


“Watch the entrance while I saddle a horse for you,” Belén says. “Listen for Mara’s signal.”


I creep toward the opening, wary of the patrolling guard. The sky is as blue-black as a bruise, and the stars are dimming. As soon as light peeks through the mountain peaks, Mara and Storm will begin their phony assault.


My Godstone cools in my belly, giving me a slight shiver, and I cast my awareness about, alert for danger. If my life were imperiled, the stone would turn to ice, but it is merely chilly. Which means either the danger is distant, or it remains within the realm of possibility. All these nuances now, ever since the zafira. It’s like I’m living with a whole new Godstone. Or maybe it’s always been this way, and I’m only now learning how to interpret its signals.


“You there!” comes a voice out of the fading night.


I whirl to find the silhouette of a man in desert robes bearing down on me. The guard. With a calm that surprises me, I step from the shelter of the stable to intercept his path. Better to keep his eyes on me than allow him to notice Belén preparing the horses.


“Good morning to you!” I call out cheerfully.


“This area is off limits,” he says, his hand going to the hilt of his sword.


“It is? We rented space in the loft from the innkeeper. He didn’t say anything about that.”


“Then you should go back inside.”


What to say next? If I don’t convince him to walk away soon, Belén will have to kill him.


I sigh loudly. “Please, sir, I won’t cause any trouble. It’s just that my husband is still in there, snoring up a sandstorm, and I couldn’t take it a moment more.”


He chuckles, and relief washes through me. The cold of my Godstone begins to ease.


“Promise not to stray from the stable?”


I open my mouth to promise, but Mara’s war cry rips the sky. It’s high-pitched and eerie, as mournful as death, and knowing it’s my friend does not prevent the back of my neck from prickling.


I lurch forward, clutching the guard’s robes in what I hope is a decent approximation of panic. “It’s an animagus! We’re under attack!” The animagi have never announced their attacks thusly, but the guard shoves me away and dashes off.


I turn to find Belén leading two horses my way. The tallest one, a black monster with flaring nostrils, is the one he chose to saddle for me. I shrink a little.


“Don’t let her size fool you,” he whispers. “She’s gentle as a lamb. After you mount her, I’ll hand you the reins for this pretty girl too. As you ride, keep enough slack in the reins so she can trot easily beside you.”


The second, smaller horse is a bay, maybe a blood bay, though it’s too dim to tell, and she prances in place, swishing her tail. Belén grins, patting her neck. “Mara is going to love you,” he croons.


I hear distant shouting, another war cry. Storm and Mara only have a moment more before they must dash away to our rendezvous spot.


“The rest of the horses?” I ask.


“I opened the stall doors. I’ll set the hay bales on fire as I leave.” At my indrawn breath, he says, “The horses will panic. They’ll be impossible to catch. Do you have a better idea?”


I feel sick. But no, I don’t have a better idea. I can’t bring myself to answer Belén, so I place my foot in the stirrup and heave myself up, swinging my leg over the mare’s impossible girth. I sway as she adjusts beneath me. She is so huge, and I am so high off of the ground.


Don’t think, Elisa. Just do.


Belén hands me the reins to the other horse. I wrap the ends once around the pommel of my saddle and hold tight with my left hand. With my right, I flick the reins of my own horse experimentally, and she steps forward.


“Head east, out of the village. Go slowly until you find your seat. I’ll catch up in a moment.”


I kick my heels against the mare’s withers, and she lurches forward into a lazy walk. We’ll have to move a lot faster than this very soon, but I take Belén’s advice and concentrate on finding my seat in her swaying rhythm. The mare beside me kicks her knees up a little higher than necessary, and I know she’ll be delighted when Mara finally demands that she run.


We skirt the village, keeping to the shadows. I see no one; everyone is hiding, fleeing, or trying to organize a defense. From the corner of my right eye, I catch a smear of brightness as it arcs over the village and plummets to the ground somewhere in the plaza.


Someone screams. The horse beside me whoofs as she sniffs the air, and she dances nervously. Smoke. She smells smoke.


I must get away from the smoke before the horses panic and I lose my already-tenuous control. I kick again, but she takes only a few quick steps before settling back into slow, useless plodding.


More arrows spear the brightening sky. Storm’s voice booms across the tiny valley, menacing and curselike. He’s intoning something in the Lengua Classica. Then a giggle bubbles from my throat when I realize it’s a silly rhyme about poppy fields and drunk sheep.


Panicked shouting, an order for archers to fire, and suddenly the northern sky glows with a nimbus of burnt orange. Buildings block my view, but I know something burns. My eyes sting, with shameful tears and from smoke, as I kick my useless mare again.


Hoofbeats approach from behind, and I twist in the saddle. It’s Belén. One fist is clutched in the mane of a tall dapple gray, the other holds the reins of a smaller chestnut. “Elisa, we have to move!” he yells.


“I can’t!” I say helplessly. “She won’t—”


Belén races up to me, leans over, and thwaks my mare on the rump. She jerks into a trot, and suddenly it’s all I can do to keep my seat without losing control of my extra mount.


We reach the tethered camels, which are rolling their eyes and tossing their heads in panic. Belén leans down with a knife and cuts them loose, and they gallop off. I watch them go mournfully, wishing I was riding one of them instead. Belén leads us slightly south of the village, and once we’re out of sight, we start switching back along a rocky slope, gradually circling north toward our rendezvous point. I lean forward over the mare’s neck to keep my seat on the incline.


For the first time since we decided to become horse thieves, real fear stabs my gut—but not for me. What if someone doesn’t make it? Mara is used to these hills and gullies; she stands a good chance of disappearing into the scrub and slipping away. But Storm is a stranger here, ill suited to the dry and dusty climate. What if I have sacrificed him? What if we get to the rendezvous point and he is not there?


My heart twists. Storm and I have gone from enemies, to uneasy allies, to grudging friends. I would never tell him so, but I am fond of him. Being queen has taught me that loyal friends are in short supply, and I’m not willing to lose even one of mine.


We reach a narrow gulch, half covered in bramble. Belén brings his horse to a halt, kicks a leg over, and slides off neatly. He grabs my mare’s bridle to hold her steady while I dismount. “We lead the horses from here,” he whispers. “We must go quietly.”


He sets off with his pair, and I follow. The gulch is barely wide enough for two horses, and they bump each other nervously as we travel. I stare at the hindquarters before me, expecting a kick to the face at any moment. But then my mare whuffs into my hair, blasting my neck with moist air, and all I can think is, Please, please don’t bite me.


The area is a warren of buttes and brambles and gullies. Were it not for Belén I would be hopelessly lost. We take several turns, climb two ridges, circle a giant jutting butte—all the while suffering the onslaught of tumbleweed and manzanita. My cloak protects me from the worst of it, but my cheeks and hands are raw with scratches. A grudging respect for the horses begins to grow inside me. Their skin is so much more delicate than that of camels, but they plod forward, unperturbed.


Belén stops and holds up three fingers—a signal for me to be silent while he scouts ahead. I’m supposed to duck out of sight whenever I’m left alone, but this time there is nowhere to go. Instead, I peer past the horses’ rumps to see what has stalled us. Our tiny gulch has become impassable, blocked by creosote and dried yucca stalks and bushes I can’t identify. He quietly parts the branches of the thicket and disappears inside, leaving me alone with all four horses.


The sun is high now; we’ll have to find cover soon, or a clear path to run. Birds serenade the brightening day, and something rustles in the brush beside me. A lizard, I tell myself firmly, even though this is viper country.


Belén materializes out of the thicket. “It’s safe,” he says. “Mara and Storm are there.”


I wilt with relief.


The bramble is too thick for us all to go at once, so he leads the horses through one at a time. When at last it’s my turn, he pushes the thicket aside and I squeeze through, my hair and clothes snagging on branches. He follows after, letting the branches swing back, and I find myself in a tiny canyon of sandstone that is barely large enough for four people and their horses.


Mara and Storm sit at the other end in the dry grass. Mara is doing something to his upper arm.


“Are you injured?” I ask him.


He nods. “I was nicked with an arrow. It’s quite painful.”


Mara rolls her eyes. “It bled a good bit,” she says as she wraps a strip of cloth around his arm. “But it’s shallow.”


“Any trouble getting here?” Belén asks. “Were you followed?”


Mara stands and rolls her shoulders. “I don’t think so. But oh, you both should have seen it! Storm was marvelous. And when he started yelling in the Lengua Classica, everyone panicked, and all their shots flew wide—”


“But did you see any trackers among them?” Belén presses. “Anyone we know? We should put as much distance between us and the village as soon as possible, just in case.”


Mara scowls at him. “All the best trackers and scouts joined our Malficio, remember? Most of them are with Queen Cosmé now.”


He flinches to hear the name of our former traveling companion—and his former betrothed. “It only takes one, Mara.”


They all turn to me for the final decision.


“Storm, can you ride injured?” I ask.


“More easily than I can run with these cursed manacles,” he says.


“Then we go.”


As we’re mounting up, Mara leans over and says, “I hit a pigsty. With my arrows. None of the hutas burned down, I swear it.”


Belén sidles over and adds, “And I did not set the stable on fire. A little banging on the stalls did the trick just fine.”


A quick look of understanding passes between the two of them. “Thank you,” I whisper. “Thank you so much.”


Belén leads us to the east end of the tiny canyon and a narrow opening there. We travel single file through a dry arroyo, then up onto another ridge, where we pick up the pace. Galloping, I learn quickly, is a lot smoother and less frightening than trotting, and my lazy mare grudgingly keeps pace so long as Mara’s mount nips at her heels.


I allow myself a secret smile. We did it. We became horse thieves. Now we’ll be able to cover twice the distance each day.


We’re coming, Hector.
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HECTOR



WHEN I was fifteen, Alejandro released me from service for a summer, to crew on my older brother’s ship. Felix made me learn two dozen sailor’s knots. So I know the one binding my wrists is a type of clove hitch, designed to tighten my bonds if I strain against them.


I’ve tried to keep my wrists relaxed, but the rocking gait of my horse tightens them anyway, leaving my skin bloody and my fingers numb. If by some miracle I escaped, I wouldn’t be able to grasp a sword to fight my way free.


Even so, I am not helpless.


The true power of a Royal Guardsman lies in observation, and they have not thought to blindfold me. Overconfident fools.


Our path leads deep into the Sierra Sangre at a steady incline. Sage and juniper have surrendered to taller pines that block out the sun. I like their tart, lemony smell. I close my eyes and breathe deep of that smell—the sharpness cuts through the pain and helps me stay alert, though I’m careful not to reveal it.


The pine trees have other uses too. Every morning, my captors make tea from pine needles. And last night, one of them peeled back the bark, exposing fleshy white pulp that he scraped into the campfire pot to thicken our soup. Now I’ll be able to survive in the forest, even if I’m unable to escape with provisions.


We ride single file, with me lodged in the middle. We left Selvarica a full company of fifty men, far too many for me to slip away from. But most of the others have peeled off, called by Conde Eduardo to other tasks. Now only twenty remain. Of those, ten are my countrymen. No, not countrymen. Traitors.


I understand the traitors enough to elude them. I know their training. I can use it against them. But the other ten are a puzzle.


They are Inviernos, though they have unusually dark coloring for Inviernos, with burnished skin and black hair. Spies who have passed as Joyans for many years. But now that I’ve seen them up close, I’ll never mistake them again. They are too beautiful and too forthright to be anything but our ancient enemy.


Nor will I underestimate them.


Franco, the leader of this expedition, rides ahead of me. He carries himself like a warrior, as if barely holding himself in check, ready to explode into movement at a moment’s notice. He spied in the palace for more than a year and is as versed in Joyan court politics as he is the art of assassination. He almost succeeded in killing Elisa.


My jaw clenches tight. I’m determined not to think about her. Sometimes it’s a good thing, like when I need a memory to warm myself to sleep, or a reminder of my resolve. But it’s too great an indulgence when I’m deliberating, planning, observing.


Instead I focus on Franco’s neck, imagining my hands wrapped around it, my thumbs crushing the life from his spine and windpipe.


As the sun drops below the tree line, the thin air frosts. Two of my captors help me dismount. They drag me by the armpits to a nearby pine tree and tie me down.


It’s the perfect place from which to observe their camp. The traitor Joyans and enemy Inviernos are supposed to be allies on this mission, but they skirt one another with care. Every night the Joyan tents end up clumped together, apart from the others, and their eyes narrow and shoulders stiffen each time they follow one of Franco’s orders.


It’s an angry, resentful alliance that could burst into conflict at the slightest provocation. I haven’t figured out how yet, but I plan to be the provocation.


Once camp is set up, they send a different interrogator to me than usual, but the questions are the same as always.


“Has the queen learned to call God’s fire with her stone?” he asks. He’s the shortest Invierno I’ve ever seen, with round, childish features and a wide-eyed gaze. I know better than to believe him harmless.


“I don’t know.”


“Does the stone speak to her at all?”


“I don’t know.”


“Has it fallen out? Or does it still live in her belly?”


“I don’t know.”


I see the blow coming, but my dodge is weak and slow. The Invierno’s fist glances across my cheekbone, sending daggers of pain into my eye socket.


“God despises liars,” the Invierno says.


I blink to clear tears from that eye. It’s going to swell shut, but it’s nothing I haven’t dealt with before. I say, “Why would the queen share any of that with me? I’m just a guard.”


“You must think I’m stupid. You’re the second-highest ranking military officer in the kingdom and a Quorum Lord.”


I shrug. “The queen is a very private person.”


The Invierno raises his fist.


“Hit me all you want,” I say. “Pummel me to death, in fact. My answers will not change.”


The Invierno steps back, frowning. “You must love her very much,” he says, not unkindly.


It’s hard to keep my face nonchalant. Because every time someone mentions her, I can’t help but consider the wondrous, new possibility that she might love me back.


Be ready, she said. I’ll come for you.


Oh, I’ll be ready. These traitors will be shocked at how ready. And then they’ll be dead.
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BY the time Belén calls a halt, my legs and rear scream in pain. It’s as though all the muscle and sinew have been rubbed away, and my entire existence is bone grinding against my granite block of a saddle.


Belén dismounts and reaches up to help me down. I try to lift my right foot from the stirrup, but my body won’t obey.


“Elisa?”


I grit my teeth. “Can’t . . . move.”


He laughs. “Stand up in the stirrups first. Get as high on your toes as possible. It will return some movement to your muscles.”


I do exactly as he says, and it seems to help. But just as I’m swinging my leg around, my thighs seize with cramps, and I topple into his arms.


“See?” he says in my ear. “Not so bad.”


I whimper.


He helps me straighten up. “Walk around a bit. Maybe gather firewood. Then we’ll practice. Otherwise it will just be worse tomorrow.”


Worse? I doubt such a thing is possible, but I nod and start limping away. I should learn how to mind the horse, how to rub her down and maintain the tack. Tomorrow, I tell myself. I’ll ask someone to teach me tomorrow.


“I didn’t realize you were in such pain,” Mara says. She has leaped nimbly off her horse, unbothered by the lack of saddle. “You should have said something.”


“We can’t afford any more delays!”


She sighs. “Oh, Elisa.”


“What?”


Mara stares at me, a strange expression on her face. She opens her mouth, closes it.


I raise an eyebrow. “Just say it.”


She takes a deep breath. “Once only, and then I’ll never bring it up again.”


I force my voice to remain calm. “You can say anything to me.”


“Here it is, then.” Another deep breath. “You’re risking a lot. For a man. I know you love Hector. We all do. But he’s just one person.”


If I hadn’t dismissed my nurse, Ximena, she would be right here in Mara’s place, saying the exact same thing. One of the hardest things about being queen has been learning when to disagree with the people I love most.


“I’m not doing this for love,” I say. “I mean, yes, I love him. But I’ve loved and lost before. It’s awful, but it’s a survivable thing.” I scuff the toe of my boot through the dirt, uncovering pine needles and half-rotted leaves shed by the cottonwood looming over me. My dirt, I think. My land.


“I desperately need that marriage alliance with him,” I tell her. “It will serve as a bond between our northern and southern regions. But mostly . . .” Here, I pause. The thought is still so nebulous in my mind, but I know it’s important. I know it the way I know the sun rises in the east each morning. “I need to see Invierne for myself. I need to learn more about it. Because something is wrong there.”


Storm and Belén have been tending the horses, and as one they freeze in their ministrations and turn to stare at me. “What do you mean?” Belén asks.


I start pacing. It hurts, but it feels good too, as if my body craves movement. “They are desperate for something. They sent an army of tens of thousands after me and my Godstone. When that didn’t work, they resorted to stealth and manipulation. Animagi martyred themselves to shake my country apart. So much loss of life. So much risk. And for what? Why?”


“It’s simple,” Storm says. “They believe it is God’s will that they have you. They believe he’ll restore their power, the kind they had before your people came to this world and changed everything. The animagi could do so much more with living Godstones than with those cold, dead things they carry.”


Mara gasps. It’s almost like a sob. “They burned down Brisadulce’s gate with ‘those cold, dead things’! They killed King Alejandro. They . . .” She flattens her palm against her belly. “They burned me. You’re saying they could do more?”


“Yes,” Storm says. “Oh, yes.”


But I’m shaking my head. “That’s not it,” I say, and they all stare at me. “I mean, I’m sure that’s part of it. But there’s more. None of you were there the day the animagus burned himself alive at my birthday parade, but you heard about it, yes? Read the reports?”


They nod.


“He said the Inviernos were more numerous than the stars in the sky. Is that true, Storm?”


He regards me thoughtfully. “There are many more of us than there are of you.”


“And that single declaration filled our whole country with panic and rage, because what if Invierne sends another army? Even larger than before? We would not survive another such onslaught. But what did he not say?”


“Ah,” Belén says. “I see.”


“What?” Mara says. “What do you see?”


“The animagus did not say they would attack again.”


I nod. “Inviernos only speak literal truth. But . . .” I look pointedly at Storm. “I have learned that they frequently deceive through omission.”


Belén turns to the Invierno. “Is she right? Does Invierne have no intention of invading again?”


Storm hangs his head. I made him dye his hair black so he wouldn’t stand out so much, but now his white-blond roots are growing out in a large skunk stripe along his part. “I don’t know,” he says wearily. “If my training as an animagus had been successful, I would have been inducted into the ruling council and thus privy to so much more. But I failed.”


I stretch my arms high to work out the kinks, somewhat enjoying the burn this produces in my thighs and lower back. “So my next question is: Why not? If they are as numerous as they say, why don’t they invade? I think something is preventing them. And I want to find out what it is.”


“Maybe they’ll invade after they have you and your Godstone,” Mara says. “Maybe that’s why they’re using Hector to lure you to them.”


“Maybe.”


“If they’re vulnerable in any way,” Belén says, “we should attack. Press our advantage.”


Storm turns back to his horse, but not before I catch the flicker of sadness on his face. He is wholly mine now, subject to me in both fealty and friendship. But it can’t be easy to hear us discuss the conquest of his homeland.


“I’ve thought of that,” I say softly. But if it’s true that they’re vulnerable, it means that Invierne is like a desperate mother puma cornered in her den, and thus more dangerous than ever.


We are still too near the village to risk a cooking fire, so we eat a cold meal of dates and jerky. Afterward, Storm sits cross-legged to meditate, and Mara practices a quick draw and pull with her bow and a quiver full of arrows.


Belén and I find an open space to practice, and I learn to block an overhanded strike with a dagger. Belén shows me how to position myself so that my entire body absorbs the blow. We practice until my wrist and shoulder socket ache and my already wobbly legs are as weak as coconut pudding. Exhausted but feeling accomplished, I flip out my bedroll to finally get some rest. No tents—the night is warm enough, and we need to pack up and move out as quickly as possible at first light.


Belén takes the first watch. I don’t bother to remove my boots before lying down. I’m asleep in moments.


A chill at my belly drags me from sleep. I wake with a sword pointed at my throat.


I start to roll away, but the sword presses deeper, pricking my flesh as the Godstone shoots ice through my veins. The villagers have found us. We’ll be hanged for thieves after all.


But no. The man staring down the blade at me has a complexion as tough as tanned leather. His hair and beard are wild and matted, his clothes ragged and torn, and he reeks of old sweat.


Highwaymen, then. We are being robbed. And murdered, if I don’t figure a way out of this.


I move my eyes to place my companions. Mara and Storm are in equally tenuous positions, each trapped beneath a sword held by a ragged man. I can’t find Belén. Either he has already fallen, or he is hiding nearby. Please, God, let Belén be hiding.


The man looming over me opens his mouth to speak, but I preempt him. “What did you do with the others?” I demand.


He blinks. “Others? What others?”


“Our companions. Five of them. They should have returned from scouting by now. If you have killed them, I’ll have your heads.” A knife is sheathed in my right boot. I’m not sure how to grab it without being obvious, but I have to try. I bend my knee slightly to bring my foot closer and reach, hoping the bedroll disguises my movements.


“The girl is lying,” says the one who has trapped Mara. “They have supplies for four people, no more.” His accent is thick and gruff, as if speech comes rarely.


“You’re certain? Wouldn’t do to have vengeance on our tail,” the third says.


My fingertips have reached the top of my boot. “If you let us live, I promise no one will come after you.” Just a little farther . . .


“An Invierno!” one yells. “Look at those eyes. Greener than an alpine meadow.”


The sword at my neck wavers.


I fling off the bedroll and leap to my feet, drawing my knife. Belén bursts from the bushes, screaming the Malficio war cry.


My would-be captor swings his sword at me. I jump back, and the tip misses my belly by a finger’s breadth. We circle each other warily. Someone scuffles behind me, and I want more than anything to turn and make sure my companions are all right, but I don’t dare.


“You’re a traitor, aren’t you, girl?” he says with a wicked grin that displays blackening teeth. “An enemy spy.”


If Hector were here, he would tell me to run instead of fight. But maybe I can come up under his guard. Or jam his nose into his brain, or—why is he grinning?


An arm wraps my shoulders and hot, sticky breath coats my neck as a knife pricks the skin just below my ear. “Best to drop your dagger, girl.”


Oh, God. He must have dispatched one of my companions to come after me.


I raise my heel and slam it into his instep, like Hector taught me. He screams as bones crunch, his grip releasing. I spin around and thrust my knife with all my strength. He is bent over in pain, so the knife plunges into the hollow of his throat, right above his sternum.


I yank my knife back. Blood sprays, and I blink to clear my eyes as I whirl to face my original attacker.


His eyes are wide with rage and terror, and he leaps at me, raising his sword. The blade flashes in the rising sun, and in this split second, I know I am not fast enough to avoid it.


Then his head whips back, and his body seems to twist in midair. He falls hard to the ground, one leg sprawled unnaturally, an arrow shaft protruding from his bloody eye socket.


I turn around slowly, dazed, breathless. It’s a moment before everything makes sense.


Mara stands tall and fierce, bow in hand. Blood oozes from a huge bruise already blossoming on her forehead. “He bashed my head with a rock,” she says in a shaky voice. “He thought he killed me.”


Behind her, Storm and Belén have wrestled the third man to the ground and are tying his hands. He seems unaware that he’s being tied down. He just stares at his fallen companions.


Our bedrolls and supplies are scattered everywhere, covered in dirt and blood. One of my pack’s straps is broken, torn from its mooring.


“How did this happen?” I ask. “How did they sneak up on us?”


“It’s my fault,” Belén says. “I fell asleep on my watch.” He runs a hand through his black hair. “I haven’t done that since I was ten years old.”


His eye patch is askew, and I focus with determination on the bridge of his nose. I say, “Among my Royal Guard, falling asleep on watch is punishable by death.” I don’t mean it as a threat, and I’m not sure why it comes out of my mouth.


Mara gasps. “Elisa, you can’t!”


“No, no, of course not,” I say quickly. “It’s just . . . this is my fault. I’ve pushed us too hard. Belén hasn’t slept in days. He kept watch last night as I slept, and I . . . I’m sorry.”


Storm puts up a hand to get my attention and points to the man sitting tied up at his feet. Unkempt hair is bound into a messy queue with a leather tie. He has a wide, flat nose with a large bump at the bridge, like it’s been smashed a time or two. His shoulders are like boulders, his forearms veined with muscle. He could break me in two if he wanted, and yet he gawks at me, wide-eyed with terror.


And I realize we’ve made another mistake. I mentioned my guard. The others said my name.


“You’re her,” he whispers. “You’re Queen Elisa.” Even with his hands tied, he manages to prostrate himself, forehead against the ground. “Forgive me, Majesty. I didn’t know.”


“Murder is not less of a crime when the victim is common born.” My knife is still in my hand. I hold it up to the light. “Why did you attack us?”


“For food, Majesty. Supplies. We can’t show our faces—”


“You’re deserters.”


He says nothing.


Conde Eduardo conscripted these men to fight against me, and they refused. From cowardice or loyalty, I’ll never know, because now that he has identified me, he must die.


Storm gives me a questioning look, and I nod slightly. In a single fluid motion, he whisks a stiletto knife from somewhere beneath his cloak and plunges it through the base of the man’s head, severing his spine. The man topples over and twitches in the dirt.


I’m somehow more horrified by this killing than the other two. So cold, so quick. I take a deep breath. I will not vomit. I will not even flinch. “There are still many things I do not know about you, Storm,” I say calmly as the body bucks once more before becoming irrevocably still.


“You have but to ask,” Storm says. “I am your loyal subject.”


I meet his green-eyed gaze steadily, considering. “Belén,” I say. “Storm and I will take the first watch tonight. We have things to discuss.”


We don’t dare take time to bury the bodies, so we drag them into a thicket of mesquite and cover them with brush and tumbleweed. There’s no way to clean the campsite. The best we can do is pour dirt and detritus on the blood puddles and hope no one passes by for a few days.


I scrub at my face and hands with sand, disturbed at how quickly blood goes cold and thick outside the body. My skin still feels sticky with it as we climb onto our horses.


We exit the copse of trees and nose our mounts back onto the trail. The ache in my legs has abated a little, but I’m not sure how I’ll make it a whole day on horseback. I think of Hector, and I grit my teeth and spur my mare forward.


Something squeals high above, and I look up to find three vultures circling lazily in the crystal sky.


The sun is not yet high when Mara slumps over her mare’s neck and lists to the side.


“Mara?” I call out, but she doesn’t answer. “Belén, something is wrong with Mara!”


He whips his horse around—I’m not sure how, since he rides without tack—and gallops toward us. He draws alongside Mara and hooks her armpits just as she topples from her mare’s back. As one, they tilt precariously.


I swing my leg around and slide from my mount just in time to grab my lady-in-waiting before Belén loses his grip. He slips off his horse, and together, we leverage her to the ground.


“Storm,” I call out. “Will you look around for a campsite?”


I don’t bother to see if he complies, for Mara groans loudly, only half conscious.


“It’s the blow to her head,” I say. “She’s concussed.” I shouldn’t have ordered everyone to set off so soon. I should have taken the time to check everyone’s wounds.


Belén slaps her cheek lightly. “Stay awake, Mara.”


She groans again, blinking, her eyes unfocused.


“She saved my life,” I murmur as Belén palpates the pillowed bruise on Mara’s forehead. My heart sinks into my stomach as I realize he’s looking for a crack in her skull.


“Mara is a warrior,” he says simply, and he gazes at her with such respect and affection that my heart aches a little. “Did she ever tell you how she found your Malficio camp? How she led twelve children through the wilderness to safety after the Inviernos destroyed her village?”


“No,” I say.


“Shut up,” Mara mumbles.


He reaches out as if to stroke her cheek but stops himself, instead grasping her chin and turning her head to the side to get a better angle. “I don’t think anything is broken. But she should rest. She’ll probably vomit a lot.”


I breathe a sigh of relief.


Storm returns with news of a small clearing nearby, hidden from view but easy to access. No water source in sight, but we always carry extra and should have enough for a day or so.


Belén helps Mara to her feet and hitches her arm over his shoulder. “Elisa, can you lead our horses?”


I control the shudder before it can pass through me. “Of course.” Horses aren’t so bad, I tell myself, and these have been perfectly docile. I grab the reins of my mare and lead her forward, hoping Mara’s and Belén’s horses will follow. They do.


We’ve penetrated the foothills enough that sand and shale have ceded to gravely soil and stubborn grass. We make camp in a brown meadow surrounded by juniper bushes and struggling, stunted trees. The Sierra Sangre looms over us, the jagged peaks capped in snow that shines pristine in the sun, but blurs icy blue in the shadows. I can’t imagine conquering such a landscape armed with only mountain ponies and determination, but conquer it we must.


Beyond them lies Invierne, Storm’s homeland, my enemy, a country no one from Joya d’Arena has been allowed to set foot in for centuries. And yet they have invited me—no, coerced me—to come. To trade my life for Hector’s. To offer myself as a living, willing sacrifice toward an end I cannot guess.


They have no idea what is coming.


While Storm ties the horses to the scrub oak, Belén and I help Mara stretch out on her bedroll. “Elisa?” she whispers as I feel her forehead for fever. “My head hurts.”
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