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			For J.L.

			Loving you is the reason I am me.

		


		 

			Prologue
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			A Lion is a Lion. You could liken him to a king, but which would you rather face in an open field: a lion or a king? The Lion of this story descended from legendary conquerors and ruled his nation of feared warriors absolutely. In Karkov, there is no reason to differentiate him from all the Lions who came before him. Outsiders will use what’s known about a particular Lion to distinguish him from the preceding generations who bore the same name. In that way, this Lion might be referred to as the Lion who opened the door to the West, or the Lion who conquered Fjordland. These things had never been done, so as identifiers of Lions, they are unique. But it’s what those actions led to that this Lion will be known for.

			The Lion had been taught to remain isolated from the West. The West was not his domain. But tales of Western advancements, particularly the locomotive, made their way into the East. The Lion saw industrial progress as a potential equalizer among militaries. Without modernization, Karkov’s dominance in warfare would never have been rivaled, but these innovations were a threat to his power. Threats should never be ignored. So, the Lion learned about the West and in some cases adapted his military strategies.

			No Lion before him had ever invaded Fjordland. Lions do not take to the sea, which made the narrow strait between Fjordland and Karkov a geographical buffer of security for the Fjordish people. Inspired by the engineering marvels of the West, the Lion constructed a pontoon bridge to cross the strait with his army. He swept through Fjordland like a devastating storm.

			The Lion’s introduction to the West enabled the invasion of Fjordland. Had he not taken Fjordland, then a jarl’s daughter would never have challenged him to a duel in order to save her father’s people. Then the Lion would never have been struck by the young woman’s courage and beauty, and his own daughters would have never been born. His daughters, whose existence was only possible because of a series of disobediences and their consequences, changed everything. It is because of his daughters that the Lion of this story will forever be remembered as the last Lion of Karkov. 
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			Chapter 1
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			Natalia woke to a tender kiss upon her lips.

			“Wake up, Natalia of Karkov.”

			“Jillian . . .” groaned Natalia as she rolled over with a simultaneous yank of the cover. “You’re so annoying.” Unfortunately for Natalia, it wasn’t unusual for her to be disturbed by her twin sister in the middle of the night. 

			The girls fought for control of the blanket as Natalia tried to hide. Jillian firmly pinned the blanket to the bed, keeping it from Natalia. “You are mistaken, lovely Natalia. ’Tis not Jillian. Although . . . If I am not mistaken, I have heard of this astounding warrior known as Jillian.” 

			“Astounding?” 

			“Yes. Astounding. Isn’t she the girl who makes grown warriors look foolish?”

			“She’s the girl entirely too astonished by herself,” Natalia retorted.

			Jillian broke character long enough to howl at Natalia’s quip.

			Natalia knew she would regret asking but couldn’t suppress her curiosity. “If you’re not my incorrigible sister, who are you?”

			“I thought you’d never ask. I am the prince of Lucenze.”

			Natalia giggled at Jillian’s altered voice, which was comically deep and disguised by a silly accent. “Is that how Lucines sound?” asked Natalia.

			“This is how we sound,” replied Jillian. “I am the most handsome prince in the world and have been told you are the only one who is beautiful enough to be my bride. I have come to take you back to Lucenze.”

			“Please do. Maybe I’d be able to sleep in Lucenze.”

			“Sleep?” gasped Jillian, still attempting a Lucine accent despite obviously not knowing how. “Certainly not. Why do you think I need the beautiful Natalia? Not to watch you sleep. I can tell you that much.”

			“You’re awful,” snapped Natalia, renewing her fight for the blanket. “Leave me alone, Jillian,” she begged as they wrestled. Jillian was stronger, quicker, and always determined to be victorious, no matter the competition. Natalia knew better than anyone that opposing Jillian was useless and surrendered, resorting to stubborn poutiness. “Fine. I’ll just lie here and ignore you. Anything else only encourages—no, it challenges you to see how far you can take things.”

			“You have seen through my ruse. I’m not the prince. But I saw him just now.”

			Natalia rolled her eyes at her sister’s latest lie and grumbled, “Tell him I’ve changed my mind about becoming his queen. I’m too tired. He can take the astounding warrior. You’re almost as beautiful, and I’d finally be able to sleep.”

			“I tried to make him believe I was you. I thought he wouldn’t know the difference.”

			“He must’ve heard Natalia was the nice twin. You couldn’t pretend to be nice for very long.”

			“Good point, nice sister. But that wasn’t it. He outsmarted me.”

			“Better luck next time,” muttered Natalia, sleepily losing interest.

			“He’d heard the way to tell us apart. One is better with a sword.”

			“Oh,” chuckled Natalia. “Is that what he’d heard? So, this’s how you were unable to pass as me? Nothing to do with our completely different personalities. Instead, he somehow discovered you were too good with a sword to be me?”

			“Yes,” responded Jillian. “He brought dueling swords to test whether I was Natalia or Jillian.”

			“Surely he must’ve considered you could conceal how great you are with a sword.”

			“Ah, but remember, he’s very intelligent. He knew that Jillian of Karkov could never pretend to be bad with a sword.”

			“I’m bad with a sword?” Natalia asked.

			“Compared to me.”

			“I hope you didn’t kill him, Jillian. Would be such a waste of a handsome prince.”

			“No, of course I didn’t kill him. You’d never forgive me for that. But, still, you’ll have to find another husband, because he’s way too humiliated to show his face in Karkov again.” Jillian excitedly stood in the bed, rising up over Natalia. “After I spun him around, I spanked his butt with the flat of my sword.”

			While Jillian was mimicking the spanking motion with her hand, Natalia swept Jillian’s feet from beneath her, knocking her off the bed. The room was too dark for her to see Jillian lying on the floor, but when she heard her twin burst into uncontrollable laughter, Natalia giggled, until Jillian became silent. 

			Expecting retaliation, Natalia was startled when Jillian said next to her ear, “Now that you’re awake, I need you to come with me.”

			“I’m not awake,” responded Natalia. “I’ve adapted to sleep through your nightly chaos.”

			“Something’s being built in the courtyard,” said Jillian. “Something for tomorrow’s training.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I heard the builders from the privy window. They’re building something significant.”

			“If something significant is happening tomorrow, then we need our sleep.”

			“No,” responded Jillian. “We need to be prepared.”

			“Getting sleep is being prepared.”

			“I don’t need sleep.”

			“You don’t need to cheat either. Whatever this is. Whether it’s something to break into or out of. It doesn’t matter. You’ll master it like always. If not, well, that’s why it’s called training.”

			“Natalia. I am not a son.”

			“Yes,” laughed Natalia. “I’ve noticed.”

			Ever since the girls had become aware that they never should have been allowed to live—according to the custom of Karkov, their father should have produced a male heir and killed any of his children who might have been a rival for the throne—they had been obsessed with discussing their unlikely survival and what it meant. The twin sisters had differing outlooks on the matter. 

			Natalia considered their lives to be a lasting evidence of their father’s immense love for their mother. A Lion is obligated to provide Karkov with a male heir. After their mother, Eryyda, died in childbirth, their father should have taken another wife. But the birth of a male heir would’ve required him to eradicate his only children with his true love as rival heirs. It would have been the death of all that was left of her. So, the Old Lion, as he was known, had disregarded what was required of him in order to preserve a part of Eryyda in his life.

			Of course, Jillian’s perspective was different. All she saw was the burden placed upon her. It was up to her to validate their lives. “Karkov has always had a male Heir. A Lion. It’s been this way for hundreds of years.”

			“They all know you can be Lion,” said Natalia.

			“That’s not enough,” Jillian responded. “It has to be more than can be. It must be that I am. Without any doubt.”

			“You are. No doubt.”

			“You’re not a Kark,” Jillian argued. “Karks don’t like change. What could constitute a greater change than submitting to a female Lion?”

			“What choice do they have? It’s either me or you. And it won’t be me.”

			“In my case, it can’t be that I’m the best option available. I have to be the greatest there ever was.”

			Natalia sighed. “You won’t prove that tonight. Just go to sleep.”

			“How can I sleep when boys younger than us are away on the raids? We’re fifteen. Father saw battle by the time he was twelve. We are hidden behind the training, and it’s being noticed.”

			Natalia knew Jillian was right. She’d overheard a Kheshkev complaining about Riked’s staying to instruct the girls instead of leading the raids. Kheshkev were the elite warriors, and Riked was the most revered among them, lower than only the Old Lion in the chain of command. His absence from the raids was controversial, which could make all of Karkov question why Jillian was being withheld from battle.

			“What do you want me to do?” Natalia asked.

			“Help me annihilate whatever we face tomorrow. I’ll dominate tomorrow and demand to join the raids.”

			“Demand? You’ll never learn how to talk to Papa.”

			“Then I’ll dominate and let you convince him for me,” said Jillian. “Each doing what we do best.”

			“How would we get past the guards?” 

			“The guards are at the bottom of the stairs.”

			“Which is our only way out.”

			“Sweet, sweet Natalia. Do you ever set your mind to mischief? We have a perfectly usable window in the privy.”

			“I’m not jumping from this height.”

			“We’ve been taught how to jump and land,” Jillian said. “But we’ve also been taught to scale walls.”

			“Not for the purpose of cheating in our training.”

			“Why’ve we been taught anything if not to accomplish our intentions? I intend to know exactly what tomorrow will bring. We spend three times longer on strategy lessons than on skills. Would it not be weak strategy to ignore what I’ve discovered?”

			“The coursings in the wall aren’t deep enough,” Natalia said.

			“What do you think the rope in the corridor is for?”

			“For lowering and raising the candles,” Natalia replied. “How will you explain the rope cut loose from its binding?”

			“Why would we cut the rope loose from a perfectly good iron frame that could be anchored in the privy seat before we throw the rope out the window?”

			“You’re going to wedge the chandelier into the privy hole?” Natalia laughed. “Now I’m just glad your plan has us going out the window and not down the hole.” 

			“So, you’ll go with me?”

			“I wouldn’t be able to sleep while you were on your expedition. My top priority has now become the next sleep.”

			“Tomorrow night I’ll let you sleep the whole night,” Jillian vowed.

			“And who’ll also be asleep? By my side?”

			“I will.”

			“You promise?”

			“Yes, yes. We’ll dream together,” said Jillian.

			“The same dream?” 

			“Of course not.” Jillian sounded offended. “One of us wouldn’t enjoy it if it was the same. I’ll dream of victory in battle and you of the handsome prince.”

			Natalia asked, “You don’t even know his name, do you?” 

			“His name isn’t important. I only care if he’s handsome. My Natalia must be taken away from here by a striking prince from the West.”

			“Only the West? Are there not handsome princes to the east of us?”

			“Too many motives for revenge to the east. My Natalia must be safely to my west.”

			“With a handsome prince,” added Natalia.

			“Only if he’s handsome,” giggled Jillian.

		


		 

			Chapter 2
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			Four large cauldrons held fires that created an island of light within the sea of darkness. Most of the legendary courtyard remained in shadow. The courtyard was where Lions, from the time they could stand, were taught to be the most powerful warrior of their nation. They emerged from the courtyard as a Lion, with eradication being the only alternative. The courtyard held many national treasures, which served as symbols both of Kark victories and of what was expected of a Lion. Only its centerpiece, an ancient stone obelisk, was illuminated by the fires. 

			The army’s crew of builders worked within the circle of flickering light. The younger builders erected scaffolds, while the seasoned carpenters built wood-framed walls. The two most senior builders conversed at an excessive volume. Their conversation would have been dangerous even if it had been whispered. 

			“We’re getting older, Stolar, but our work has never been more important,” said Čevi proudly. Čevi always took delight in his work, even if his contribution was limited to keeping up morale.

			Stolar gave him a look that suggested he disagreed.

			“I know you agree we’re old,” Čevi said. “So you must not see the significance of this.”

			Putting down his saw, Stolar asked, “How many lands have been conquered because our work carried the artillery and supplies? The Old Lion couldn’t have taken Fjordland without our bridge.” Stolar was more serious than his workmate, and he was usually ornery when paired with Čevi. “Whatever the warriors needed of us, we built. Now we build for children’s games. It’s meaningless.”

			“We’re constructing history!” responded Čevi. “A Daughter will be named Heir. This’s for her. The most extravagant lesson ever taught. The most enormous set ever built. Nothing like this has ever been done. And crafted by our hands.”

			Stolar scoffed.

			“You’re right to be proud of the victories we enabled. But by having a hand in forming the next Lion, we’ll be a part of an entire generation of victories. Even after we’re gone.”

			“Don’t be a fool, Čevi. That girl can never be Lion.” Stolar paused while his workmate gasped at his statement. “How can she be? A Lion passes on the Lion seed, so that our next Lion is born. Can she pass on the seed?”

			Čevi was dumbfounded.

			“If the girl cannot pass on the seed, then she’s not a Lion,” said Stolar. “We’ll look back on this and see how our talents were wasted. Just like Riked’s time has been wasted on training these girls.”

			“This is treasonous, and I won’t stand for it!”

			“I’m not the only one who says this. While making equipment checks, on the day of deployment, I came upon three Kheshkev who were furious. Riked not commanding the raids was a great offense.”

			“It is Riked’s foremost duty to prepare the next Lion,” argued Čevi.

			Stolar shouted, “There isn’t a next Lion to prepare!”

			His statement hung heavily in the silence between them, until Stolar returned to sawing lumber. “Forget it. I was only getting you riled up. It makes the time pass. Now we can return to our usual way. Čevi talks. Stolar works. Stolar does all the work. Čevi does all the talking.”

			“From the moment the Daughters were born, they were raised to be Lions.” Čevi waited for a reaction from Stolar before continuing. “Why raise them that way if they can’t be? I could understand considering this experiment a failure if they weren’t able, but they’ve shown their merit. Especially the violent one. If she’s proven worthy of being a Lion, then why would we all not be proud of our work?”

			“If she became Lion, how would we get our next Lion? Would she take a conquered king’s seed?”

			“Never!” Čevi exclaimed.

			“This is what the Kheshkev say. They are the voice of our nation. We’re just builders who need to get some work done.”

			Čevi picked up one end of a board. He rotated it many times, as if too distracted to determine which side its crown was on. “It sounds to me as if the Kheshkev betray the Old Lion.”

			Stolar released a sigh of frustration. “He’s the one who got himself cursed.” He pointed west. “We are old enough to remember what was said about those mountains.” The imposing, snowcapped Axis Mountains, commonly referred to as the Kark Divide, split the world between the West and what belonged to the Lion. It was always believed that a Lion could not cross this boundary or he’d be the last of his lineage. Stolar asked, “Doesn’t it seem to have come true?” 

			“How so?” responded Čevi. “That was many years ago, and the Old Lion remains perfectly alive.”

			“Think about it. He doesn’t have a son. He’ll be the last of his kind, just as the curse said.”

			“You think because he crossed some mountains to rescue Lucenze, daughters were born to him instead of a son?”

			“And he still hasn’t had a son,” added Stolar.

			“He hasn’t had a son because he didn’t want his daughters killed.”

			“It doesn’t matter what I think. The Kheshkev think it’s time for one of their own to join the Lion’s blood.”

			According to the Way of the Lion, the Lion’s blood could never mix with that of his own subjects. The Lion mated with the conquered. And the Heir was born from an act of war, not descended from the ruled.

			After considering Stolar’s words, Čevi thought aloud, “A Kheshkev mated with the warrior Daughter.”

			“Now you’re catching up,” Stolar responded.

			“Only the greatest Kark warrior would be worthy of such a first. It must be Riked.”

			“The Kheshkev say it should be Riked’s son. Said to have Riked’s skill but with the power and size of the Old Lion. He is the warrior of their generation. She is a worthy mate. Imagine the Lion they would produce.” 

			“The Old Lion would never allow this. Even speaking of it is treasonous.”

			“But did the Old Lion not commit the first crime? By not fulfilling his obligation?”

			The argument had become heated, and the two were on the verge of blows, too distracted to notice Jillian had taken a step out of the colonnade in order to confront them. Natalia yanked her back behind a column. 

			“You’ll let them talk this way about Father?” Jillian said.

			“We’re not supposed to be here,” responded Natalia.

			“What about how they’re speaking of me? Like I’m some broodmare. That’s fine with you?” 

			“Of course not.”

			Jillian was easily angered. Natalia was used to seeing that in her sister. But there was something different going on within Jillian. She was hurt by what they had overheard. Jillian’s reaction made Natalia afraid of what she might do. After nearly being seen by the builders, the girls were forced to stand tightly against each other, face-to-face in concealment, for what seemed like forever. Their father often said the worst battles were eerily quiet beforehand. That’s what Natalia thought of as she studied Jillian’s silent rage.

		


		 

			Chapter 3
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			The girls were surprised, the next day, to learn their training would not involve the courtyard or its elaborate project. Instead, Riked arranged for sparring work within the corridors of the castle.

			Ready to face the challenge, Jillian asked him with frustration, “Why are we not in the courtyard?” 

			“As I understand it, you’ll not be allowed in the courtyard for a while,” answered Riked.

			“We’ve already seen it,” Natalia admitted, prompting a nudge from Jillian. “What?” squealed Natalia. “You’re the one who wanted so badly to know what it is. Now I’m not allowed to be curious?”

			“You two went into the courtyard?”

			Before Natalia could implicate them further, Jillian hurriedly diverted the conversation back to the construction. “What’s being built?”

			“What do you think it is?” he asked.

			Natalia blurted, “I think it’s a new castle. One more fitting for females.”

			Both Jillian and Riked laughed at Natalia’s suggestion. Riked followed up by asking, “What would make this castle more fitting for Natalia?”

			Natalia smiled and said, “I’ve never seen a castle fit for a queen. I just know this isn’t it.” All three of them laughed together until Natalia continued, “Allowing other women in the new castle would be a nice beginning. Wouldn’t mind more windows. Some other colors besides black stone—”

			Jillian interrupted, “Now that her imagination’s triggered, it could go all day. Won’t you tell us what it really is?”

			“No. Your father will tell you when he’s ready.”

			“At least give us a hint,” pleaded Natalia. “A tiny morsel of information.”

			From the way Riked looked at Natalia, Jillian knew he would bend at least a little. Natalia usually got her way and was far more dedicated to the art of manipulation than she ever had been to physical training.

			“We’ll work extra hard. And not say another word. Nothing off topic. Strictly focused on our tasks the rest of the day.”

			“Without saying what it is . . .” began Riked, and Natalia flashed a smile of victory at Jillian. Distracted by Natalia’s antics, Riked repeated himself. “Without saying what it is, I’ll only tell you that today’s training is the beginning of what will happen when the build is completed.”

			“And today’s objective is . . .?” asked Jillian with anticipation. 

			“It’s this corridor. One of you is the aggressor. The other the defender.” The girls involuntarily morphed into the obedient apprentices they’d been their whole lives as Riked continued, “Now, if I was training a Kheshkev it’d be different. If you were Kheshkev, I’d only tell you to get past the defender, whether he was incapacitated or not. Just reach the objective. The other end of the corridor. But a Lion must survive. I’m not concerned with losing a Kheshkev. There’re thousands more. Your death could be the end of your kind. I can’t have you leaving a threat behind you. From behind, you are vulnerable. So, you must kill or debilitate every enemy you meet.” After a pause, Riked asked, “With that being said, is this a valid reason to be slower than a Kheshkev?”

			Jillian answered, “No.”

			Riked looked only at Jillian when he said, “You have to be first. The fastest through the corridors.”

			After handing Jillian and Natalia their sparring swords, Riked positioned Natalia in the corridor facing Jillian. “Natalia, you must prevent the attacker from reaching your father. He’s in the throne room receiving guests.”

			“Receiving guests?” Laughing sarcastically, Natalia suggested, “You should make the scenario more believable for us to be properly motivated.”

			Jillian couldn’t help but smile. Natalia hadn’t kept her promise for very long.

			Riked moved Jillian to the opposite end. “You’re the aggressor. His assassin. Get past your obstacle with efficiency. If Natalia delays you at all, she has won. Leave no threat.”

			Without hesitation, Jillian charged at Natalia. With a sparring sword gripped firmly in both hands, Natalia was prepared, but Jillian quickly darted to Natalia’s right and jumped onto the wall. All Natalia could do was lunge at Jillian with her sword, which allowed Jillian to use the clashing of swords to keep her boots on the wall. Jillian ran two strides upon the side of wall to evade Natalia’s defense. Upon landing, Jillian rotated her sword and jabbed Natalia aggressively in the back. Natalia fell onto her knees with a loud scream as Jillian sprinted victoriously to the other end.

			“Great!” exclaimed Riked when Jillian returned. Natalia was still working her way back to her feet. “Now again. Vary your method each time.”

			Jillian changed her maneuver every time, just as Riked requested, and the pain inflicted upon Natalia worsened with each repetition. After being knocked onto the stone floor eight times, Natalia was still lying on her back when Jillian returned.

			“Get up, Natalia,” ordered Jillian.

			Natalia was purposely waiting so Jillian would have to watch how difficult it was for her to rise. When Natalia did finally stand, she was staring angrily at Jillian.

			“Don’t look at me like that,” snapped Jillian. “If you don’t like it, do something about it.”

			“This isn’t about today. It’s about last night. Stop taking it out on me.” 

			Jillian was infuriated. Natalia was probably right, but the validity of her remark only increased Jillian’s determination. She ran directly at Natalia and lifted her right boot with a high thrust. The move was so abrupt, Natalia was completely unprotected, and Jillian’s kick drove Natalia violently backward. When Natalia crashed onto the floor, the back of her head bounced off the stone. Undeterred, Jillian stabbed the floor beside Natalia’s body and continued on to complete the exercise.

			Jillian walked back to her, watching with concern as Natalia writhed on the floor grasping the back of her head. Riked was also on the floor, attempting to get Natalia to stay still so he could see her eyes. Jillian’s regret twisted into some kind of heated denial that even she didn’t understand. “Pick up your sword, Natalia!”

			Natalia ignored her and continued to squirm in pain.

			Jillian used her foot to slide the sword across the floor. “Pick up the sword. Now!”

			Natalia reacted by slinging the sword away, screaming, “It’s a stick!” Still with one hand holding the back of her head, Natalia stood. “I’m done. It’s not me you’re fighting. So I’m not taking the abuse.” 

			As Natalia stormed away without looking back, Jillian could see blood on her sister’s fingers and in her hair.

			“What was that about?” asked Riked.

			Jillian didn’t want to reveal what she’d learned. “Just Natalia and her gibberish.”

			“I’ve never seen you treat her like that. Usually that is reserved for those wishing her harm.”

			“It’s nothing.”

			“Who was Natalia alluding to?”

			Jillian pretended to be confused, but she knew exactly what Riked meant.

			“Natalia suggested you were fighting as if she was someone else. Who are you upset with?”

			“The thing is, I can’t even tell you because I don’t know him.”

			Riked was puzzled.

			“I should be the one questioning you,” remarked Jillian. “Is that what you want, or would you like to drop it?”

			“Question me,” said Riked.

			Riked’s confidence made Jillian abandon her reluctance. “Tell me about your son.”

			He couldn’t have been more surprised at what Jillian had requested. “You know I’m not allowed to speak about my life beyond the wall.”

			“If he is a warrior, then the subject matter is very much on this side of the wall.”

			“I have three sons who are warriors.”

			“Let me hear about the one who’s the warrior of my generation.”

			Riked became gravely serious. “Why’s this on your mind, Jillian? What happened?”

			“So, you don’t deny it?”

			“Absolutely, I deny it. He’s no one you should even know until the day comes when he is to you what I am to your father. His name stands for ‘loyalty’ in the old language. That’s the reason he was born. To be loyal to his Lion. You will be his Lion.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“He’s your age. Not yet Kheshkev. That’s all you need to know for now.”

			“He’s only Naveshkev?” asked Jillian with surprise. 

			Riked nodded.

			“Away on the raids?” It made Jillian more agitated to realize they were the same age, yet he was allowed to participate in the raids as a novice warrior. “Then he might return a proven warrior and be made Kheshkev.”

			“No,” Riked responded. “I’ve made sure of it. He’ll not advance before you do.”

			“None of this matters. It doesn’t matter if his name means ‘loyalty’ if he’s better than me.”

			“He’s not. But if you go around questioning this . . . it puts him in danger.”

			“I’m not who you should worry about.”

			“Someone is saying this about my son?”

			Jillian sighed before answering, “We overheard it from some builders.”

			“Which ones?” Riked took Jillian by her arms. “I need to know which ones.”

			“I don’t know. The old ones.”

			“Day or night?”

			“Night,” she replied.

			“I’ve got to stop this. Jillian, I ask you to trust me. I will end it.”

			Jillian kept quiet.

			“This cannot be heard by your father. He’ll not allow a whisper against you.”

			“I’ll not allow a whisper against me. Not without proving it wrong.”

			“One day no one will question you. Until then, let me handle it. You’re done for today. Natalia will have a gash. Go and sew it up.”
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			The night crew was sleeping when Riked barged into their barracks. He first grabbed Čevi out of a bunk before doing the same to Stolar. “Out with the rest of you,” yelled Riked.

			As the younger builders rushed from the barracks, Riked pondered which of the two on their knees was more likely to divulge the information he needed. The one known as Čevi trembled with fear, while the other displayed idiotic conceit, as if proud that he’d already figured out what was happening.

			Riked placed the tip of his sword beneath Čevi’s chin. “Tell me who began this talk about my son.”

			Čevi glanced at Stolar with panic. “I told you the Old Lion might hear your treason! It wasn’t me, Riked. I condemned his foolish talk. The only time I even listened is when he spoke of how deserving your son would be—”

			“Shut up, fool!” shouted Stolar. “Can’t you see that’s his concern? It puts his son at risk.”

			“Oh, forgive me, honorable Riked. It’s as he said. I’m just an old fool. I did not know it was wrong to speak highly of you.”

			“Just tell me who else speaks this way.”

			Stolar proved how much he knew about the situation by informing his partner, “We’re dead either way.”

			“That was never in question,” Riked admitted coldly. “What is yet to be determined is whether you’ll be burned to ash on the infantry grounds, or whether you’re thrown into a ditch for the vultures.”

			Čevi pulled down his night shirt as if exposing his breast for Riked’s sword. “I am ready to die with honor. I have helped Karkov win countless victories. I helped the Old Lion cross a sea. But I cannot give you names I don’t know. I only heard him say they were Kheshkev. That’s all I know. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you, or for my Lion.”

			Moving his sword to Čevi’s chest, Riked said, “Then your honor depends on another man.” Riked turned his head toward Stolar. “If you care about this man, you will give me the names I seek.”

			“Ratnik. Habar. Bitka.”

			“Those are all?”

			Stolar nodded.

			Riked moved the blade away from Čevi, and with a quick backhand swipe, he removed Stolar’s head. Čevi cried out, seeing his friend’s brutal execution. Going to a knee beside Čevi, Riked grabbed Čevi’s shoulder as if comforting him. “Go with honor,” whispered Riked, before pushing the sword into the builder’s chest and lowering him gently to the floor.
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			When Jillian finally returned to their chamber, Natalia made sure she was calm before speaking to her. Natalia felt her anger was justified and wanted to make sure Jillian was prepared to accept it. Jillian was watching her and waiting to be spoken to, so Natalia asked, “Where’ve you been?”

			“Riding the roan.”

			“All day? You weren’t concerned about my head?”

			“I didn’t think you’d want me around.”

			“I had to stitch it myself.”

			Jillian stepped behind Natalia to inspect the stitching. “You made a mess of it.”

			“What was I supposed to do?” huffed Natalia.

			“Wait for me,” Jillian answered.

			“I was bleeding from my head.” Natalia dramatically patted her head while giving Jillian a scowl. “You should’ve been here to do it.”

			“I’m here now,” said Jillian.

			“No,” Natalia whined. “Let it scar horribly. To remind you to be here next time.”

			“It’s not even closed well. Riked will make me fix it tomorrow.”

			“No, he won’t. Riked’s gone.”

			“He is?”

			“To join the raids. We’re to report to Papa tomorrow for training.” Natalia chuckled and added, “Wonder what that’ll be like.”

			“Why’d Riked leave?”

			“I’m quite sure you’re the reason.”

			“You’re the one who ran your mouth,” argued Jillian.

			“Oh, no,” Natalia retorted. “You’ll not be blaming me for this. This is all your fault. I would’ve been perfectly happy staying in bed last night. We would have never known what the builders were talking about.”

			“What if we didn’t?” Jillian was still hurt. She had the same look Natalia had seen the previous night. “Are you suggesting it would be better if I was unaware that the Kheshkev prefer Riked’s son over me?”

			Natalia indistinctly shook her head. No one understood Jillian like Natalia did. Jillian’s entire purpose was to prove that a female could be worthy of replacing her father. From an age barely beyond infancy, every day of Jillian’s life had been dedicated to shaping her into a ruthless Lion. Neither her mind nor her body was her own. She had been trained, tested, and tortured so that her every skill and instinct was bent to the task of ruling a nation of powerful warriors. If Jillian had been made into a Lion, how could she be blamed for reacting to a threat as a Lion would? A Lion ruled his nation absolutely, leaving nothing questioned. Any threat had to be met with devastating finality.

			For Riked’s sake, Natalia wished Jillian could, just one time, abandon her obsession. It was Riked, however, who had transformed Jillian into someone capable of being a Lion, and Lions were incapable of ignoring threats.
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			Instead of sleeping, Jillian had tossed and turned all night, imagining Riked’s son achieving every imaginable feat in battle. Jillian longed to be immersed in demanding exercises that would take her mind away from its torment. Instead, the Old Lion’s tiresome lecture on army management was a greater torture than any she had previously endured. With her hands unoccupied, Jillian squirmed in her seat, while Natalia remained upright and attentive to every word. Her sister’s interest agitated Jillian even more. Why would Natalia care about managing an army? Natalia only cared about marrying some prince.

			Trying to distract her spinning mind, Jillian allowed her eyes to roam freely about the study. It used to be such an important room. Countless victories had been planned at the same table where they sat. The map on the wall to her right displayed the Old Lion’s domain. A Lion should be the one imposing Karkov’s dominance over the East. But the Old Lion had handed the triumph to his warriors in order to teach his daughters about field latrines. While she was forced to learn about proper latrine-to-soldier ratios, Riked’s son was creating his legend. He was more than likely establishing himself as the greatest fighter of her generation, but could he prevent dysentery among the warriors?

			Jillian slammed her palm on the table and stood so abruptly that her chair toppled to the floor. “I can’t listen to this anymore!” she screamed.

			The Old Lion was never interrupted, not even by his adolescent daughters. Jillian was not fearful of the repercussions but did regret the outburst once she saw the concern on Natalia’s face. Her eyes were wide open, and her stare went back and forth between Jillian and the Old Lion, who remained surprisingly calm.

			“If I don’t get a sword in my hand, I’m going to lose my mind,” said Jillian, her voice more controlled.

			“Perhaps it’s too late, Daughter.”

			“Am I to stop swordwork just because Riked left?”

			“This will always be your problem. Your weakness. Swordwork is not what you need.”

			“I need to join the raids.”

			“You’re not ready,” stated the Old Lion.

			“But Riked’s son is?”

			“His son is not my concern. Why does my daughter think it’s hers?”

			Natalia was shaking her head at Jillian.

			“Because you’re letting Riked’s son prove himself in battle while keeping me safe in your castle. This is what your warriors will think.”

			“I’m glad I have a daughter to tell me what my warriors are thinking. If Riked has a son on the raids, then his son knows not to defy his commander.” Then the Old Lion lost his calm and shouted harshly, “You defy the Lion of Karkov!”

			The thing about altering someone into a Lion is that they become a Lion. Jillian had been subjected to countless tests and torments until she was made in his image. She was not intimidated by a shout. Nor was obedience in her nature.

			Jillian returned her father’s angry stare as they moved closer to each other. Natalia rose from her seat, trying to defuse their tempers. “Papa. Jillian is old enough to be on the raids. We mean no disrespect. We’ve been taught to be warriors.”

			“You’ve been taught to be Lions,” he gently responded. Natalia could always change their father’s demeanor. Sometimes all it took was a look, as if she cast a calming spell upon him. “Raids are trivial. To keep the warriors satisfied. You have to let the fighters be who they are. So, you let them go on raids. But Lions, they dream of campaigns. Great wars. Which are you, Jillian? Are you an impatient dog who must be tossed a bone? Or are you a Lion, preparing to lead the next great war?”

			Jillian was speechless.

			“Do you know what’s being built in the courtyard?” asked the Old Lion.

			Jillian was still not ready to speak, and after a brief moment, Natalia answered for her. “Riked wouldn’t tell us, Papa.”

			“It’s the training ground for our next campaign. I’ve not defeated the Kingdom of Passan since I was a young Lion. I despise the desert. Their warriors are like the camels which carry them. They thrive in the barren sands. My neglect has let them think I’ll stay north.” The Old Lion smiled. “The only thing I hate worse than the sand is Passan’s forgetting I’m here. In the courtyard is a replica of the Passan palace. A Lion does not concern himself with raids. A Lion builds a replica of his enemy’s palace so he can fight his way through its corridors blindfolded. A Lion will stage every possible scenario within those walls. Success will become a mere reflex. Warriors are impatient. Just like you, Daughter. They thirst for blood. They cannot wait for the fly to land. They’d rather fight it in the air to create some grand battle scene.”

			Then the Old Lion slapped his hand down upon the table from the same height one would swing an axe. The jarring slap upon the table was as if he were crushing a fly that had finally landed, but it also showed his force to be greater than what Jillian had done. The message was clear. 

			“A Lion would rather plan the one crushing blow which will never be forgotten.”
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			Their father had never before openly suggested Jillian would become Lion. The girls had assumed it for many years, but it was wonderful to hear it voiced. Hearing that she was part of a greater plan than the raids seemed to make Jillian forget about the gossip of the old builders. Now that Jillian was no longer obsessed with her rival, Natalia was free to wonder when the Old Lion might reveal his plans for her. 

			Though it had never been said for sure, Natalia knew she would one day be married to Prince Lorenzo Fercisi of Lucenze. Lucenze was usually the topic when she was alone with her father. He always said that her name and nature were proof she belonged there. He would even say that was why he loved Natalia differently than Jillian, in the same way he loved the Lucine people in a different way than he loved his own. Natalia could keep him talking about Lucenze for hours. He would describe cypress trees, vineyards, and a sun as warm as the people. The discussions would leave Natalia with imagery for fantasies of living there one day as a queen.

			Despite the hope given to each of the girls, nothing changed for many weeks, until the palace replica was completed. On that day, the Old Lion gave Jillian a beautiful sword with a golden lion’s head on its pommel. He declared Jillian ready for war, and at the same time said it was time for Natalia to learn to stand beside a king. The dreams of their childhood were coming to fruition. 

			When drills commenced the following day within the palace replica, Natalia wasn’t part of the exercises. She joined her father, observing from platforms on scaffolding outside the open walls. It was interesting being with her father as he watched Jillian train with the Kheshkev. Her father shared his thoughts and strategy with her more than he normally did. Although the training was meant for Jillian, Natalia was supposed to be learning how to think like her father. The Old Lion wanted her to influence the West exactly as he would. But what happened as much as anything was a change in their relationship. She no longer had to be treated harshly as a Lion-in-training. He would often take her arm, kiss her head, or display various forms of affection. Natalia loved being his daughter, which was entirely different from how she’d been raised.

			Jillian was not jealous of the attention given to Natalia. Natalia was not jealous of Jillian’s having been declared the superior warrior. The girls had known Jillian was destined to replace their father and Natalia was destined to receive his love. That had always been obvious. It was proven by Natalia’s life. Natalia should never have lived long enough to know his love had saved her. 

			The girls’ nightly discussions returned to their aspirations. Jillian was on a path to becoming Lion, while Natalia was preparing to become queen of Lucenze. The trouble regarding Riked’s son had left their conversations until one evening Jillian said, “Riked has returned.”

			Natalia tried to read Jillian’s expression, concerned about what Jillian’s reunion with Riked would mean. 

			“He rode ahead of the army to resume working with me. I’m to report to him in the palace replica tomorrow morning.”

			Expecting a conversation about Riked’s son, Natalia was surprised and relieved when Jillian veered from the dreaded subject.

			“Do you remember the Kark word for loyalty?”

			“What?” asked Natalia. It was such a peculiar question to hear when she had been prepared for much worse.

			“Loyalty,” repeated Jillian. “You’re better at remembering things like that.”

			“. . . Like words?” Natalia snickered. “Sorry to disappoint, but I don’t speak Kark.”

			“Please try to remember.”

			Hearing Jillian plead for anything was stranger than the question itself. So, Natalia did her best to translate loyalty.

			“I think it starts with ‘O.’”

			“One letter, Natalia? That’s not enough.”

			“Wait . . . Maybe it’s odan. I think that’s it.”

			“Odan? Are you sure?”

			“No, I’m not sure. Ask someone who would know.”

			“I plan to,” responded Jillian.
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			The next day, Jillian found Riked below the stairs leading to the king’s quarters of the palace replica. She looked above the walls. Her father wasn’t on the observation scaffolds. They were alone. Riked was studying her just as it seemed everyone did, wanting to understand her mood before speaking. 

			Trying not to reveal any particular demeanor, Jillian studied him in return. Riked was a similar age to her father but appeared much younger. He still had more black than gray in his neatly trimmed beard. He was also more slender, relying on speed, instinct, and skill rather than power, which made him the perfect mentor for Jillian. Most Kheshkev patterned themselves after her father, with wild, untamed hair. The appearance of a Kheshkev was intended to evoke fear rather than admiration. But Jillian had always considered Riked to be handsome. His hair was always cut evenly at his shoulders, parted, and drawn behind his ears. He did not have to be like anyone else because he was already someone. 

			Jillian also felt closer to Riked than to her father. It was Kark tradition that the nation’s top warrior was entrusted with the life of its Heir. So, in a way, he had played more of a father’s role than the Old Lion. Riked was responsible for preparing the Heir to become a Lion. The girls’ training had usually been brutal, meant to toughen them and hone their instincts. Yet Riked secretly showed compassion. It wasn’t his tenderness toward her that Jillian appreciated. Jillian felt as if she was tougher than any Lion before her. But sometimes when Natalia was injured, Riked would bring remedies to their chamber at night. It was meaningful to see her sister cared for.

			There was one occasion when Riked’s compassion had saved Natalia’s life, after she fractured her arm during a training exercise. By that time, Jillian had long been viewed as the dominant twin, and a sibling’s inability to train for a season would have been justification for elimination. But Riked concealed the injury and formed a secret plan to allow Natalia time to heal. He declared that the girls were too dependent on each other and would train separately for a whole season. So for months, Jillian trained during the day as herself before changing into Natalia’s armor and unbraiding her hair to pose as her sister at night.

			While Natalia’s life was spared, Jillian’s was permanently affected. Training to be a Lion was intended to border upon impossible, yet Jillian was required to endure ninety days like no Lion had ever seen. To survive, Jillian had to discover an inner rage against those who would harm her sister. The rage she found would never go away. What child, after being faced with those circumstances, could ever be expected to develop into a calm and rational person? Jillian had spent her entire childhood learning to respond to threats with violence, and violence was the only way she knew.

			Riked smiled when he noticed the golden lion’s head extending above Jillian’s waist. “I recognize that sword. How appropriate. It was taken from Passan long ago. Now you’ll return it into their belly.” 

			Jillian circled him as if sizing up an opponent. “I’ve been given my sword and will begin working with the Naveshkev as soon as Sokol returns.” Similar to the way Riked had been awarded responsibility for the Heir, Sokol reared the next generation of elite fighters.

			“Should’ve been the case already,” admitted Riked. “He is due back with the Naveshkev in a few days.” Riked tossed three wooden sparring swords toward a corner. “We’ll work with steel today. Where’s your sister?”

			“She’s no longer training. I’m surprised you haven’t heard. You can hear a lot of chatter if you listen. There’s much of it going around.”

			They had not yet drawn their swords, but Riked had already turned sideways and was squinting, as if he were already dueling against Jillian’s wit. “Not anymore,” he assured her.

			“Did Odan prove himself on the raids?”

			Riked frowned, revealing his displeasure that Jillian was unable to drop the subject of his son. “His name is Odani. And I told you that he wouldn’t advance before you.”

			“That’s unfortunate,” said Jillian. “Father said there will be a ceremony in the courtyard. For the Naveshkev who wetted their swords on the raids.” It was tradition that a warrior would remain Naveshkev, or unproven, until he’d killed an enemy. “Natalia and I will be allowed to attend. I’d hoped to see your Odani. To see if I had reason for concern.”

			“There’s no reason for concern. What you will see in the ceremony is this whisper turned to ash. Three Kheshkev died in battle. With their deaths, so too has this talk against you passed forever.” 

			Jillian scoffed. “You really believe that? Because you chased down three Kheshkev who spoke against me? It looks as if you are trying to prove I am the next Lion. Not me.” 

			“That’s not true.”

			“If I were a son, I could withstand some doubt. For me, there must be none at all. I cannot have you suppressing whispers. I must face the whispers like a Lion.”

			“You’re going to get my son killed, Jillian. Who has always looked out for your loved one? Natalia’s childhood would not have been bearable without me.”

			“But I withstood it! I met every day of it. I have earned the right to be Lion.” 

			“Yes, you have,” Riked agreed.

			“Not to birth a Lion. To be one.”

			“There is a solution if your mind is open to it.”

			Jillian didn’t offer any indication that it was.

			“I plan to ask your father to accept Odani as Natalia’s protector. He will go with her to Lucenze. Forever.”

			It wasn’t a bad idea. Jillian particularly liked the thought of Riked’s son being dedicated to Natalia’s security. The perception would remain, however, that Riked had dealt with the conflict instead of Jillian. More important, the Kheshkev would always question whether the warrior of her generation was actually living as a bodyguard in Lucenze.

			“I’d prefer not to waste the day,” said Jillian, unwilling to reveal her opinion of the suggestion. “Especially since I’m due on the Naveshkev grounds soon.”

			Riked resumed training Jillian, preparing her to one day climb the stairs while fighting against an enemy who had the advantage of higher ground. But Jillian was preparing for a different battle, one that would occur much sooner than the one in Passan. The enemy she would face in a matter of days had been taught by the same man she was sparring against with steel for the first time. Jillian was drawing out every conceivable move from Riked and memorizing each action, assuming father and son were nearly the same.
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			 There was a dusting of snow over the courtyard dirt, a sign that the conquests of the warm season had come to an end. The most prestigious warriors of Karkov gathered to recognize the newest Kheshkev, while also honoring the three of their brethren who had not returned alive by burning their bodies on the hallowed grounds. Sokol and Riked, the most revered of all Karks, stood on either side of the Old Lion. The Daughters were farther back. A hundred thousand Kheshkev marched in formation, facing the Old Lion. The last of the warriors to enter the courtyard, the youngest, were the primary reason for the ceremony. They were being advanced from Naveshkev to Kheshkev because they had wetted their swords on the raids. The ceremony was to declare that the young warriors were no longer considered novices. 

			Jillian watched the Naveshkev absorb the wonders of the courtyard, which was adorned with majestic treasures from centuries of victories. She could only imagine how surreal it would seem to them. She couldn’t remember her first impressions of it, because she’d probably wallowed in the dirt as an infant, she thought with a smirk. But the young men about to be introduced as Kheshkev were seeing it all for the first time. The land beyond the Kark castle was a physical representation of the kingdom’s social hierarchy, and with a few exceptions, only Kheshkev were allowed on the castle grounds. Members of a lower caste wouldn’t be allowed closer to the castle than their designated area.

			Karkov was a large region, and its hierarchical divisions didn’t begin until you reached its upper northwest corner. The rest of Karkov was free for any Kark to roam as he wished. But as one closed in on the castle, the limitations became immediately evident. A lengthy fortress wall divided Karkov’s military from a bustling city that would probably be as remarkable to Jillian as the courtyard was to the young warriors. 

			Just as the day was a first for the former Naveshkev, it was also the first time the Daughters had been allowed to attend a ceremony. In fact, only a small inner circle of the most senior Kheshkev had been entrusted with taking part in training the girls. And since their whole life had been dedicated to training, the girls had never seen anyone else their age. The fact that the young men were also seeing Jillian and Natalia for the first time was not missed by Jillian. Natalia, who was no longer dressed as a warrior, was just as involved in this mutual examination as the young warriors. She seemed delighted to be enjoyed by the opposite sex. Her outfit included a matching hat and a fur wrapped around her neck. Jillian’s scornful frown did nothing to deter Natalia’s amusement. 

			Unlike Natalia, Jillian was dressed similarly to the young warriors being honored. She wore a torso shell made of thick animal hide with rectangular swatches of leather riveted to the outside in a uniform pattern. Jillian’s shell differed from the others’ in that it had additional seams above her hips and below her breasts so that her armor conformed to her feminine shape. Another difference was Jillian didn’t wear the shoulder flaps that the young men wore attached to their shells. She preferred flexibility over added protection. While Natalia wore her hair loose, freely cascading from the black fur hat, Jillian wore her hair pulled back into a thick braid, as if prepared for battle. She rolled her eyes while watching Natalia play with her blond hair before rearranging it neatly over the fur. It was clear to Jillian that her sister was learning to use a different kind of weapon.

			Jillian’s disdain for Natalia’s behavior was interrupted by the ritual call of the Kheshkev, “One Lion and his Heir!” It was how the Kheshkev always greeted their Lion, probably since the original conqueror. Jillian couldn’t help but wonder how her father’s Kheshkev felt about the routine declaration. Did they consider her to be his Heir? Her thoughts twisted toward spite a little more each time a former Naveshkev marched across the space between the Old Lion and the Kheshkev shouting, “One Lion and his Heir!” There must’ve been two hundred new Kheshkev before the ceremonial parade ended. By the last, Jillian was seething at the deception of the warriors. They had the gall to praise the Old Lion and his Heir in front of him yet whisper behind his back. How many meant what they professed? And how many saw her as nothing more than a womb?

			The ceremony was coming to an end. The Old Lion was addressing his warriors, but his booming voice was drowned out by the turmoil within Jillian’s thoughts. She whispered to Natalia, “The opinion of our entire nation starts with these men gathered in this courtyard.”

			Natalia stared at her with concern before asking, “What are you about to do, sister?”

			“They’re all here. All the prized warriors of Karkov. All except the one they cherish most.”

			“Jillian. Don’t. Whatever you’re thinking. Don’t.”

			“But he could be brought here. Couldn’t he?”

			“Think about Riked. He loves you.”

			Natalia grabbed Jillian’s arm as she started forward. Jillian yanked free as she asked, “Have you heard them today? One Lion and his Heir. Why not say what they mean? One Lion and the Heir to come.”

			She heard Natalia call for her once more while she walked past Sokol and Riked, toward where her father was standing. Riked met her gaze as she passed. She recognized that he knew. His expression did not plead with her to stop. It was showing his sadness about what was imminent. The Old Lion aborted his speech when Jillian continued past him. He remained silent and didn’t question her when she took a spear from a Kheshkev. Kark warriors hadn’t carried spears into battle for many years but still brandished the old weapons for ceremony.

			Jillian walked back toward her surprised father and then pounded the butt of the spear into the ground, mimicking the Kheshkev. “One Lion and his Heir!” she shouted.

			The Kheshkev answered in unison, “One Lion and his Heir!”

			Jillian repeated the act, and the Kheshkev answered again even louder. 

			“How many times will you deceive your Lion?” Jillian screamed. “Can you hear them, Old Lion?”

			“Yes, Daughter. Can you? They speak to you as well.”

			“Do they? What you’re listening to is the shout. But can you not hear the whisper?”

			The Old Lion did not respond but became serious at the mention of whispering. Whisper was such a dangerous word to a Lion, something that had always been eradicated by the Way of the Lion. There was only one Lion, and his rule was always unquestioned, without whispers.

			Jillian squarely faced the warriors. “I am his Heir! I have the Lion’s blood! Who doubts me?”

			“Daughter, what whispering have you heard?” asked the Old Lion.

			She turned to respond but not fully, and her reply was still a shout for the warriors to hear. “That I am not the warrior of my generation. That a Kark champion should provide a seed, mixing their blood with your blood. That I should be nothing more than a broodmare to provide Karkov with its new Lion of mixed blood.”

			“You know the name of this Kark champion?” 

			“Odani, son of Riked,” she replied. “Let me show the Kheshkev I am better.”

			The Old Lion briefly glanced at Riked, who solemnly lowered his head. The Old Lion called out to his Kheshkev, “Odani, son of my trusted Riked! Come forward!”

			“He’s not here, Old Lion,” said Jillian.

			“Why is he not here?”

			“He is Naveshkev,” she answered.

			“Naveshkev?” laughed the Old Lion. But he became angry. He was more offended that the talk was in favor of a boy, an unproven warrior. “This Daughter is my Heir! She is Lion and can defeat anyone here. Any of you! And you choose to whisper of a Naveshkev? Bring this son of Riked to me!”
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			While Riked’s son was being retrieved from the Naveshkev zone, the Old Lion angrily paced back and forth in front of Jillian. When Sokol approached, he gave Jillian a cross look.

			“Sokol,” the Old Lion yelled. “What am I going to do about one of your Naveshkev challenging my Heir?”

			“He didn’t, Old Lion. This Naveshkev would never challenge the Daughter. His purpose is to be at her side. Just as Riked is for you.”

			The Old Lion grunted while continuing his agitated strides.

			Both Riked and Sokol acted as advisors to the Old Lion. Yet there were many differences between them. Only Sokol would ever offer unsolicited advice. Riked rarely spoke to the Old Lion without first being spoken to. If the Old Lion wanted to discuss the feel of a situation or battle, he would speak with Riked. If a more historical perspective was needed, he would go to Sokol. In addition to preparing the Naveshkev, Sokol knew every word written in the Chronicles of Lions, while also being responsible for documenting the history of his own Lion. Jillian imagined he spent every night of his life either writing or reading, which, to her, explained why he wore spectacles and was without hair atop his head.

			As if reading directly from the Chronicles, Sokol said, “Even if he did, a Kark cannot challenge for Heirship. Nor can a Lion ever allow it to occur. Allowing your Heir to be challenged by one not of the Lion’s blood would go against our way. It absolutely cannot happen. Instead, we must find the source of the whispers and have them answer for their crimes.”

			All eyes were watching with anticipation as the Old Lion rubbed his thickly bearded chin, trying to determine how he would respond to the disloyalty. While the focus was away from Jillian, Natalia came quietly and ushered her back to their original position. Once again, Jillian made eye contact with the betrayed Riked on her way past him. 

			“You should not have done this,” scolded Natalia.

			“I had no choice.”

			“One day you must learn to return love to someone other than me. This isn’t what you do to someone who loves you.”

			Natalia’s reprimand was interrupted by the Old Lion. “Riked,” called the Old Lion.

			“Yes, Old Lion,” he answered.

			“You know the Heir’s skill better than anyone.”

			“Yes, Old Lion.”

			“You also know the skill of your son.”

			“I do.”

			“Which young warrior is superior?”

			“Jillian,” answered Riked, loudly and without hesitation.

			The declaration by Riked wouldn’t be enough. Natalia pulled against Jillian’s arm, attempting to keep her from interfering. 

			The Old Lion whirled around and shouted at the Kheshkev, “Why would you not have sought the one who would know best, before you did this to his son? You’re all to blame for this!”

			Natalia gasped at the ominous words. 

			It became real to Jillian, what she’d done. She took Natalia’s hand as if admitting her guilt. After hearing her father allude to Odani’s death, Jillian wished she’d gone along with Riked’s plan.

			“Riked,” called the Old Lion again.

			“Yes, Old Lion.”

			The Old Lion pointed, behind Riked, to his Daughters. “Which of the Daughters is more skilled?”

			“The Daughter Jillian. She is the best of her generation.” 

			“Yes,” agreed the Old Lion. “She is my Heir. Do you agree with Sokol? He suggests I not allow the Heir to be challenged by your son. Even if it is she who challenges him.”

			“I agree with Sokol. The Heir should prove herself in battle against the enemy. My son is not her enemy.”

			“As always, you are wise. My Heir will not defend herself today. She will prove herself in Passan.”

			Jillian couldn’t determine whether she was relieved or angry.

			“But, Riked,” continued the Old Lion, “isn’t there another way to dispel this foolish whisper?”

			Riked thought about his answer for a moment. “The Kheshkev should listen to the words I’ve said today. My son will be a great warrior, loyal to the Heir.”

			“But that really isn’t our way, Riked. We leave all things unquestioned. There seems to be a question.”

			Riked opened his mouth but was without words.

			“The other Daughter. Natalia,” continued the Old Lion. “I knew very early she was not the dominant one, but I delayed what was expected of me. Eventually, I had delayed long enough that no one would call for her elimination. She had become a part of our lives we did not want to lose. A weaker sibling has never survived to this age, yet we all let it happen. Perhaps there was a reason we let it occur. Unknown to us all along.”

			Jillian squeezed Natalia’s hand. 

			“I can still put one of my blood against this rival to my Heir. When the lesser of my two Daughters wins, will it not prove, without question, that my Heir is the warrior of her generation?” 

			“No!” shouted Jillian. She looked at Riked, who had turned toward her. He was more shaken than before. Jillian knew Riked’s concern was for what might happen if his son killed Natalia. Odani would have no choice but to fight. If commanded by the Old Lion, it was required, or the refuser would see his entire line eradicated. What was her father thinking? Natalia was more precious to him than anything. 

			The formations were breaking down to prepare for the fight, and their father was approaching. 

			“Why would you do this?” cried Jillian, moving in front of her sister as if she wanted to be her shield.

			“An Heir can’t be challenged by a Kark. But at the same time, we cannot allow them to think one of their own is superior. If you were male, this wouldn’t be necessary.”

			“No. You have to stop this.”

			“Your sister has Lion’s blood. She could defeat almost any man in this courtyard. And yet, they’re bringing a boy from the Naveshkev to face her.”

			They were all surprised when Sokol interjected, “He’s no ordinary Naveshkev.” He’d followed the Old Lion. It was highly irregular for Sokol to disturb a private conversation, but the Old Lion was too stunned to reprimand him. “I must speak with you away from the Daughters,” continued Sokol.

			The Old Lion agreed and stepped away with Sokol. While Natalia stayed behind, Jillian moved closer to them to overhear the conversation.

			Sokol spoke more intensely to her father than anyone Jillian had ever seen. “Odani is superior to any warrior I’ve trained. Kheshkev or Naveshkev.”

			The Old Lion refused to admit his mistake. “He’s not a Lion.”

			“It won’t matter,” argued Sokol. “I cannot stand by while you lose a Daughter. I couldn’t forgive myself. Punish me for disobedience. Declare me the source of the whisper. My execution will distract from what’s happened.”

			Sokol was getting through to the Old Lion, who was very troubled when he responded, “No. The whisper would remain.”

			“Natalia hasn’t trained for many weeks,” Sokol said, unwilling to yield. “Declare the bout to take place in exactly one year. Upon completion of the next raids. Except Odani won’t return from the raids. The whisper will be dealt with.”

			The Old Lion turned to look at Riked, who was still visibly upset. Jillian ran forward to her father. “Riked knows his son’s about to be forced to kill his Lion’s Daughter. You must listen to Sokol.”

			“The Kheshkev would know what had been done. You’d never be respected as Lion.”

			“I don’t care,” cried Jillian. “Are you willing to lose Natalia over my respect?” The look on her father’s face made her panic even more. It was a look of realization that he might lose the Daughter he loved most. She lunged at him and grabbed the fur that crossed the Old Lion’s chest. Jillian was frantic as she pledged, “I’ll give up becoming Lion if you stop this.” 

			“It can’t be stopped.”

			Jillian’s heart was pounding rapidly when she released her grasp. She felt like her head was moving in slow motion as she looked back and forth between Natalia and her father. She almost felt as if she were not really standing there, having done what she had. But her lagging behind reality only lasted a moment before the muscles of her face gave way to a burst of tearful emotion.

			“Renounce me as Heir,” she sobbed. “Let them seed the next Lion. There’ll not be another Lion until my son is born. But you’ll pick the warrior.”

			Jillian’s behavior was not appropriate for an Heir, and the Old Lion reacted by ordering Sokol away. This left her actions more in the open, observed by the Kheshkev in their entirety. Natalia quickly ran to Jillian and positioned herself to conceal Jillian from the warriors.

			“This isn’t your choice,” said the Old Lion. “You are my Heir.”

			“You can’t do this. You cannot lose Natalia. I cannot lose Natalia.”

			All three were silent. It was unlike their father to admit he had erred, but he was obviously regretful. They’d never seen him unsure of anything, much less remorseful. 

			“She’s in a dress,” blurted Jillian. She had an idea. If the Old Lion would allow Natalia to change into armor, the girls could pretend to be each other. Jillian could face Odani wearing Natalia’s leather. “You have to allow Natalia to wear armor.” 

			He was nodding, until cheering noises from the far end of the courtyard jarred him back into aggression. “They celebrate his entry,” said the Old Lion. “I can’t believe my ears.” In the history of Karkov, never before had Kheshkev shown disloyalty to their Lion. Only the betrayal of his warriors could’ve returned the Old Lion to arrogantly thinking he was doing what was needed. “Natalia must kill him!”

			Jillian replied, “Even if she could, she wouldn’t do it.”

			The Old Lion looked at Natalia. “There is no other way. Jillian will never overcome this disloyalty shown to us unless you kill him. Will you do this?”

			Natalia broke her silence and turned toward Jillian. “I will never forgive you for causing this. I am the one who will have to live with the consequences of your actions.”

			Jillian was afraid that Natalia wouldn’t live to know the consequences. She remained intent on their switching places. Grabbing Natalia by the arm, Jillian exclaimed, “I’m taking you to change.”

			“No,” the Old Lion called. “Natalia will fight as she is.”

			“She will definitely lose dressed like this!”

			“One of these days you will learn to leave no chance of failure. Many of my warriors have proven to be disloyal, but there is one man who will never betray his Lion. Riked was born to honor me. He would have instilled the same principles into his son. I don’t want Riked’s son to see a warrior across from him. I want him to see vulnerability so that he is reminded of what must happen.” 

			“You expect a great warrior to willingly accept death?”

			“He is Riked’s son. Loyalty to his Lion will mean everything to him.”

			“What if—” Jillian stopped speaking when she saw Odani making his way between the parted warriors. His broad shoulders were at the eye level of the great warriors he passed. No one near the Old Lion was cheering. There were only slight murmurs from the Kheshkev.

			“I will make it known what it would mean if he kills Natalia. But that doesn’t mean that Natalia will kill him. Use what time you have left to make sure she does.” 

			After the Old Lion walked away, Jillian looked at Natalia’s shoes. The soles were made of a material like rope. Natalia saw Jillian shaking her head and kicked the shoes off her feet. “Wear my boots,” suggested Jillian.

			“I’d look ridiculous.”

			Jillian couldn’t believe Natalia’s foolishness. “That dress will restrict your knees.”

			Natalia removed Jillian’s knife from its belt pouch and handed it to her. Jillian took the knife and cut Natalia’s dress above the knees, enough for free movement. When finished, Jillian looked at Natalia’s furs. “Where did you even get these?” asked Jillian, unwrapping the fur from around her neck. 

			“It came from the city. Papa had it made for me. To wear over a dress.”

			Jillian threw the black fur into the snow in frustration. “Is this a game to you?” she cried.

			Natalia coldly responded, “I am well aware of what I have to do because of you.” 

			“What you have to do is worry about him killing you!”

			“Papa just said that he will lose on purpose.”

			Discouraged, Jillian looked away to study Natalia’s opponent. Odani was not in awe of the courtyard like the other young warriors. He was calm. He was preparing for battle. Jillian had hoped he’d be overwhelmed. “Does he look like he’s about to lose on purpose?”

			“He looks handsome,” answered Natalia. “Like a taller Riked with longer hair.”

			“What’s wrong with you? Natalia, you need to get your mind ready.”

			“I’m not taking this lightly. I’m just not scared. If I was acting like you, then I wouldn’t fight as well. I’m being myself.”

			“For this, don’t be yourself. You need to be me. I know you can fight. But there’s a difference between you and me. You care too much. You care about his father. You probably already care about him. You have to become me for this fight. When your chance comes, you can’t hesitate to kill him.”

			Natalia nodded, but Jillian was unconvinced. If she could get Natalia focused on incapacitating Odani, then Jillian could always step in and finish him. She looked sternly at Natalia when she began her instruction. “You’re probably faster, but speed won’t be his weakness. He’s tall. And he’s our age. How long could he have been this height? Fight low, but don’t get caught on the ground. Make him fight low. He’ll not defend as well against low strikes. Just don’t get taken to the ground. Circle him and attack his legs low and from behind. Cut the back of his knees. Cut them deep. Or his heels if that becomes your chance. Disable his legs. Do you understand?”

			Natalia extended her hand. Jillian drew her sword, flipped it, and caught the blade, extending the hilt to Natalia. Natalia took the sword. She didn’t gauge it. Instead, she inspected the pommel as if she’d never seen it before. 

			“Natalia, if you get your chance, take it. Without hesitation. You may not get another.”

			“I’m fighting for you, not me. I’d do anything for you.” 

			The sisters were silenced when the Old Lion commenced his plan to get into Odani’s head. “Riked!”

			“Yes, Old Lion.”

			“I have always been able to depend on your loyalty. More than anyone. Even today, I know that I can always trust you.”

			“As you should,” confirmed Riked.

			“You know me as well as anyone. The Daughter Jillian is my Heir. But is she the Daughter I’d most fear losing?” The Old Lion was back to sounding brash, as if trying to conceal any weakness he might have shown.

			“No, Old Lion.”

			“Why would you say this, Riked?”

			“The Daughter Natalia has that effect on all of us.”

			The Old Lion whirled his finger, meaning for Riked to elaborate.

			“We were supposed to be stern with the Daughters. Unattached. But she made it very difficult. We . . . It bothered me when she suffered.”

			“Yes, this is a true assessment of Natalia. Will I be losing her today?”

			“I do not know, Old Lion.”

			“I guess, old friend, either way this will end badly for you.”

			Jillian turned to Natalia for her final preparations. “Listen, Natalia, everything you’ve said is true. I did this. This is my doing, so it’s not on you, what happens. You’re not fighting for me. You are me. Whatever happens, I did it. When it comes time for you to put my sword into him, it will be my doing. You’re just an extension of my body. Between me and my sword.”

			The Old Lion came to lead Natalia to the fight. 

			“You are me,” Jillian went on. “When it’s time, it is my doing. Not yours.”

			The Old Lion pushed Jillian away so that he was between the girls. “Listen to your sister. Eliminate your weakness. Have you found his?”

			Natalia nodded and kissed her father. It looked like a final kiss, which filled Jillian with terror. The Old Lion gave up on escorting Natalia in order to keep Jillian restrained. From behind, he wrapped his massive arms around Jillian, pinning her arms against her sides.

			Jillian cried out, “I didn’t tell her I love her.”

			He wrestled Jillian to a place farther back. “Don’t make fools of us. Our blood will find a way.”

			Jillian hopelessly tried to struggle free. She stomped the toes of his boots and slung her head back into his chest, but the Old Lion squeezed her with such force she could barely breathe. Jillian didn’t cease her fight until she saw Natalia’s had already begun. It was too late, but Jillian still pleaded, “Stop the fight, Father. Please! I’m begging you!”

			Natalia was proving to be the better swordsman. Her moves were shorter, more efficient, and quicker. But she wasn’t fighting low as Jillian wanted. She did, however, wisely avoid meeting Odani’s powerful blows with blunt resistance. Instead, she cast them aside with easy swings in a similar direction. Jillian hadn’t discussed that strategy because she’d wanted Natalia to move in a squat and not upright. “Odani is fighting back, and she’s not listening to me.”

			“Natalia has a mind of her own.”

			“Her mind thinks about how she looks. Or how he looks. She doesn’t think about killing. Let me take her place. All you have to do is let me free.”

			Odani varied his moves and planes. Natalia kept deflecting. 

			“She’s too passive,” continued Jillian. “Waiting for a mistake, but he’s too good. With her on the defensive, she’ll make a mistake first.”

			“Then you haven’t seen what I have,” said the Old Lion. “Watch her eyes.”

			Natalia was studying his footwork. She was memorizing his steps. Even when he would attack, Natalia was watching his feet while deflecting the blow. On Odani’s next advance, Natalia spun with the deflection and dropped low to the ground. She had positioned herself behind him, with her left leg fully bent and her right leg extended straight. Natalia pulled the sword tightly across her front and sliced his lower leg muscles, instead of behind his knees.

			“No, Natalia!” called Jillian. Then in a sure, steady voice she said, “That was her chance. She’s not like us.”

			Odani hobbled safely away, and Natalia didn’t follow with an assault. The gashes in that part of his leg weren’t harmful enough to incapacitate him. And he wouldn’t fall victim to the same move again. 

			“Say she’s proven herself. And so has he. Call it a draw. She missed her chance.”

			“They’d say a female cannot be Lion because of the compassion she showed. Next time she will take it. For your sake, Natalia must show them a female can be supreme.”

			Odani returned to the fight. Jillian could see Natalia wanting to go low again, but Odani could see it as well and wouldn’t let her get behind him. Jillian hoped Natalia would abandon the low strategy, fearing a powerful downward strike, and didn’t like the evolution of the fight. Odani seemed to be in control. Natalia ducked under a swing, instead of deflecting, and attacked Odani’s feet. But Odani was balanced and able to jump over her swing. While Natalia remained low after her failed swing, the downward blow that Jillian had feared came. Natalia had no choice but to meet the attack bluntly. The force of his sword on hers sent Natalia crashing to the ground.

			She was on her back but still fighting and swatted away Odani’s stabbing lunge. Natalia scooted, but her bare feet slipped in the mud. She rolled over the sword and brought it up in time to defend herself against another attack. A circle of brown mud had formed within the white snow of the courtyard where they fought. Reaching toward the ground and being careful with his footing, Odani wasn’t as fast. He looked slightly awkward. Natalia looked unhindered on the ground, twisting, rolling, and blending in with the mud. She would let the momentum of her roll deflect Odani’s sword. Her moves were perfectly timed, as only a Lion’s could be. Before rolling again, Natalia flipped her sword downward. It was a weaker grip, with a shortened motion, and she barely deflected his stab enough to miss her body. His sword went into the mud just beside her heart, and perhaps it stunned Odani for a moment, realizing he had almost killed her. Natalia was on her back with his leg vulnerable in front of her. Her sword was positioned perfectly, and she raised it toward her head before stabbing it into his thigh while heaving her upper body off the ground fully into the strike. 

			Jillian and the Old Lion jumped, reacting together. But Odani immediately countered, as only a once-in-a-generation warrior could do. Odani wrapped his large hand around the blade, still stuck in his left leg. He trapped it and wouldn’t allow Natalia to pull it free. As he pulled his sword from the mud, he raked the pommel across the side of Natalia’s head. The contact whipped Natalia around so violently that Jillian instantly knew her sister had been defeated and was on the verge of being slain.

			Later on, when Jillian tried to remember getting free from her father, she couldn’t determine whether potentially losing Natalia had made her unrestrainable or whether he’d let her go. Jillian never was able to remember or say for sure. Nor could she remember getting Odani to the ground. Her first recollection was being over him, trying to beat in his skull with her fists. 

			A Kheshkev struck her with the butt of a spear, but she caught the shaft and pushed the spearhead into the shoulder of the warrior. Lions still trained with the weapons of the past, and Jillian had worked with cane poles and spears all her life. Wielding the spear, she wounded more than twenty of Karkov’s greatest warriors before she was finally pinned to the ground with her face pressed into the wet snow. She caught sight of Natalia through a gap between the warriors piled on top of her. Jillian screamed like a crazed animal when she saw her sister unconscious. Natalia’s dress had turned completely brown, her blond hair was caked with mud, and her arms fell lifeless as the Old Lion rocked back and forth holding her. 

			Seeing her father distraught as he tried to revive Natalia sent a rush of madness through Jillian. Trying to get to her sister, Jillian resumed her furious struggle against the Kheshkev. Despite the fact that they too were concerned for Natalia, the warriors weren’t about to let Jillian escape, and more Kheshkev were required to keep her restrained.

			Jillian finally ended her fight when she noticed the desperation leave her father. Natalia had come to. Jillian allowed the warriors to shove her back into the mud, just so she could see what was happening with Natalia. When Jillian saw Natalia blinking, she had no words for the sense of relief she felt. Losing Natalia was no longer a fear that lived only within the hidden depths of Jillian’s mind. For a moment, the worst catastrophe she could imagine had become reality. Jillian’s rage wouldn’t dissipate. She panted wildly with a faint scream lingering in every gasp.
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			Jillian did not begin working with the Naveshkev right away, as had been planned. She had injured her sword hand in the beating she’d given Odani. After winter, she could grip a sword, but it was much longer before the injury was out of her mind. By late spring she was training in the Naveshkev zone, under the supervision of Sokol. She would attend training all day, but when the young warriors retired to their customary yurts, she would return to the castle. Because she didn’t intend to remain unproven for very long, Jillian never cared to interact with the Naveshkev more than was necessary. 

			It was clear that the Naveshkev also wanted her to move on quickly. She heard them wonder whether Odani’s leg would ever be the same, and she could read the way they looked at her: with blame. Obviously, Jillian saw things differently. By defeating Odani so badly with her bare hands, she had saved his life by proving to be his superior. In her view, it had worked out best for everyone involved. 

			The Naveshkev’s favor for Odani began to erode Jillian’s patience, the same way the original whisper had. Furthermore, her obsessive resentment of Odani had a new fire beneath it. Every time she imagined Odani, she saw Natalia collapsing lifelessly to the ground from the blunt blow with the pommel of Odani’s sword. Jillian recognized her fading self-control and sought to accelerate her promotion before Odani could return to training. 

			Being responsible for the Naveshkev, Sokol had never been a part of Jillian’s youth. She knew, however, that he was greatly respected. Sokol was not a name you were born with but were rather awarded by the Lion. In the old language it stood for “falcon,” a raptor admired by the Karks. As time went on without her promotion, Jillian began to accuse Sokol, in her mind, of being one more Kark man aligned against her. What else would be his motive for ignoring her capability? Her father meant for her to lead the next war, not pass valuable time clicking and clacking wooden sticks with unproven warriors devoted to her rival.

			Her suspicion of Sokol drastically increased the morning Odani limped into the training grounds and Sokol immediately paired them for a sparring session. If Sokol meant to bring back the question of who was greater, then she was determined to provide the answer. Jillian had wondered for a long time how she’d react to seeing him again. When she saw his face, and especially when she looked at his large hand gripping the hilt of the sparring sword, she was taken back to the moment he struck Natalia. The memory of Odani’s striking Natalia so hard that she looked dead was vivid in her mind. Jillian was so disturbed by Odani’s presence that tears trembled in her eyes, her nostrils flared, and all her self-control was lost.

			The Naveshkev grounds held thousands of young warriors, all paired for a bout to open the day of exercises. But all eyes around Jillian and Odani were watching their exchange. Especially after spending all winter and early spring in the infirmary, Odani was no match for Jillian, and she ended every series with a strike across his left thigh where Natalia had stabbed him. She wanted him to be reminded of the pain from Natalia’s sword, the same way she still felt the pain of his nearly killing the only person she loved. By the time she’d struck his thigh wound three times, Odani was noticeably worse on his leg. Jillian showed no mercy; her onslaught was relentless. 

			The next time their eyes met, Odani pleaded, “I wouldn’t have killed her.”

			His words only infuriated Jillian, and she faked a return to his thigh but rolled behind him to strike the back of his lower legs where he’d been cut. Odani groaned and went down on his right knee, digging the stick into the ground in order to push himself back to his feet. But before he could rise, Jillian was beside his left leg, which was unprotected below her. While Odani knelt on his right knee, with his left thigh up, Jillian drove the wooden pommel into his wound with both hands.

			Odani cried out with intense pain as he went to the ground holding his leg. Sokol arrived as Odani was being helped up by his fellow warriors. Sokol ordered that Odani be carried back to the infirmary, and he wouldn’t return for another month.
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			Though it was never announced, as the warm season went on without any raids, it became obvious that the Old Lion was punishing the entire army for the insubordination of disputing his Heir. Warriors were further motivated to turn against Jillian, especially the unproven ones she was stuck training with. They would have to wait another year for a chance to be proven in battle.

			Jillian was still among the Naveshkev when Odani returned, and Sokol paired them again. She continued to torment him. It was dishonorable to strike your opponent in the face during training, so she took turns attacking his sides, stomach, and back, and of course his left thigh most of all. No matter the beating, Odani would endure the opening bouts and move on to battlefield exercises. Jillian couldn’t help being impressed with his toughness, which, perhaps, led to an easing of her aggression.

			According to the Kark Way, military commanders were not appointed. Everything in Karkov had to be earned. Leadership was determined by who was sought when it was needed. What Jillian observed during combat training was Odani’s emerging as the natural leader of her generation. Feeling threatened by Odani all over again, she rededicated her efforts to push him out of training in the morning bouts.

			Odani’s injured leg was the key to rendering him unable to train. The leg wound became Jillian’s only focus. Every move she made would lead to blunt impact after impact until Odani could no longer return to his feet.

			Other warriors were helping Odani stand when Sokol arrived and urged them away. “Jillian. You will assist Odani to the infirmary.”

			“Me?”

			“Since you have felt obligated to remove your most capable leader, it is time for you to learn the result of his absence. Tomorrow, the Naveshkev will face a unit of newer Kheshkev in mock battle. There will be a heavy penalty if you are defeated.”

			While supporting Odani’s massive weight as he hobbled toward the infirmary, Jillian seethed at Sokol’s plan to discredit her. He was setting her up for failure. With or without Odani, the odds for the unproven facing the proven would not be favorable. But Sokol made it sound as if Odani’s absence would be the sole reason for their defeat.

			Her furious thoughts were broken when Odani vowed, “I will be there for you tomorrow.”

			Jillian briefly looked upward to see the sincerity in Odani’s face. Natalia’s first impression of Odani was accurate. He did resemble his father, especially the way he was looking at Jillian with the quiet confidence that she only knew Riked to have. 

			Despite the many times they’d begun a day of training together, Jillian had never spoken to Odani and still had trouble finding words.

			“Whether you want me there or not,” he continued. “I was born to fight at your side. Win or lose, I am with you.”

			His words dissipated her anger, and oddly enough, she began to be distracted by how muscular his body felt. Jillian kept repositioning herself so she could slide a hand along his arm or move the other hand about his torso.

			Her constant shifting made it seem as if she were struggling.

			“We should stop and rest,” he offered, moving the long strands of hair that covered his face.

			Continuing her stubbornness, Jillian went onward without responding. Nothing else was said until they neared the main entrance of the infirmary.

			“We have to go around back,” said Odani. “Most of the invalids have the blood cough. I’ll be treated in a separate ward.”

			Jillian instantly felt terrible for forcing Odani into a situation where he could contract a disease. “You’re not going in there at all.”

			Odani was stunned. “My leg has to be resewn.”

			Shaking her head, Jillian said, “I can do it just as good.”

			So Odani showed Jillian the way to his yurt, where she commenced stitching his leg. There was a silent intimacy between them as she went about her work. Each delicate touch of his thigh led to a sensation similar to the one she had felt earlier, yet evolved. Every time Jillian glanced upward, Odani would smile, forcing her to quickly look away.

			Keeping her head down, however, did little good in the way of easing her distress. Her fidgety eyes would roam about his body, left bare after the removal of his armor. The way Odani sat on his cot, with his arms stretched out wide for support, displayed his long, thick arm muscles. His shoulders were large and round, like something that could be loaded into a cannon. While trying to avoid looking at his torso, she would catch herself staring at the skin between his navel and the undergarment he had stripped down to.

			The fluster she was feeling was uncomfortable. Relying on what she knew best, Jillian began to discuss battle strategy. “You won’t be able to ride tomorrow.” 

			“I’ll leave the left foot out of its stirrup.”

			“No. You wouldn’t be able to cut sharply on a horse. If you can’t ride, then you can’t lead a mounted operation.” 

			“You’re better off having me there, injured, than not at all.”

			“I agree. We’re going to put some warriors on foot. You will command the ground force. We’ll run a funnel-and-flank maneuver.”

			After thinking it over, he said, “That’s risky. Putting warriors on the ground will seem like you’re allowing the opponent an advantage.”

			“It will depend on your group halting the charge. If you do, we will easily flank them. Are you not the warrior I am supposed to depend on?”

			Odani could have easily been suspicious of Jillian’s motives. Instead, he answered, “I always will be.”
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			The Naveshkev triumphed over the more experienced warriors. Jillian’s strategy was seen as brilliant, and the admiration directed toward Odani’s heroics on the ground didn’t bother her. He’d earned it by fighting hard on an injured leg. But, also, Jillian sensed that their unification had rallied the young warriors to victory as much as anything else. She felt as if peace between them would finally change how she was viewed. 

			Following the debriefing in the Naveshkev command post, Jillian made her way toward the castle before being chased down by a hobbled Odani. “What’s the hurry?” 

			“The day is done,” she answered. “I’m going home.”

			“The boys want you to join us for a celebration. Only a brief one. You’ll be gone before anyone realizes you’re there.”

			Jillian stared at Odani. She respected that he had the courage to invite the Daughter of the Lion to remain behind in their zone. But then she began to think it was more foolish than courageous. It wasn’t like he would be kindly received if another mention of him made it to her father’s ear.

			“I’m not one of you, Odani.”

			“You think the Old Lion didn’t celebrate victories with his warriors?”

			“He didn’t have an annoying twin sister. Natalia will be waiting.” Jillian released a minor chuckle when she added, “You remember her.”

			“Bring her too.”

			“Now I know you’ve lost your mind. Me being absent might be tolerated. If Natalia was gone for even a minute, the Kheshkev would be sent for you all.”

			“Then it’s settled. It will be only you joining us.”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“You said it might be tolerated.”

			“If I’m caught, you will be blamed.”

			“You’ve already been in my yurt. How is celebrating with those you led to victory worse than that?”

			“If you get yourself killed, don’t forget that I resisted.”

			“See how things have changed?” said Odani proudly. “Now you resist the idea of my death.”

			Jillian reacted by quickly turning away. Secretly, however, she didn’t want to leave and allowed Odani to convince her to have one mug of ale.

			The beginning of the festivities was awkward, as the young warriors didn’t know how to behave in front of the Daughter outside of a military setting. Neither did Jillian know how to interact with them. It was Odani who acted as the mediator between both sides. “Does anyone know the best part about today?” Odani loudly asked.

			Everyone laughed when a Naveshkev suggested it was the ale they were allowed.

			Odani responded, “The ale is nice. But that’s nothing in comparison to the trust we’ve earned. Not Sokol’s trust. We had that long ago. Today, we fought beside our Heir! The Heir who will lead the entire army into Passan!”

			The Naveshkev cheered until Jillian acknowledged the praise by lifting her mug.

			Odani waited for Jillian to look at him, so his charming grin could induce a reluctant smile and laugh from her. Only then did he continue by shouting victoriously, “Now the Heir will remember she can call on a band of unproven warriors when she needs to rain devastation upon our enemy!”

			Jillian stayed with the Naveshkev far longer than she intended. It had more to do with scheming than enjoyment. Hoping for another chance to walk with Odani, she was waiting to once again be alone with him before stating it was time to go. But with the improved rapport between her and the warriors, she remained amid large groups until the allowed free time had expired. It was then, however, that her objective was finally achieved, with Odani accompanying her to the limits of his zone. 

			“This was important for you to do,” said Odani.

			Jillian would only admit, “Perhaps.”

			“We talk about you a lot.”

			Her reaction was typical of an adolescent: longing to be admired, particularly by Odani. “What do you say?” she asked.

			“That you will be different.”

			The comment offended her. “Then you’re all extremely mistaken. I am a Lion and will be nothing but a Lion.”

			“I didn’t mean it as an insult. There are things we hope will change. Some things will certainly change. And it’s what must happen.”

			“This is what tonight was about? You all think I’m a Lion who can be molded the way you see fit. Why? Because I’m female?”

			“That has nothing to do with it. Well, it does. But it’s a good thing.”

			Wheeling around to leave, Jillian shouted, “I should’ve never stayed!”

			As Jillian stormed away, Odani pleaded for a chance to explain. Unlike earlier in the evening, Jillian didn’t want to be convinced to stay.

		


		 

			Chapter 14
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			While Jillian trained with the unproven warriors, much of Natalia’s time was spent with the Old Lion learning about the West. Typically her lessons revolved around politics, but sometimes Natalia was able to get her father talking about more enjoyable topics. That particular day, Natalia had successfully steered the conversation to focus on the nation she found most exciting, Vestra. It was a modern country leading the way in terms of innovation. The only disappointing aspect to Natalia was that Vestra was separated from her future home of Lucenze by a sea.

			The Old Lion tried to explain the advancements could one day be a threat to her sister’s rule. But Natalia assured him that she would make a strong alliance with Vestra. He agreed it would be vital for Natalia to do so.

			It had gotten late and Jillian still hadn’t returned from training. After having to wait, alone, longer than usual, Natalia was overflowing with zeal when her sister finally came through the door. Natalia immediately began telling her about the Vestran locomotives. “Papa says they’re like iron horses. Except they eat coal. They can go clear across Vestra without getting tired. As long as they have enough to eat. But that’s the thing, they’re strong enough to carry wagon after wagon of coal. The wagons are also made of iron. Which is obviously heavier than wood. But it doesn’t matter. Because the trains are so strong. I bet they’re as strong as all our horses put together. Wouldn’t that be something?”

			Natalia was waiting for Jillian to acknowledge the question, but Jillian wasn’t paying attention.

			Finally, due to the silence, Jillian looked up from putting away her armor. “What?”

			“I said wouldn’t that be something, if we put all of our horses up against one of their trains?”

			“What are you rambling on about?” snapped Jillian.

			“You wouldn’t know, since you weren’t listening. Do you think my training is any less important than yours?”

			Jillian responded with mocking laughter. “What training?”

			“I’ll have you know that just today, Papa said I must create an alliance with Vestra or they could defeat you one day.”

			“It all depends on you,” said Jillian, rolling her eyes.

			Natalia chanted, “I will be Jillian’s protector,” sounding out each syllable as a word of its own.

			“Oh please, Natalia. Won’t you ensure my safety from the powerful trains?”

			Natalia responded by shoving Jillian.

			“Don’t hurt me, Natalia. I know you’ve been in some intense training lately.”

			“Shut up!”

			“No! I’m not going to shut up. I’ll ramble on endlessly about my day. We’ll see how you like it.”

			“You do. All the time. You think I’m not tired of hearing about how much you hate Odani?”

			“Actually, we work well together.”

			Natalia raised her eyebrows with real shock. But then she immediately recovered and pressed her lips together. “Oooooh,” she teased.

			“Shut up, Natalia.”

			“I knew it!”

			“There’s nothing to know. It was an act of leadership.”

			“Uh-huh. That’s it.” Natalia began snickering. “You like him.”

			“No, I don’t. I hate him.”

			“He’s exactly who you would be attracted to. Only a highly respected warrior could ever be desired by Jillian. It doesn’t hurt that he’s—”

			“Desired?” Jillian gasped. 

			By the way Jillian was losing her composure, Natalia knew her ill-tempered sister would never recover enough to counter rationally.

			“The only thing I desire—”

			Jillian was interrupted by Natalia’s wild cackling.

			“Ugh!” Jillian shouted, yanking the covers from the bed. “The only thing I desire is a night away from you!”

			“I know a place you can sleep!” Natalia laughed as Jillian slammed the door behind her.

			 

		


		 

			Chapter 15
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			Having slept on the corridor floor, Jillian was in a dangerously frenzied mood while making her way to the training grounds. As insulting as Natalia was, there was some truth behind the teasing. Jillian had too easily forgotten everything she should have despised about Odani. The Kheshkev had preferred him. And the Naveshkev were clearly loyal to him. The only way she’d begun to earn their respect was by showing Odani compassion. A Lion should never be compassionate! A Lion must destroy her enemies!

			After she arrived, Sokol became the target of her hateful thoughts. Jillian marched straight toward him and demanded, “Why do you pair me with Odani?”

			“I am not taking questions from a Naveshkev this morning.”

			“I’m not a Naveshkev. Your failure to see that is also suspicious.”

			“Tell me, Daughter. How is it that you consider yourself proven? You have proven nothing except your disobedience.”

			“What else can I prove here? I’m to lead the next great war. Send me where I belong. Training with real warriors in the replica.”

			“That’s not how it works. Now that you’re Naveshkev, you will remain here until you wet your sword.”

			Jillian huffed. “How can that be? We’ll not see another enemy until Passan. You expect me to lead a war as Naveshkev?” Then she had an idea. “Fine. You want blood on my sword? There will be blood on it today.”

			“It must be enemy blood. Odani is not your enemy.”

			“He most certainly is.”

			“Have you not learned anything? Making him your enemy only divides you from the warriors.” 

			“Isn’t that what you want? You’re just like the rest of them. Wanting me to fail so Odani is seen as above me. If you don’t end this pairing, then I’ll know it’s what you wanted.”

			“An unproven warrior will not dictate the pairings. My two best will always sharpen each other. So they will better devour our enemies one day.” 

			Infuriated, Jillian raced through the gawking Naveshkev. Natalia’s teasing, Sokol’s disrespect—she was tired of it all, and Odani was about to take the brunt of her anger, no matter what might come as a result.

			Unaware of the conflict, Odani was waiting, holding both their wooden swords. The signal for the session to begin had not yet been given, but as soon as she took hold of her sword, she took a trivial swing at his face, which Odani was able to block. Allowing herself to be completely irrational, Jillian yelled what she’d wanted to scream at Odani the first day they trained together: “How dare you say you wouldn’t have killed her!”

			All occupants of the grounds were attentive to the spectacle of the Daughter of the Lion shouting at her partner.

			“You nearly pierced her heart! And the hit to her temple could’ve killed her!”

			“I also could’ve run her through after she was down,” argued Odani.

			Jillian raised her voice to speak to everyone. “Merciful Odani says he wouldn’t have killed my twin!” 

			“Striking her was a reaction. But I was collected after seeing her collapse. I was not going to kill Natalia.”

			Jillian quivered. The fact that she believed him only made her fury worsen. Jillian ran at him with another swing toward his face. Odani again defended, but she had him stepping backward. Jillian was purposely attacking with illegally high strikes that he could easily defend against. Her true aim was for Sokol to intervene and end their pairing. Naveshkev were scurrying out of the way as she forced him through the crowd. Finally, Jillian heard Sokol reprimand her, and she stopped. 

			Odani continued his retreat a few steps and was several paces from her. For a moment they looked at each other. Jillian had unwittingly lost her intensity, wanting to seize one final glimpse of him before turning away, until she realized Odani saw something other than hate in her expression. She interrupted her disgusting feelings by throwing the sparring sword at him. He blocked it with his arm, but she’d already turned to hurry away. Jillian was storming back through the young warriors when she was overtaken into a strong grasp around her body. No one would be brazen enough to grab a Daughter of the Lion in that manner. Odani was a fool! But he was amazingly strong. Jillian couldn’t wiggle free, despite her violent effort. But did she really want to be free? He made her so furious. She was about to explode when he whispered, “I’ll not relent until you believe me. Either believe me or kill me. Only then will I stop.”

			Sokol was getting closer and began admonishing Odani for taking hold of Jillian.

			“I’ll never believe you,” responded Jillian. “A true warrior does not lose on purpose.”

			“A true warrior would never dishonor his Lioness,” declared Odani. “You are my Lioness.”

			A rash of goose bumps came over Jillian’s body. No other word could’ve been as impactful. She stopped struggling, and he released her. The Naveshkev who were near had the same look of disbelief that was upon Jillian’s face. One could refer to her as a Lion. But the way he had said it was absolute. It was treasonous. There was only one Lion. Only the Old Lion could be his Lion. 

			Sokol had reached them and stopped yelling at them. Had he heard? As he rubbed his bald head with a confused look, he looked more like one trying to catch up than one who’d heard treason against his Lion. When she looked at Odani again, he seemed ready to repeat himself. She couldn’t let Odani incriminate himself in front of Sokol. Jillian quickly took a wooden sword from the nearest Naveshkev, whirled, and slapped it across Odani’s stomach, dropping him to his knees.

			“Daughter!” yelled Sokol. “You’re done here. Do not come back tomorrow.”

			Jillian didn’t immediately leave or respond. Instead, she wildly looked at every Naveshkev who was near. She meant to let them know she had seen the faces of those who might repeat what they’d heard. The young warriors began to give her small nods, one after another, until they were all nodding. The gesture was indistinguishable to Sokol but left Jillian satisfied. Jillian smiled and handed the Naveshkev his sword. Odani was also smiling. 

			“Now I’m finished here,” said Jillian.

		


		 

			Chapter 16
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			Jillian felt ill and skipped dinner. She was lying on her bed, troubled by many thoughts. Strangely, more than anything else, she was concerned for Odani. Jillian was convinced that Sokol hadn’t heard Odani call her Lioness, but many Naveshkev had. What was said would be traveling through their zone. It would only take one young warrior’s deciding the information might be useful to cause Odani’s execution. It was the second whisper that could have been detrimental to Odani’s survival. The Old Lion had made a mess of how he responded to the first. His response to a second would be monumental and without hesitation.

			The fact that she was worried for Odani was also a source of bewilderment to Jillian. She had always thought their mother’s characteristics had been evenly distributed between herself and her sister. Natalia had received their mother’s loving nature and beautiful eyes. And Jillian had received their mother’s fight and skill. She had never expected to be like Natalia: interested in love. Jillian wrapped her arms across her chest and squeezed, trying to recreate the sensation of being held by Odani. 

			The door to the girls’ chamber burst open and bumped the wall with a thud. “I suppose I know what ails my sister tonight,” said Natalia as she barged into the room. 

			Jillian quickly threw her arms straight onto the bed by her sides. 

			The reaction caught Natalia’s suspicious eye. “What were you doing?”

			“Nothing,” snapped Jillian.

			Natalia howled with laughter. 

			“Stop it, Natalia.”

			“Anyway . . . I now know why you skipped dinner. You aren’t really ill. A bit strange but not ill.”

			“I’m becoming more ill every second,” Jillian responded. Natalia had always had great intuition, especially when it came to Jillian. So Jillian was convinced that Natalia, in some way, knew exactly how sickening her thoughts about Odani had gotten. Jillian actually did feel ill, because she was embarrassed. 

			“You didn’t want to be lectured by Papa.”

			“Oh,” said Jillian.

			“‘Oh’?” asked Natalia. “Surely you were expecting this. Didn’t you think Sokol would report what you did?”

			“I forgot.”

			“Forgot?” gasped Natalia. She touched Jillian’s forehead. “You must be ill after all. I brought you some bread.”

			“I’m not hungry,” said Jillian.

			“If you want to survive tomorrow, you’ll eat.”

			“What do you mean?” Jillian asked.

			“Sokol recommended you be given a chance to wet your sword. So you may continue to prepare for Passan with the Kheshkev. He said there’s a prized warrior who was captured on the raids last year. An Oriene warrior.”

			“A true Oriene warrior?” asked Jillian excitedly.

			Natalia was also excited. “He’ll be awarded freedom if he defeats you.”

			“You don’t sound concerned,” noted Jillian.

			Natalia laughed. “I said only one Oriene warrior. And he’s Oriene, not Kheshkev. How many Kheshkev did you take down? And without your sword. Tomorrow, you’ll have your sword.”

			“You were threatened that day. But the Old Lion won’t let you off his arm tomorrow.”

			“Oh, but I didn’t tell you his other prize if he’s victorious,” said Natalia, clearly being playful. “He’ll get to take the beautiful Natalia of Karkov home to Oriene as his wife.” The girls started snickering, and Jillian tried to cover Natalia’s mouth as she continued, “So you’d better win. I don’t want to go to Oriene.”

			In the struggle to silence Natalia, Jillian took her to the floor. They were wrestling on the rug by the bed until Natalia got free enough to say, “You should be glad it’s not a Lucine warrior, or I’d be uncommitted about tomorrow.”

			“Lucenze doesn’t have warriors,” responded Jillian.

			“It’s good they don’t,” laughed Natalia. “Or your sister might root for your loss.”

			“My sister should be careful with her allegiances, because she’ll never be allowed to leave Karkov. She looks more like a wife to the Old Lion than a daughter, these days, and may never be given away.”

			Jillian was carelessly amused with her own joke, allowing Natalia to force her onto her back. Instead of fighting, Jillian remained underneath Natalia, laughing loudly. Eventually Jillian’s laugh turned to a sigh as Natalia kept her wrists pinned to the rug on each side of her head. “What else was said about tomorrow?” asked Jillian.

			Natalia answered, “I was a bit surprised he ordered the Kheshkev to be gathered. Being in front of them seems to make you crazy.”

			“Am I the only one to be given the chance?”

			Natalia twisted her mouth, mocking the question. “Who else . . .? Oh, now I really do know what’s wrong with you.”

			“No you don’t,” Jillian said.

			“You’re upset about leaving someone behind in the Naveshkev,” Natalia teased.

			“Shut up, Natalia.”

			“Yep. That’s it. I knew it. He’s the only person you think about.”

			“About how much I hate him.”

			“You’ve been trying to stay convinced,” stated Natalia.

			“I’ve been trying to kill him.”

			“That’s what you’ve done to me my whole life. It’s how I know you love me.”

			Jillian initiated a twisting maneuver and gasped, “Let me show you how much.” In an instant, Jillian tumbled Natalia over and onto the floor. Jillian got on top of her just as Natalia had done to her. They were both laughing.

			“It doesn’t matter,” said Jillian. “Even if he doesn’t hate me—”

			“He doesn’t hate you,” interrupted Natalia.

			“—I’ve done nothing but beat the Kark out of him.”

			Natalia’s expression turned mocking again, and Jillian slapped her.

			“This doesn’t bother you?” asked Jillian.

			“That you love Odani?” Jillian raised her hand again, but Natalia winced and begged, “Don’t hit me. I’ll stop.”

			Jillian clarified, “He nearly killed you. I should despise him forever.”

			“The only thing that bothers me is that you can never be with him. Even if you could ever be with a Kark, it definitely wouldn’t be him.”

			Jillian let go of Natalia’s wrists and lay beside her on the rug. “Natalia,” whispered Jillian, “Sokol didn’t say anything about Odani to the Old Lion, did he?”

			“Sure,” she answered. “He said you’re trying to destroy him.”

			“But Sokol didn’t say anything about what Odani might’ve said?”

			“No.”

			“Did he speak with the Old Lion privately?”

			“No. What is it, Jillian?”

			With an even lower whisper, Jillian responded, “Odani called me his Lioness.”

			Natalia sat up, showing her surprise. Jillian also sat up, and Natalia took her hands, held them between their laps. “Did anyone hear him?”

			“Naveshkev,” answered Jillian. “They’re loyal to him. I don’t think Sokol heard.”

			“I hope not,” said Natalia. Then Natalia smiled and joked, “This’s why you finally realize you like him.” Jillian started to respond, but Natalia continued for her: “I know. Shut up, Natalia.” 

			They both giggled. Natalia asked what else had happened, and Jillian told her everything about the encounter. She even acted out Odani’s taking hold of her by wrapping Natalia in her arms the same way. The girls were sixteen, and they acted as sixteen-year-old sisters, affectionately talking about a boy, long into the night. 
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			The scene in the courtyard was eerily familiar. It would’ve been impossible for anyone in attendance not to think of the last time they had all assembled there. Jillian was awaiting her opponent. She’d never killed anyone, but that was not anything she thought of. Every day of her life had been arranged so that killing was her purpose. Killing an enemy was just something she had to do in her quest to become Lion. And Jillian was focused on her task.

			Natalia was doing her best to distract her. “I wish you were wearing a dress.”

			Jillian glared at her, more for saying anything at all than for the foolishness of her words.

			“So I could cut up your dress as you did mine.”

			“Go away, Natalia.”

			Natalia gasped. “What if those are your last words to me?” She mocked Jillian with a gruff voice when she repeated, “Go away, Natalia.” Then, returning to her own pestering character, she asked, “How much would you regret it if those were your last words? Well, in that case you’d be dead, but I’d have to live with your final words to me being hateful.”

			Jillian easily ignored her, because the Oriene warrior was being ushered through the formation of Kheshkev. He wasn’t shackled, but neither was he armed with his traditional katana sword. When Jillian had mentally rehearsed their duel, she’d envisioned defeating an Oriene warrior fighting with a long-handled katana. Jillian was irritated when he was tossed a bulky Kark sword. 

			The Oriene warrior began finding harmony with the strange sword. Jillian intently studied his graceful movements and had forgotten Natalia was there until she remarked, “He looks very skilled.” 

			“It’s pleasing to watch,” responded Jillian.

			“‘Pleasing to watch’?” said Natalia. “I’m actually a bit concerned. Father hasn’t taught us to fight like that.”

			Jillian unsheathed her sword and coldly replied, “We were taught to kill. Efficiently. That’s what I’m going to do.”

			As Jillian walked toward her opponent, the Old Lion called for the commencement of the duel. Her steps became long strides. She showed him her firm two-handed grip on her sword, to her dominant right side, as if she would attack him with an initial powerful swing. He smoothly rotated his sword over his head, preparing to meet her attack. Her last five strides were a run. The warrior released the sword from overhead with a rounded swing timed to Jillian’s—which never came. Instead, Jillian dipped her sword tip downward, so that her opponent’s sword would slide up her blade and strike the cross-guard of the hilt. The impact on the cross-guard forced the tip of her sword level just before she plunged it into his chest. With her left hand, she swiped his sword away. With her right hand, she thrust the blade through him. Jillian gave a triumphant roar as she kicked the warrior off her blade and onto his back to die. 

			When she turned around, the Old Lion was approaching, laughing boisterously. He swooped Jillian off her feet with his left arm and spun her around as he pumped his right fist into the air. He urged the Kheshkev into a cheer: “What do you think of your Heir?”

			They responded in unison, “One Lion and his Heir!”

			The Old Lion wanted more from them, so he set Jillian down in order to wave both arms upward in front of his warriors. “This is my Heir who’ll lead you against Passan!”

			Natalia had waited for her turn to embrace Jillian. “Who’ll doubt you now, sister?” she asked, squeezing Jillian tightly.
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			The beginning of Natalia’s personality change could be traced back to her removal from training. The abrupt transition from harshness to gentleness was jarring to her. Jillian was the tether that kept Natalia grounded. During the many months of cold weather, however, when Jillian’s dedication to war preparations turned extreme, Natalia became lonely and attention-seeking.

			As Natalia rushed across the threshold of her father’s study, she was already asking, “Can you send someone for Jillian?” 

			The suddenness of her rude entry surprised the Old Lion, who was pouring spirits from a crystal decanter. It noticeably wasn’t his first drink of the night, and she startled him enough that he spilled the liquor.

			Natalia hadn’t finished her complaint and continued before she could be reproached. “If she isn’t training, she’s studying. Everything there is to know about Passan. Maps. Battle plans. Equipment ledgers. When Jillian does come home, she stays up all night reading Sokol’s old journals. Passan Passan Passan. I’m sick of Passan, and the war hasn’t even begun. She doesn’t know I exist anymore.” 

			His speech was a little slurred when he responded, “Life will never return to the way it was.”

			“I don’t need it to,” Natalia squealed. “But when will mine begin?”

			“Has it not already?” asked the Old Lion.

			“I meant my life in Lucenze.”

			“You’re not ready.”

			“When will I be ready?”

			He wouldn’t look at her.

			Natalia asked, “After the war?”

			“You’ll have to stay until I pass.”

			“Papa!” she whined.

			“You think Jillian will care for me when I’m old?”

			Natalia snickered at the thought of Jillian’s caring for their father in his old age. “You’re already old, Papa. It’s impossible to deny when it’s in your name.”

			The Old Lion was struggling to wipe up the liquor he’d spilled around his assortment of liquor containers.

			“I’ll clean it up, Papa.”

			With his drink in hand, the Old Lion swayed toward his desk while Natalia tidied the table. 

			The small table holding her father’s spirits had a white marble top. There were three corked glass bottles and two decanters. Natalia was fascinated with the green decanter, which looked as if it was carved. “Why don’t you drink from the green bottle? It’s prettier.” 

			“That’s jade from Oriene,” he responded.

			“It’s lovely.” Natalia removed the plug from the jade decanter and inhaled the volatile scent before throwing her head back with disgust and shaking her head. 

			The Old Lion chuckled. “Try some.”

			“It smells like it should clean wounds.”

			“That’s exactly what it does.” The Old Lion pointed to his head. “Not all wounds are seen.”

			Frowning, she asked, “You drink it to forget?” 

			“The stronger the better.”

			“I don’t want you to forget. What if you forget my mother?”

			“How could I forget her? I see her every time I look at you.”

			Natalia beamed. She loved it when he spoke of her resemblance to her mother and had brought up the subject for that very reason. Her enjoyment faded as she watched the Old Lion fumble through some stationery on his desk. “I’d rather you drink less.”

			“There’s much an Old Lion has survived, and nights are filled with reliving.”

			“Oh, Papa, your life is not all bad.” Natalia took the glass from his desk simply to keep the Old Lion from drinking more, but then she decided to show him how silly he sounded. Natalia widened her elbows, to appear broader, and imitated his booming voice by shouting, “Thoughts of headless kings will not keep me awake tonight! I will wash them away like a manly man!” When she turned the glass up to take a healthy swig, the liquor had barely reached her tongue before she spewed it from her mouth with a vigorous spray. “Why would anyone . . .?” 

			The Old Lion roared with laughter. 

			Natalia spat again, trying to remove the awful taste. “This should not be something you’d drink voluntarily.”

			It made Natalia feel good to ease her father’s troubles. She was better for him than the repulsive drink. She sat in his lap and looked over what he was writing. “The spirits are affecting your penmanship. I can’t read most . . .” Natalia became excited when she saw mention of Vestra. “You shouldn’t send something this messy to Vestra. Let me redo it.” 

			Not long into the dictation, Natalia realized the Old Lion was inviting Vestran envoys to be his guests during the war. The Old Lion explained: “These men are journalists. Artists. People of influence. Jillian will be widely known after her conquests in Passan. Vestra will introduce her to the world.”

			Until that moment, Natalia had never been truly jealous of Jillian. She shrieked, “All that way just to make Jillian famous?” Bitter over the thought, Natalia looked to see if the Old Lion was watching what she wrote. When it was clear that he wasn’t, she quickly added mention of the Heir’s beautiful sister, Natalia. 
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			Jillian exhaled her aggravation when she saw Natalia stomping into the stables. Jillian had purposely sought solitude with her gray roan. The arrival of visitors had brought out a side of Natalia that Jillian preferred to avoid. 

			“Stop,” Jillian ordered, just before Natalia pranced into the roan’s stall. “The roan doesn’t want you in his stall dressed like that.” Natalia’s way of dressing had continued to evolve toward showiness, and her intention to be noticed by the Vestrans had brought out a never-before-seen white fur hat. The hat was round and twice as bulky as any she’d previously worn.

			“Nonsense, roan,” said Natalia to the horse. “My eyes are unmissable in this.” She batted her eyes at the indifferent horse.

			Jillian laughed when the roan snorted and Natalia jumped back. “See! Even he recognizes your ridiculousness.”

			“Papa won’t introduce me to the Vestrans,” Natalia said, pouting.

			“I can’t blame him for that,” retorted Jillian.

			“Don’t be ugly, Jillian.”

			“You used to hate to be shown off to visitors,” said Jillian. When the girls were young, the Old Lion would have them exhibit their fighting skills for the rare diplomatic visits to Karkov. He wanted it clear that his Daughters should be feared as much or more than any previous generation of his line. Sometimes he would have the young girls fight and kill wild beasts, which always traumatized Natalia.

			“Obviously it’s different now that I don’t have to perform.”

			“It looks as if you’re ready to perform to me,” Jillian responded.

			“Talk to Papa,” begged Natalia.

			“You’re the one who makes him your sword. You convince him.”

			“But they’re here to make you famous.”

			“More like make me feared.”

			“You can insist they meet me. They cannot really know Jillian without also knowing her twin.”

			Jillian rolled her eyes.

			“You’re being jealous,” snapped Natalia.

			“I didn’t realize it. Thank you for letting me know.”

			“It’s also why Papa won’t let them see me. It would take away from your fame.”

			“Because you’re prettier?” Jillian asked, unable to believe her sister’s behavior. “The first conqueror is rolling in his tomb right now. Father doesn’t trust you in front of the Vestrans because this isn’t how the child of a Lion is expected to act. Lions are meant to intimidate, not bat their eyelashes.”

			“Just let me have this. You get to lead a war, while I stay at home doing nothing.”

			“You’d rather go fight than marry your prince?”

			“If you’re old enough to lead the warriors against Passan, why am I not old enough to be given to Lucenze?”

			“You make yourself sound like a gift. That proves you’re not old enough. Think more highly of yourself; you are not just someone who’ll look pretty walking around on a king’s arm. You need to learn what you can be.”

			“How can I learn what I can be when I’m constantly kept in seclusion? And to make it worse, apparently I’ll be punished. I’m to meet him for breakfast in the Perch Room.”

			“I’m so sure you’ll be punished. What will he do? Not allow you to adorn his arm for a day?”

			“I told you. You’re jealous. It’s not my fault I remind him of Mother. While you remind him of him.”

			“Do you ever listen to yourself? It’d do you some good to be punished. You’ve forgotten what it means to suffer.”

			“I see what your training consists of these days. All you do is run through corridors with the Kheshkev. Or crawl from one side of the courtyard to the other. Maybe you’ve also forgotten how much the training has changed since I was removed.”

			Jillian sighed. “You’re right, Natalia. It’s a bit unfair that you must wait longer to get what you’ve always wanted. But behaving like a child won’t help your cause.”

			It was Natalia’s turn to roll her eyes, but she added a head shake.

			“Let’s ride to the lupine field,” said Jillian. “I probably won’t have another chance before leaving.”

			“I’m not dressed for it,” Natalia responded.

			“Then go change. You may regret it in a few months when you finally begin missing me.”

			Either Natalia suddenly realized how much she would miss Jillian, or she was finally ready to admit it was troubling her. She lunged into Jillian, hugging her and crying on her shoulder. The sisters didn’t go for a ride. Instead, Natalia, at least briefly, became more like her old self. She even sat down in the stall with Jillian, ruining her dress, while they confronted their impending separation. When Jillian agreed to try on the ridiculous hat, all was forgiven.
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			 Without even seeing her father’s expression, Natalia knew he was annoyed at her tardiness. So, before moving a chair to sit beside him, she kissed the scar above his beard and said, “Good morning, Papa,” in her most loving voice. It was her favorite way to kiss him, because her mother had given him the scar.

			“Your sister has been at work for more than an hour,” he grumbled.

			“It doesn’t take any time to wear the same braid for weeks on end.”

			Jillian was below in the courtyard, encircled by Kheshkev, having to defend herself without knowing who would attack next. They were working with steel, and a younger Kheshkev hesitated before swinging at Jillian. Natalia laughed when Jillian barked at the warrior for his hesitation. “She scolds the Kheshkev now?” 

			Natalia was attempting to keep the focus on Jillian rather than herself, but the Old Lion wouldn’t allow it. “I didn’t realize the difficulty in raising a girl until I stopped raising you like a boy. It is my fault as much as yours. I’ve allowed myself to enjoy your attention, and it has caused you to desire mine.”

			“What’s wrong with wanting my papa’s attention?” she responded, still in a sweet voice.

			“You’ve failed to realize the purpose of your time with me. There was no need for you to continue training as a warrior. But that didn’t mean your preparation was finished. I wanted you to learn what I was thinking. And why I was thinking it. So you’d know what I would do in any circumstance. I’ve had great influence over the lands to our west, and I hope that will continue after I’m gone. It’ll be up to you to dictate the relations between Lucenze and Verseine. And you will be our tie to Vestra. You must stop acting like a child and prepare yourself to be a Western queen.”

			Natalia jumped from her chair with a squeal. She wrapped her arms around the Old Lion’s neck. “I’m ready to be a queen,” she said joyously.

			The Old Lion patted her arm, which didn’t make his reprimand thoroughly convincing. “You’re proving my point. All you hear is what you want to hear.”

			Natalia was still smiling as she returned to her chair.

			“You’re not ready for what I ask of you. You must be wiser than the kings. I know you will be. Eventually. But right now all you care about is getting what you want.”

			“How can I prove myself when you keep me hidden?”

			“You’re right,” he responded.

			Natalia was caught off guard. The Old Lion never told anyone they were right. “I am?”

			“The problem is that you always depend on someone else. It was always Jillian. Now I’ve let you attach yourself to me without keeping you focused on the knowledge you need to acquire for your future. What a waste you’ll have been if you don’t take everything you’ve learned and emerge like a Lion.”

			Her father’s words hurt her feelings. Natalia had to tighten her lips and focus on her breathing to keep from crying.

			“The only way you’ll step forward is if I remove anyone you might stand behind. While I accompany Jillian at war, you will serve as Lion. You will have complete authority, and I will not overturn any of your judgments.”

			“I’m a seventeen-year-old girl. They’ll only take me seriously because they fear you.”

			“This is the difference between you and Jillian. She wouldn’t allow any opposition. Most likely to an extreme. But you have the ability to keep your head. Being underestimated can be a major advantage. Learn to be powerful without displaying your power. Let them respect you later. After you’ve outwitted them.” 

			Natalia relished the thought of outsmarting kings.

			“I’ve also announced to both Lucenze and Verseine that we are open to royal visits this warm season. You’ll receive visits from the Western kings in my stead.”

			Natalia was squirming with excitement, struggling to maintain focus.

			“If you introduce yourself as a silly child, you’ll never be able to reverse their opinion. You must introduce yourself as a strong woman. Stronger than any man west of the Axis Mountains. Is there any man from there who’s withstood the tests you have?”

			She shook her head.

			“They’ve never known a woman like you. It’s time you start acting like it.”

			Natalia knew it wasn’t the time to ask about her engagement to marry, but it was all she could think of. “Will I be able to arrange marriage to Lorenzo?”

			That aggravated the Old Lion. “If your only motive is to make yourself someone’s wife, then you’re going to fail and make a fool out of me. Jillian wouldn’t be asking me what she can and cannot do with these visits. She’d be readying herself to make these men fear her, or at least know fear shouldn’t be far away from their thinking. It’s the visit from Verseine which should be on your mind. Lucenze is easy. Verseine is more complicated. King Philip will come here wanting this, that, and everything else. He always does. I’ve grown tired of hearing it. It’s why I haven’t hosted for many years. He’ll have a backlog of whining and begging for you. You’ll need to be ready for him. Philip needs to immediately know that you’re a Lion. A Western Lion. You own him. Do you understand?”

			Natalia nodded.

			“He needs to understand nothing will be different after I’m gone. Even though you’ll be in Lucenze, your twin sister will have the most powerful army in the world at her disposal, and perhaps your influence. No Western royal will have ever had such influence over Karkov. You will be in charge of what happens on the sliver of land attached to our mountains.”

		


		 

			Chapter 21
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			It had been a long time since Jillian went into the Naveshkev zone. As part of final preparations, she was due in their command post to discuss the Naveshkev war duties. On her mind, more than anything else, was seeing Odani for the first time since he had called her Lioness. Preoccupation with her own duties had mostly kept him from her thoughts. But the closer she came to being in his presence, the more she began to feel anxious. Would she pretend the attraction didn’t exist? Would she be unable to hide it?

			When Jillian entered, she quickly scanned the room. Surprisingly, Odani wasn’t there. “Where’s Odani?”

			Sokol replied, “It is time for war. Not distractions.”

			“Prior animosity between us will be put aside. He has proven to be a leader among the Naveshkev. Odani belongs here.”

			While trying to determine Jillian’s motive, Sokol began stroking his long beard. In reality, his beard was no longer than most warriors’, but it appeared longer since the back of his hair was cropped. After the silent contemplation, he said, “That is a lesson you should’ve learned sooner.”

			Despite being angry, Jillian held her tongue. But she would not allow Odani to be removed from what he deserved. She was only waiting for the proper time to exercise her authority.

			Sokol commenced talking about the initial role of his warriors. “The army will move during the day until we pass our southern plains. The desert marks the beginning of enemy lands. It also becomes too challenging to move in the extreme heat. So, the army will move at night and sleep during the day. This will last for many weeks. During that time, the Naveshkev will go on rotating day patrols, watching the desert for Sandmen, who’ll be trying to sabotage our efforts in any way possible. Each warrior will get two days of rest for every shift on duty.”

			Jillian announced, “I will go on patrol with Odani.” 

			“This is a minor obligation,” Sokol retorted. “Your focus should be on the greater responsibility.”

			“Apparently I have harmed something much greater than this war. These warriors will be my Kheshkev. And Odani was born to be what Riked has always been to my father. It is time for me to right my wrongs and build the foundation of our future.”

			Surprised, Sokol was silent for a moment before he replied. “Every third day you would go without sleep. While withstanding the scorching sun.”

			“I rarely sleep. And I would tire more from the days waiting in my tent than being out on patrol.”

			Sokol was out of responses. He stood in awe of what Jillian had suggested, and Jillian surmised that he was pleased.
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			The night before Jillian’s deployment, Natalia was woken by Jillian’s stirring in their room. Jillian had just pulled a cloak over her head and was straightening her hair. Natalia stepped out of bed and walked over to her sister.

			“What’re you doing?”

			“Nothing. Go back to bed.”

			“It’s your last night. You’re not even going to stay with me?”

			“I can’t sleep without knowing everything’s in order for tomorrow.”

			“Why’s your hair unbraided?” Natalia leaned closer and smelled. “You washed your hair in the middle of the night?”

			“Don’t I look like you?” Jillian teased.

			Natalia was insulted but for a different reason than Jillian intended. “Wearing a horrible wool cloak?” Natalia knew Jillian was diverting attention away from what she was up to. There was no reason for washing your hair in the middle of night that would have anything to do with preparation for war. “Why after all this time do you insist on seeing him tonight?”

			Jillian sighed. “Sokol intends to put me on patrols with him. To repair our relationship.”

			“I would say it’s mostly repaired. With him calling you Lioness and all.” 

			“Sokol doesn’t know that. And that’s why I have to speak with Odani. To make sure he keeps his mouth shut.”

			“I don’t like it,” said Natalia. “You can overrule Sokol’s authority. Things have been going well with you separated from Odani.”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“I know you went the entire cold season without him. Why must that change now?”

			“You know why,” said Jillian.

			“No. I don’t.”

			“Because I want to explore what it is.”

			“What what is?”

			“The feelings, Natalia. This’s what you wouldn’t understand.”

			Natalia laughed sarcastically. “I feel way more than you do. This seems new to you because you’re used to having no feelings at all. Besides, you two can never be together. Not in that way. The only thing you’ll be doing is bringing more harm to Odani. Papa failed at making an example of him once. Do you think he’ll take any chances with a second time?”

			“Why don’t we let Odani decide?”

			“Of course he’ll risk his life. He’s already shown how stupid he will be when it comes to you. His Lioness. If you really cared about him, you would avoid putting him further at risk. I would abandon my dream of marrying Lorenzo before I endangered him.” 

			“Oh, I forgot. You’re way more experienced than me. You’ve been in this imaginary relationship, what? Six or seven years?”

			“It’s not imaginary,” responded Natalia, stung by Jillian’s words.

			“Are you sure, Natalia? How do you really know he exists? It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve been manipulated by the Old Lion. Perhaps it’s all some twisted mental exercise in overcoming a decade of disappointment.”

			Jillian was messing with Natalia’s head, but she tried to hide it. “I’ll find out soon enough.”

			“Fine,” said Jillian. “Talk to me once he’s real.”

			Natalia smiled when she thought of how to put Jillian in her place. “I’ll try not to challenge him to a fight to the death in front of the Kheshkev before deciding, ‘Oh, I think I would’ve liked having his child after all.’”

			Jillian laughed and gave Natalia a slight shove. “That really hurts. But I like this side of you. This is what I’m going to remember when I think of you.”

			“Let me go with you,” said Natalia.

			“Where? Tonight? Oh, no.”

			“Come on, Jillian. I’m bored.”

			“Then go back to sleep.”

			“Please. I’ll just worry until you get back.”

			“You can’t go,” Jillian said firmly.

			“Why?”

			Jillian answered, “There’s no way I’m having that conversation in front of you.”

			“I’ll stay outside. Won’t even listen.”

			“We can’t both go. If I’m spotted, I’ll claim to be you. Bored Natalia. Out for a stroll where she isn’t allowed.”

			Natalia’s expression of frustration morphed into a smile. She walked away from Jillian without saying anything.

			“Where’re you going?” asked Jillian.

			Natalia didn’t answer. She returned with a belt, wrapped it around Jillian’s waist, and tightened it.

			“What’d you do that for?”

			“It looks better,” replied Natalia. “Do you want to pass for me or not?”

			Jillian shook her head and laughed, then put her arms around Natalia. “You’re absurd. I hope for Lorenzo’s sake that he’s not real.” 
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			Odani was asleep when Jillian entered his yurt. Custom required Naveshkev warriors to live in yurts within their zone. It was meant to be a temporary residence as they transitioned between their childhood home and that of a Kheshkev warrior who resided just beyond his Lion. A Naveshkev wasn’t allowed many possessions since he had to be ready to ride into battle at any moment, but Jillian examined what few items could be seen. On a tall table sat a white porcelain basin with a straight-blade razor beside it. The Naveshkev were required to shave daily as a reminder they had not yet earned the right to be men. Jillian picked up a towel that had been tossed beside the basin after he finished shaving. She held the cloth to her face and inhaled deeply. The scent was unfamiliar to her. She looked at Odani’s mostly uncovered body and breathed in his smell from the towel.

			There was another table that was used as a desk. It held a neat stack of blank stationery, a pen, and an inkwell. Jillian imagined he wrote letters to his mother, whom he probably hadn’t seen for a couple of years. 

			Jillian returned the towel to the high table before squatting down next to Odani’s cot. Despite the cool night, the blanket only covered his right leg and up to his waist. She moved her hand barely above the large muscles of his torso but didn’t touch him. When he shifted his right arm, she quickly stood to avoid making contact with him. Jillian walked to the other side of his cot to look for the scar on his exposed leg. It looked horrible due to the many times the wound had been reopened and resewn. 

			No longer trying not to wake him, Jillian touched the scar, remorseful for what she’d done to him. When she did so, he only rolled onto his left side. Since gently waking him hadn’t been successful, Jillian kicked the base of his cot, and Odani abruptly sat up, startled. 

			Odani was in a daze of half-sleep and disbelief. He sat for a moment, gripping the cot edges, before joking, “My Lioness has finally decided to kill me?”

			“Stop saying Lioness. That’s why I’m here. Natalia said you’re stupid for calling me that.”

			With a chuckle, he responded, “She may be correct.” 

			“I hoped she was wrong.”

			“Why?”

			Not ready to admit her feelings, Jillian said, “Never mind. But you cannot say it anymore.”

			Odani uncovered himself and rose from the cot. “I can’t help how I feel.”

			“It will get you killed.”

			“Then all of the Naveshkev would take my place. We all feel this way.”

			“He’d kill them too.”

			“An entire generation of warriors?”

			“Yes,” she answered matter-of-factly. “And I don’t think the others feel as you do. Unless we are together, they despise me. Any esteem they have for me passes through you.”

			“You’re wrong. I cannot do what you can. What you will do.”

			“What would that be?” she asked.

			“Change Karkov. Forever.”

			“Not this again.”

			He quickly responded, “Let me explain this time. We’re not trying to mold you into the Lion we want. We want the Lion we know you’ll be.”

			“I’ve done nothing but show you hostility. How is that different from any Lion before me?”

			Odani paused to consider his response. “There are enemies. Then there are the innocent among them. Only one deserves hostility.”

			“I was trained to kill my enemies.”

			“And you will be different,” said Odani.

			“It seems you suggest my father kills the innocent.”

			“Sometimes killing is the better fate.”

			Becoming heated, Jillian responded, “You need to remember who your Lion is. Everything you say is treasonous. Perhaps you’re not the warrior I can trust.”

			“I am.”

			“Prove it. If you commit treason now, how can I trust you won’t later?”

			He moved close. Standing in front of his bare torso, Jillian felt uneasy and retreated half a step.

			“I’ll say whatever my Lioness wants.”

			“Start by not saying that. You can’t be my Riked if you’re dead.”

			Once again, Odani eliminated the space between them. When it seemed he was going to kiss her, Jillian abruptly tugged the hood over her head. 

			As always when she was uncomfortable, Jillian focused on war. “You’ve heard about our patrols together?” she asked.

			Odani nodded.

			“I’ll meet you outside of camp on the day of your first patrol. If I can trust you to quit this nonsense.”

			When Jillian made her way back to the castle, her mind could not concentrate on war. She wondered if Odani had meant to kiss her and what it would’ve been like if he had. It would be a long time before patrols began. Jillian knew what would rule her thoughts until that time.
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			Only two horses were led from the stables: Jillian’s roan and the Old Lion’s mount.

			“Why isn’t my horse saddled?” asked Natalia.

			“Only warriors will take up formation in the courtyard,” replied the Old Lion.

			“I’m a warrior.”

			“No,” he responded. “Not anymore.”

			Natalia was annoyed. She wouldn’t have dressed for riding if she’d known it wouldn’t be required.

			Jillian had her left foot in the stirrup and was about to lift herself into the saddle when the Old Lion said, “Say your farewells now.”

			By the way he said it, Natalia knew what he was implying. “I’m not allowed in the courtyard at all?”

			“No.”

			Natalia looked at Jillian, who was also surprised. Returning her gaze to her father, Natalia asked in a pouting voice, “Why not?”

			“Jillian must look eager for war. Not remorseful to leave.”

			“Then we’ll get the sadness over with now,” cried Natalia. “I’ll just stand there. We won’t even glance at each other.”

			“He’s right, Natalia.”

			Jillian’s words hurt much worse than the Old Lion’s.

			“You don’t want me there either?”

			“I can’t show the Kheshkev any weakness.”

			“You care more about your warriors than me. Which was obvious last night.” Natalia realized she could wound Jillian in retaliation by being more specific about the prior night, but she opted against it, because of what it would mean for Odani. “This is how it will be from now on? We are no longer what we’ve always been?”

			Jillian said, “You know that’s not true.”

			“Jillian and her warriors. Natalia and no one.”

			“Stop it, Natalia. I can’t leave with you like this.”

			The Old Lion intervened. “This is why you couldn’t be allowed in the courtyard.”

			“I would’ve been fine if Jillian hadn’t betrayed me!”

			“Natalia!” Jillian shouted.

			“This is over,” barked the Old Lion, mounting his horse. “Natalia, go to your chamber.”

			“That’s right. It’s my chamber. You’re not welcome in there when you return.”

			As the Old Lion was riding away, Jillian whispered, “Watch from the Perch Room.”

			“No,” whined Natalia. “I’m going to cry my eyes out in bed. That’s what I’ll do for days because of you.”

			“If you want to see what matters most . . .”

			“All you care about is your warriors.”

			“Go see for yourself.”

			“No. You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

			“Then you’ll miss it,” said Jillian. “I’m doing it whether you’re there or not. You might as well see it.”

			Natalia cried as she ran through the castle. Upon reaching the corridor where a decision was required, Natalia reluctantly chose to take the stairs to the Perch Room. But once in the room, Natalia decided to stay back from the open window so Jillian wouldn’t know she watched.

			The Kheshkev were already in formation. There was a long stillness as the warriors waited for the Lion and his Heir. Natalia sat in the chair with her knees tucked up under her chin. While waiting for Jillian to enter the courtyard, she laid her head down on her knees and sobbed.

			Jillian’s entrance was announced by the Kheshkev yelling, “One Lion and his Heir!”

			Natalia’s sulking gave way to pride when she saw Jillian trotting the roan toward the warriors. The Old Lion was trailing her, showing Jillian was in command. Natalia was smiling and sniffling as she wiped away tears. Jillian looked so strong and confident when she took her position at the head of the army. Natalia’s eyes continued to fill with tears, but this time out of happiness for her sister.

			Every chance Jillian could, without the Old Lion’s seeing, she twisted around in the saddle, looking back to where she hoped Natalia would be. Natalia laughed each time she did. Jillian was looking foolish in front of her warriors in order to prove what meant more to her. But Natalia refused to do what Jillian wanted and remained in the shadows of the room.

			When the Old Lion motioned for Jillian to lead the warriors from the courtyard, Natalia felt sure that Jillian would cease her antics. Even with the Old Lion’s attention fixed on her, along with everyone else watching her every move, Jillian unexpectedly whirled the roan around and sent him at a full gallop toward Natalia.

			Natalia laughed with shock as Jillian made a pass below the open window. 

			“I know you’re up there, Natalia!” Jillian was out of sight, to Natalia’s left, when she continued, “If you won’t come to me, I’ll come to you!”

			Natalia couldn’t resist any longer and lunged toward the sill of the open window. Jillian crouched with her feet on the seat of the saddle while the roan loped along the wall. Natalia could only react by catching Jillian when she jumped upward, grabbing on to the sill.

			Natalia screamed and laughed, “You’re crazy!” Natalia pulled until Jillian’s leg safely rested on the ledge.

			“I couldn’t leave with you angry,” cried Jillian.

			“I’m not,” wept Natalia.

			“I love you.”

			“I love you, too.”

			“He couldn’t keep us from crying together,” said Jillian.

			“He’s going to be furious,” responded Natalia.

			“I don’t care. I’ll not pretend it doesn’t hurt to leave you.”
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			Only a few hours after the army departed, Natalia sat down to write a letter. Of course Jillian was the fiercer competitor when it came to skill, wit, and almost anything else. Relationships, however, were Natalia’s domain, and she insisted on being the first to show how much Jillian was already missed.

			The letter was full of woeful laments that she missed her sister terribly, which was hardly possible since Jillian had barely been gone any time at all. The truest parts of the text had to do with boredom’s having set in and the fact that Natalia didn’t know what to do with her time. There were plenty of requests, including a speedy response with no details omitted. After signing off with an overly sentimental Your lovingly affectionate sister, Natalia remembered something important. She added, PS: Be careful with a certain someone who will remain unnamed. Jillian would certainly be able to decipher the warning.

			Feeling especially superior at expressing love, Natalia cheerfully walked through the courtyard and, since she’d been given the temporary authority of Lion, exited the eastern gate for the first time in her life. The Kheshkev residences, immediately beyond the castle grounds, were constructed of the same stone as the castle. From Jillian’s previous descriptions, it was easy to determine that the most prominent residences belonged to Sokol and Riked. As she moved onward, the residences were made of brick and then wood. 

			Jillian’s account of the Naveshkev zone had not prepared Natalia for the shock of seeing tens of thousands of yurts aligned in a grid. Nor had Jillian properly described the extensive grounds used for battlefield training. During Jillian’s time with the Naveshkev, all she had discussed was how much she hated Odani.

			The Naveshkev yurts piqued Natalia’s interest enough for a detour. It only took exploring a few to realize they were all the same with nothing to see, so Natalia resumed her quest.

			Directly in line with her path from the castle heading east was the infantry headquarters, which was where she expected to find the supply line manager. There were many old infantrymen past their days of marching and fighting in the headquarters building. The supply line manager seemed to be the oldest and most ornery of them all. He actually had the nerve to laugh at Natalia’s order to have her letter sent immediately. “It will go with the first scheduled run,” he said.

			“When will that be?” asked Natalia.

			“Ten days.” 

			“No,” she barked. “Send it now as I said.”

			“Is your correspondence more important than my life? Because that’s what it would cost me to send a rider for no pertinent reason.”

			“What do you think will be the cost of you ignoring my command? I am the sitting Lion with my father absent. He told me that himself.”

			The old man indignantly asked, “Did he tell anyone else?”

			Natalia couldn’t believe his disrespect. She was the Daughter of the Lion. Infuriated, she demanded his name.

			“My name is Pješak,” he answered. “You want to know my name in order to inform your father about this when he returns. Either way means the end of Pješak. If I’m forced to dishonor someone, I’d rather it be a girl than my Lion.”

			Never in her life had Natalia been so humiliated. If Jillian were in Natalia’s place, she’d have killed the old man so no one would ever defy her again. But Natalia would never do that. If that was what it took to be a feared Lion, she didn’t want to be one. 

			Feeling out of place as the sitting Lion, Natalia was ready to give up until she decided to solve the problem using not Jillian’s strengths but her own. “You’re absolutely right, Pješak. I’m only a girl, and, of course, you should revere your Lion over me. Except, I ask you to consider what my life has been like. Can you imagine what my sister and I mean to each other? And now, we’re separated for the first time in our lives. The worst part is we did nothing except argue our last few days. Please don’t leave my sister thinking of those times instead of the contents of my letter. Could you do this for me?”

			“Still. I cannot make an unscheduled run.”

			“Not for any circumstance?”

			“None that has occurred.”

			“Could you discover one? If you searched thoroughly?”

			“Legitimate reasons would involve a supply mistake or to inform a warrior he is in mourning. We do not make supply mistakes, and surely you do not wish for the other.”

			“I intend to write my sister daily. Unless you want a repeat of this every day until the tenth day, I suggest we settle on a compromise. If you will send today’s letter, I will write but withhold the others until the scheduled run. Best of all, you will not see me again until then.” 

			The old man stared at Natalia while silently contemplating.

			“All you have to do is find a reason,” added Natalia. “My father will not even notice. He’s not as alert and active these days. But I will certainly notice if you refuse. I will never forget it. You will come to know the persistence which has been carved into my nature. There’s nothing better for me to do than make you regret this moment, if you do not take this letter and dispatch it for my sister.”

			By extending his hand for the letter, the manager accepted the deal.

			Natalia handed him the letter and marched away enjoying her triumph over the Kark.
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			While moving through the southern plains of Karkov, the army traveled during the day and camped at night. Day patrols did not begin until they reached the northern edge of the Passan desert, which was when the army began moving at night due to the harsh desert heat.

			Jillian was waiting outside of camp on the morning of her and Odani’s first scheduled patrol. That day and every third day after, Odani split from his squad and rode alone with Jillian. Their first patrols together were free from any complications beyond youthful companionship. Jillian enjoyed learning about Odani’s mother. She asked many questions, seeking to understand what it meant to have a mother. They also compared their respective relationships with Riked. For all of Odani’s life, Riked had been responsible for the Heir’s training, education, and safety. It made Jillian realize how much Riked sacrificed for his duty when she heard how much he’d been away from his family.

			Odani listened with compassion as Jillian described her upbringing, and he came to understand that her bond with Natalia went beyond their simply being twin sisters. Being away from Natalia was difficult for Jillian. She explained to Odani that it made her consider how difficult it would be when Natalia married Lorenzo and left her forever. She feared Natalia’s marriage would happen soon after the war. There wasn’t anything Odani could say to make her feel better, but he became someone Jillian could confide in and trust.

			When the army moved at night, Jillian was left in solitude and dreaded life without Natalia. During the two days without Odani’s company, Jillian would mostly pass the time in her tent crying in secrecy. Her inner turmoil pushed her toward a willingness to be open and devoted to her time with Odani. Jillian even wondered if she would have persevered without him. Of all the training she’d endured in order to command an army, she had never been prepared to be without her reason for living. 

			As Jillian’s struggle with being separated from Natalia increased, so did her reliance upon Odani. Their intimacy grew stronger as they connected emotionally. One day Jillian began to cry as they rode side by side. Odani moved behind the seat of his saddle and pulled Jillian off her horse and over in front of him. She took refuge in his arms, and they rode embracing for hours. That day Jillian realized her feelings for Odani had evolved into something she wouldn’t easily abandon.

			Their days without complications didn’t last. It got to be that the young couple dreaded the end of patrols, since it marked the beginning of two days apart. Eventually, a prolonged day together meant Odani’s squad was waiting for him outside of camp. From a distance, Jillian saw the Naveshkev react when Odani kissed her. “You shouldn’t have done that in front of them. What a foolish thing to do.”

			“They are loyal,” promised Odani.

			“Maybe they are. And they think others are, who they’ll tell about us. Others will tell others, and so on. It will only take one to be spiteful. Then you’re finished.”

			“Not one Naveshkev wants us apart. It’s in their best interest for us to be together.”

			“What do you mean be together? A Lion doesn’t mate with Karks. It’s not allowed.”

			“When you’re Lion, you can do whatever you want.”

			“This’s what I am to you?” Jillian was hurt as much as she was angry. Her eyes began to fill with tears, and her voice couldn’t mask her pain. “Just like the Kheshkev wanted. For Odani to seed the Heir. Is this the new Karkov you said I’d create?”

			“No,” pleaded Odani.

			“This is only the result of your ambition,” Jillian cried.

			“My ambition is to be with you. For no other reason except that’s what I want.”

			“You will be with me as I allow it. Our time together has an end date. Until then, we’ll be together only when it suits me. And for now, it no longer suits me.”

			Jillian whirled the roan away and galloped back into the desert. 

		


		 

			Chapter 27
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			Sighing at the dreariness of the stone walls, Natalia woke up thinking about the remarkable scenes Jillian might have already experienced. More than anything else, Natalia longed to hear about the lions of the southern plains, but she still had received no word of Jillian’s adventures.

			Not wanting to be outdone, Natalia decided she must experience a part of Karkov that Jillian hadn’t. After jumping from bed, Natalia found Jillian’s ugly hooded cloak and carried it beneath her arm until she was out of the castle. Just like the lions of the plains, Natalia moved through the warrior zones with stealth, though it wasn’t actually needed. She didn’t see one person until she reached the wall that separated the infantry zone from the city, which was strictly forbidden to her. The Old Lion said no city dweller should ever see a Lion. Only warriors earned that right. 

			Climbing the wall would take too long, making it likely that she would be spotted. So Natalia made her way along the wall looking for an opportunity. After passing many sets of barracks, she reached a higher building that would give her enough elevation to jump onto the wall-walk. However, once she was upon the roof, the jump seemed more daunting and possibly more painful than she’d expected. The thought of not having an adventure of her own to write about was the only reason Natalia didn’t abandon her plan. 

			With renewed determination, Natalia walked to the far corner of the roof for a running start. The roof was sloped. So, not only would she need to gain enough speed to make the long jump, she would have to maintain her balance along the sloping eave at the same time. Not allowing herself time to decide against it, Natalia pulled the hood over her head, raised the cloak up to her thighs, and began her sprint along the roof edge. At the corner closest to the wall she took a long stride and leapt. Her legs continued to run through the air until she prepared to land in a tuck-and-roll.

			Natalia’s boots landed hard on the wall-walk, and her intended roll was more of a slam-and-slide. After crashing into the parapet, she blindly threw herself over to avoid being spotted by the guards. Natalia landed in a squat on the city side before immediately running across a busy street. Women shouted at the shocking disturbance of someone jumping from the wall. Hearing female voices was just as shocking to Natalia, but she didn’t have time for surprise. Natalia leapt from a grouping of barrels onto a low roof overhang, but the tin roof was poorly supported, and one of her boots punched through the metal. 

			With her other boot, Natalia had to kick in the tin enough to get free. After doing so, she climbed higher to escape the commotion. Every roof was made of the same flimsy tin, which forced her to tread carefully. Even stepping where there were fasteners was barely cautious enough. She heard wood cracking beneath her wary steps. 

			Luckily the buildings were crammed together so tightly, Natalia could step from one roof to another without leaping, and she was able to venture far from where she’d crossed over into the city. When Natalia reached a wider gap in the roofs, she decided that she’d surely crash through the other side if she attempted another jump. 

			Natalia sat down to inspect the stinging cut on her leg but was distracted by a woman singing a joyful tune. After crawling to hide behind a chimney, Natalia realized that the gap in the roofs was an alleyway bursting with people. The singing voice belonged to a woman working in the front of a leather shop. The melody continued in rhythm with the pinging of a tool being hammered through a leather strap. It wasn’t until the woman paused her song that Natalia realized almost every person in sight was female. The only man was slouched against a wall asleep, with women stepping over his legs as if he weren’t there.

			Seeing all the women gave Natalia the urge to drop down into the alley. Besides her sister, they were the first women she’d ever seen. Natalia wondered whether the cloak might conceal her identity enough to allow her to be among the women. But none of them looked anything like her. They all had dark hair, just like every Kark man she’d ever known. Natalia couldn’t depend on the hood to entirely conceal her head. And she definitely couldn’t risk her father’s finding out she’d ventured into the city.

			Natalia watched for a long time. She studied the women of her nation with abundant curiosity. Nothing happened in the alley without her notice. It didn’t take long for Natalia to realize women had to do all the daily tasks because any men of value were warriors. 

			The women often made her laugh. Once she laughed so loudly it would’ve been heard if not for the uproar that initiated the laughter in the first place. A stout woman was chasing a drunken man out of a building, wielding a straw broom. The man was yammering foolishness at her until she struck him across the back, knocking him to the dirt. Natalia shook her head at the worthless man as he staggered away, taunted by the other women as he went.

			When Natalia heard someone yell, “Stop him!” she thought it was about the drunkard. Instead, another man had used the distraction to steal a cloth sack of valuables and was pushing his way through the alley. Preventing the thief from robbing the hardworking women was more important than the potential reprimand Natalia might face for being discovered. After jumping to her feet, Natalia ran up the flexing tin and over a ridge to intercept the thief’s route of escape. Once over the ridge, she could see where the buildings opened up around a wider street. Natalia dropped onto her left hip and slid all the way down the roof and over the edge.

			Natalia landed in the path of the fleeing man, who veered to evade her. With her right leg, Natalia lunged to trip the thief. He tumbled, rolled, but immediately rose onto a knee while swinging the sack at Natalia. She met the assault with a strong kick. The heel of her right boot drove into the sack’s dense contents before the air was littered with an eruption of coins. As her right boot landed, Natalia spun into a reverse kick with her left foot, which knocked the man onto his back unconscious.

			The victim had continued her chase and arrived just as Natalia incapacitated the culprit. The woman yelled, “Coward!”

			Natalia kept her head low and intended to use the woman confronting the thief as a diversion for her own escape. But then she realized the woman was speaking to her.

			“Only a warrior could do that. You’re a deserter!”

			Willing to let the woman think she was a deserter, Natalia continued to walk away until the woman yanked off the hood. Natalia heard what sounded like a thousand gasps when her blond hair was revealed. As she turned in a circle, every face looked at her with terror. 

			The woman who had removed the hood went to her knees begging for forgiveness, holding her right hand by the wrist as if the hand were at fault.

			“Why’re you frightened of me? Did I not just help you?”

			Natalia didn’t know it, but the penalty for touching a Lion was execution. The woman scurried away on her hands and knees before eventually standing to run, leaving her coins scattered throughout the dirt street. Everyone else stepped into the closest buildings or briskly walked away until Natalia stood alone except for the unconscious robber.

			Standing in the vacated street left Natalia horrified that the people of Karkov had shunned her presence. While spying from the rooftop, she’d imagined a completely different interaction with the women. Dispirited, Natalia replaced the hood over her head and slowly walked up the deserted street in order to find a way back into where she belonged.

		


		 

			Chapter 28
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			The two days until Odani’s next patrol were Jillian’s hardest days since leaving Natalia. After her argument with Odani, Jillian was already in a wretched state when she received a bundle of letters from home. Not only did the letters make Jillian miss Natalia more, but she’d also forgotten to give her own letters to the runners and would have to wait ten more days before sending them. Natalia would never forgive her. 

			Jillian needed Odani more than ever and resolved not to push him away. After the army made camp in the early morning of Odani’s next patrol, Jillian rode out to watch the sunrise in order to gather her thoughts. Something she discovered by the light of dawn intrigued her and made her linger on the rim of a canyon longer than she intended. Realizing that Odani might think she’d chosen to end their rides, Jillian sprinted the roan hard through the desert, trying to reach Odani before he continued without her. The flat ground allowed her to see various patrols already deployed while she was still far from camp. How could she be so careless?

			Jillian was still riding hard when she was able to make out the image of Odani sitting alone on his horse, just beyond camp. He started galloping to meet her, and they met with their horses circling each other before stopping.

			“What happened?” asked Odani, sounding concerned.

			“I didn’t want you to think,” gasped Jillian, “that I didn’t want to be with you. I’m glad you’re still here.”

			Odani smiled and took Jillian’s hand. “I would’ve waited all day. And the next time and the next.”

			Jillian leaned across and kissed him.

			They kissed for a few minutes until Odani asked, “Where’ve you been?”

			“I found something,” she answered. “A canyon with greenery.”

			Odani was waiting with pleading eyes, and Jillian was amused at his anticipation.

			“I was thinking we might ride down into the canyon,” she continued.

			“If I was a Sandman, that’s where I’d be,” responded Odani with a smirk.

			Jillian added to their playful back-and-forth, “And if we only rode once through, we might miss them coming for midday water.”

			“You’re right. We should definitely keep an eye on the lushest spot all day.”

			Since she had pushed the roan into a lather, Jillian sat behind Odani, allowing the roan to trail behind them unburdened. She wrapped her arms around him and rested against his back. The only words spoken during the slow walk were the occasional directions from Jillian to their secret destination. Holding on to his thick torso, Jillian remembered seeing him barely covered in his yurt and couldn’t help but wonder about the day ahead of them. A green valley would be a different world from their desert war and far away from any complications of their being together. She wanted to exist only in that world without thinking of another day.

			At the beginning of the canyon, a faint trickle of an underground stream emerged from red rock. It was obvious the stream transformed into a devouring beast during the heavy desert rains. The right side of the canyon was formed of rock that would withstand the beating of the gushing floods. The left side of the canyon was a sheer wall of red sand, shaped by the curving stream. Each time the rock formations of the right side protruded into the valley, the left wall of sand was carved accordingly.

			There was a significant rock formation, with a far reach across the canyon, that protected a grove of palm trees and created a sweeping bend around it. Odani directed the horses to cross the water in order to reach the palms. The water was deep enough to reach the belly of the horses, making Jillian giggle with delight and lift her legs to rest them on Odani’s thighs in order to stay dry. The outcrop of rock was a boundary between two climates. The side meant to withstand nature was sun scorched and barren of life, while the protected side welcomed them with the pleasant shade and breeze of an oasis.

			Jillian slid off the back of Odani’s horse and took the reins of her roan. She led the roan toward the water and removed his bridle so he could drink. As soon as the bit cleared his mouth, the roan nudged her firmly with his head, making her lurch into the water with her right boot. Odani was laughing as she balanced with one foot in and the other out of the water.

			“Hey,” Jillian chided her roan. “You did that on purpose.” 

			When she tried to step out of the water, her right boot was sucked in by the clay bottom of the stream, and her foot came out of it. Jillian lost her balance and fell rear-first into the water. She was offended by Odani’s hysterical amusement until she joined him in laughing at her situation, with only her head and knees unsubmerged. Jillian still had the roan’s bridle, which had gotten soaked. Odani reached for it when she held it out to him, but Jillian suddenly wrapped his wrist with the leather straps and yanked him into the water on top of her. It was Jillian’s turn to laugh at Odani. 

			Odani’s hands were in the water on each side of Jillian. He was holding himself over her. They were staring closely when their chuckling eased, and the lighthearted moment turned into gentle kissing. Jillian tossed the bridle onto shore, kicked off her other boot, and slid from underneath him into deeper water. He took off his boots and waded to join her. Once deep enough, Odani went underwater and swam before coming up in front of her. Jillian was at a depth where the water went to her chin. The same depth was below Odani’s shoulders, and Jillian put her hands behind his neck and lifted herself, resting her legs around his hips. Odani held her close, gripping each side of her waist. With his hair wet, Jillian thought about how much he looked like Riked, but there was no mistaking who moved her about the pool of water with effortless strength. Their kissing resumed until they were interrupted by a snort from the roan.

			Jillian laughed, “I think he likes you. And I cannot like you unless he approves.”

			“Then the extra oats I’ve been sneaking him have paid off.”

			“You couldn’t get access to the roan if you tried. Besides, he can’t be bribed. He only cares about my safety.”

			“If he only knew the beatings you delivered to me.”

			They shared a smile.

			Jillian said, “I didn’t tell him about that. But he senses my feelings. He always seems to know what I’m thinking. What I’m feeling.”

			“What do you feel right now?” 

			“I haven’t been this comfortable in a while,” she answered.

			“You’re not at all uncomfortable?” whispered Odani.

			Jillian was looking into his eyes when she slowly shook her head. Then she joked, “My clothes are wet.”

			“We can sit on the other side of the rocks and be dry in no time.”

			“I don’t want to cook on the rocks. Take my clothes to dry in the sun.”

			“You are comfortable,” noted Odani.

			“It doesn’t bother me,” she said, beginning to take off her clothes, handing him one piece at a time. He was watching her. When she added the final undergarment to the armful of clothing, he looked as if he was being drawn to her lips. She stopped him. “Aren’t you going to take my clothes to dry?” she laughed.

			“I don’t want to,” he answered.

			“I’ll be here when you get back.” 

			“Promise?”

			“But you have to dry your clothes too. It’s only fair.”

			When Odani went to the end of the rock formation, Jillian swam quietly toward the sand wall on the other side of the bend. She hid in the shadow created by the wall and watched him undress. She studied his naked body, feeling the coarse sand against her back. Instead of walking back to the palms, Odani reentered the water at the rocks and swam back toward Jillian. Odani was in the bright sun, while Jillian was in the shade against the sand wall, so he couldn’t find her as he neared the pool by the palm trees.

			“Jillian?” 

			He circled around looking for her, but Jillian eased below the water. Once deep enough to swim without making ripples, she pushed off the wall with her feet. She swam to him and surfaced in front of him as he had done to her, except they stayed separated. Their demeanors were also different than before. They were silently watching each other move about, both too nervous to remain still. Their movements were close, without touching at first, until their curiosity led to brushes against each other as they gradually explored boundaries. 

			Jillian’s heart was racing. She circled behind him and pressed her body against his. “Can you feel my heart?” 

			“I can’t tell what’s yours or mine,” he responded.

			She slid her hand over the rounded muscles of his abdomen until she reached the protrusion of his large chest, where his heart pounded like hers. Jillian was a person of instinct, sometimes impulsive. Her mind wanted to think about complications, but an urge within her did not care about anything else. With a gentle pull of his arm, she invited him to turn around.

		


		 

			Chapter 29
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			Natalia was restless without Jillian. Oddly enough, it was more difficult to sleep without the constant threat of being woken in the middle of night. Boring days ran into endless nights, and she longed to read words written by her sister. Natalia tried to guess how many times she would pore over Jillian’s letters and decided it couldn’t be counted if the readings never ended.

			When the supply runners came back from the desert without carrying a letter from Jillian, Natalia felt jilted and foolish for sending out so many letters without a single one being returned. She vowed not to write Jillian once more until her correspondence was justly reciprocated. Clearly, Jillian didn’t have time to love Natalia anymore. Her sister was evolving into the leader of a warrior nation, and their relationship was being neglected as a result. 

			There was no need for Natalia to waste her love on someone who didn’t want it. The delegation from Lucenze would make its summer visit to Karkov, allowing Natalia to finally meet the man she was destined to love. If Jillian was ready to move on, then she must do the same. There was a problem, however, with Natalia’s solution. The Lucines weren’t due to arrive for many weeks. 

			Letter writing had been how Natalia fought boredom. Now she struggled to get through the lonely days. Briefly, Natalia considered writing her father but decided against it because of the lecture she’d received about growing up while he was gone. So Natalia wondered about other loved ones, ones she didn’t know. 

			Many times when Natalia and Jillian were children, they would sneak off to a clifftop from which Fjordland could be seen. It was the same place where their father had used a temporary bridge to cross the strait. The girls would fantasize about what their mother’s life in Fjordland had been like and whether they had relatives. Natalia’s curiosity about her distant family led to a delightful idea that would combine a venture out to the reminiscent spot with another opportunity to write a letter. 

			As far as getting the letter to Fjordland, Natalia had a plan. Riked always returned from raids or wars with treasures for the girls. Oftentimes for Natalia, he would bring novels from other lands. Natalia remembered a tragic story about a shipwrecked man who wrote a message to his love by sealing it in a bottle and throwing it into the sea. Sadly, the wife fell into horrific poverty, due to her abandonment, and was pushed to the brink of death. Natalia didn’t like the part about the wife’s not being able to survive without her husband and only kept reading to the end in order to discover whether the romantic message was received in time. It wasn’t. Despite Natalia’s disappointment in the story, she never forgot about the message in the bottle and couldn’t wait to implement it in her own romantic story of trying to reach relatives who didn’t know she existed. 

			Natalia knew exactly where to find a corked bottle. After pouring out her father’s spirits, she washed the bottle thoroughly and took off for the cliffs. Once at her destination, she sat down at the edge with her mother’s homeland in view. It took her much time to decide how to address the letter. After she wrote, To any relative of Eryyda from the northern limits of where man can live, the remainder came easily.

			My name is Natalia, soon to be the princess of Lucenze and later to be queen of Lucenze. I am the daughter of Eryyda and said to be her exact likeness. While growing up in Karkov, it has been impossible for me to seek my Fjordish relatives. One of my earliest priorities, once Lucenze becomes my home, will be to finally know all of my family. Though I never knew my mother, I am sure she would have wanted this. 

			I still do not know my impending freedoms when it comes to visiting other lands. Yet I am quite sure my husband will kindly receive his wife’s relatives as guests. How wonderful would it be if this correspondence leads to all of you attending my wedding? Especially since, otherwise, I would not have family in attendance. 

			If you return correspondence before we are able to meet in person, I implore you to tell me as much about my mother as you are willing. I only know of her life after falling in love with my father. An endless amount of details would not be too many, while anything at all would be cherished by me forever. 

			Please send your response to the Lucine royal family. If it reaches Lucenze before me, I am confident it will be valued until my arrival.

			Sincerely longing to know and love you,

			Natalia, daughter of Eryyda

			The letter contained no mention of Jillian. Natalia didn’t think Jillian deserved such a privilege, being too involved with other matters to care what was happening at home.

			After neatly rolling the letter into a slender coil, Natalia pushed it into the bottle and firmly inserted the cork. Then she realized she had a dilemma as she studied the rough sea crashing onto the rocks. How would she get the bottle past the crashing waves? Would it be better to toss it from the elevated cliff or from a lower position by climbing down to the shore? After a short deliberation, Natalia gave it her strongest heave from the cliff’s edge. The bottle plunged into the sea between two large waves, forcing Natalia to watch it go up and down until it eventually washed ashore.

			While Natalia contemplated retrieving the bottle, she noticed a rider coming from the sea fortress protecting what was known as the Lion’s Roar. Once he was close enough, Natalia recognized the rider as the fortress commander.

			“Daughter,” he greeted her.

			“Your name is Aykl, correct?”

			He nodded.

			“Was I spotted in a spyglass?”

			“Yes,” he answered. “It couldn’t be determined who you were from such a distance. That’s the only reason I bothered you.”

			“No bother to me. I’m glad to speak to someone besides myself.”

			Aykl smiled at Natalia’s candor. 

			“Do you still keep that old ship hoisted above the water?”

			He appeared to dread the reason she asked.

			Natalia continued, “I don’t suppose you will use it to take me across the strait?”

			“Not unless you want all of us to drown,” he answered.

			“It doesn’t float?”

			“It doesn’t matter. There’s no one who could navigate the Roar and keep the ship off the rocks. Karks aren’t meant for the seas.”

			Natalia wasn’t surprised by the answer but laughed anyway. “Then why have a ship in the first place?”

			“The reason predates Aykl.” 

			“That’s fair,” responded Natalia.

			“Even if I was an expert sailor, I couldn’t sail you to a foreign land without the Old Lion’s permission.”

			“I would’ve only needed to get close enough to throw my bottle into the opposing surf.”

			Aykl was perplexed, so Natalia gestured downward to where her message was beached. Leaning over the edge, Aykl nodded when he saw the bottle being jostled around on the black sand.

			“It’s a message to my mother’s relatives,” Natalia explained.

			“The tide will take it out this evening,” said Aykl.

			“It will?” Natalia was excited. “Are you sure?” 

			“As sure as anyone who watches the sea all day every day.”

			“That’s wonderful.”

			“Where the sea will take your message . . . only the sea knows that.”
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			In the command tent, Jillian stood over a map of the Passan desert. Her company included the Old Lion, Sokol, and Riked. Sokol reported that a patrol had spotted a buildup of Sandmen preparing to resist their approach toward Passan. The estimated count was just short of ten thousand, but their number seemed to be growing rapidly.

			“I fear no one,” growled the Old Lion. “But I dread facing Sandmen in the desert. They’re the only ones who can live in this forsaken place. They’ve adapted to thrive here. Skin like reptiles. Insides like camels. The desert becomes a formidable weapon to make it difficult for even us.”

			“But we outnumber them twenty to one,” said Jillian.

			“Their only chance is out here,” said Riked. “Passan expects a siege of the city. They know we would outlast them there. So they’ll try to have us chase them around the desert.”

			Sokol added, “They want to draw you away from your supply line, avoiding battle for as long as they can until you’re weakened by the conditions. When it’s time to fight, it must be during the day. Like your father said, they’ve evolved so they can see even in the desert’s dark nights.”

			Her mentors were quiet for a while, giving Jillian time to think of a strategy. Finally, the Old Lion asked, “How will you respond, Daughter?”

			Jillian pointed to a region south of their path toward Passan. “This is where they’d want us to chase them?”

			“Likely,” answered Riked.

			“Tomorrow morning the Naveshkev will leave as if on patrol. Sokol and I will go with them. Except we’ll congregate here, in the desired location of the Sandmen.” Then Jillian pointed to the north. “I would use the Kheshkev as a decoy. They will circle to the north as if to flank the Sandmen. The infantry will stay behind to protect our supply line.”

			Riked and Sokol smiled with approval.

			“When the Sandmen move to lead the Kheshkev into the barren lands, we’ll be waiting with the Naveshkev,” noted Sokol.

			“The Sandmen will be trapped between us,” added Riked. “Forced to fight.”

			The Old Lion groaned as if he were trying to like the idea. “Why not use the Naveshkev as decoys?”

			“Do the Sandmen not know the difference between the warriors with beards and without? They’ll not lose track of the Kheshkev, while Naveshkev have been leaving every morning since we reached the desert.”

			“Is that your only reason?” asked the Old Lion, as if he knew what Jillian was thinking better than she did. He continued, “Why not keep our course toward Passan? Plan a defense if they attack? Tell us why you’d take the unproven warriors into barren lands and face the Sandmen in battle—potentially losing thousands of my young warriors.”

			“Because they are unproven,” answered Jillian. “The Naveshkev have no role in our planned attack once we reach Passan. Nearly all of them would return from war unproven. What’s worse, leading a young warrior to his death in battle or denying him the chance to prove himself?”

			The Old Lion resumed his grumbling contemplation. Jillian looked for support from Riked and Sokol. Riked made a secretive gesture with his hand, urging her to be patient. 

			Finally the Old Lion responded, “Only with artillery. Find a ridge to position yourself in front of artillery support.”

			“How can I discreetly move the artillery regiment south without it being noticed?”

			“Implement your plan with my conditions or not at all.”

			Jillian tried to negotiate. “It’d be easier to move a third of the regiment.”

			“Half the regiment,” responded the Old Lion with finality.

			Jillian slapped the table with excitement. “Then we’ve got work to do!” she shouted.

			As Riked walked out with Jillian, the Old Lion requested that Sokol stay.

			“Yes, Old Lion,” said Sokol.

			“This will be a historic battle,” said the Old Lion. “Her first. I know Jillian will do well. A female Lion will lead her own generation to a great victory. It will be an occasion which should be told of in the West.” 

			“You want the Vestran envoys with us?” Sokol asked.

			“Yes, but there’s something else. I will not allow Jillian’s glory in battle to be stolen from her. Assign Riked’s son to stay behind for the protection of the Vestrans. He must not take part in the charge against the Sandmen.”
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			Waiting for King Philip of Verseine to enter, Natalia couldn’t decide whether to stand beside her father’s throne or sit in it. She had selected an arrangement of black furs, including a hat, to complement her blue dress. Natalia thought the black furs made her appear menacing, while the blue dress made her eyes look pretty. She wanted to be both.

			When Natalia heard the Kheshkev guards call, “One Lion and his Heir,” she quickly sat in the throne and pressed her lips together tightly, as if intent on inhibiting any pleasantness.

			It was immediately obvious King Philip was surprised to see Natalia. He paused, looked around, and then resumed his walk toward her. Upon reaching her, Philip seemed to be waiting for an explanation, but Natalia was perfectly comfortable watching his edginess. 

			Philip didn’t fit Natalia’s idea of what a king should look like. His attire was more lavish than anything Natalia had ever dreamed of wearing. His hands appeared soft and weak, as if he wouldn’t even be strong enough to grip a heavy sword. Actually, he looked like the thought of holding a sword would appall him. Yet he was not lacking size. He most likely hadn’t been deprived of any want, especially food. What Natalia most disliked about his appearance were his showy hand gestures and facial expressions. He made every action seem condescending. 

			Finally, Philip spoke. “Will the Lion be joining us?”

			“I speak for the Old Lion while he accompanies my sister at war.”

			“That is impossible,” barked the king.

			Natalia calmly responded, “Perhaps impossible means something else on your side of the mountain.”

			“The Lion wrote me, in his own hand, and invited me to visit him. He would not wish me to partake in such a gruesome journey for nothing.”

			“Yet here you are, while he is there.”

			“When will he return?”

			“Wars are not quick trips, King Philip.”

			“I have important matters to discuss with your father.”

			“Yes. It’s been a long time since you’ve had the Old Lion’s ear. You have it now. But through a beautiful woman who sits in his stead. Surely you can survive your current company.” Natalia allowed herself to smile for the first time. “A wise king might even benefit at the expense of an inexperienced woman handed great power for the first time.”

			Philip remained unable to conceal how offended he was. “I had planned to discuss with your father the goings-on of my southern neighbor.”

			“Lucenze,” stated Natalia. “I would enjoy hearing what you have to say about Lucenze.”

			“I have always had your father’s favor. I was chosen by him to restore the great monarchy. Yet since he has withdrawn from Western dealings, Verseine has unfairly been deprived of a role in endeavors which by every sensible right should center on us. It is a transgression against Verseine, and also your father, since he is the one who placed his own stamp on my kingship. I sought to formally request that your father intervene regarding the matter of an unfair alliance between Lucenze and the Western democracy of Vestra.”

			“And how exactly is my father being wronged by this alliance?”

			“There is some sort of cable being laid on the bottom of the sea. It will connect Vestra to Lucenze.”

			Natalia laughed. “Are you worried Vestra will use the cable to pull Lucenze across the sea?”

			“My sources within the Lucine capital tell me the cable will somehow transmit messages from one place to another. Messages which will be received the same day.”

			“Underwater?” Natalia’s youthful intrigue betrayed her intentionally stoic persona. She began wishing one of the cables was connected to Jillian.

			“Verseine and Vestra share the same latitude. Lucenze is farther south. And Verseine is the richest city in the world. Can you tell me why Lucenze should be the kingdom communicating with the burgeoning West?”

			“If you are so wealthy, lay your own cable.”

			“Only Vestra knows how it works.”

			“Then reach an agreement with Vestra.”

			“We cannot, for the same reason the Vestrans take the longer route to Lucenze. We have been Vestra’s rival on the seas for more than two centuries.”

			“Mend your relationship with Vestra.”

			“I need bargaining power. Vestra must know there are limitations to what Lucenze can provide them. If they only seek wine and grain, then fine. I want them to know if they want commerce with the East, then they must go through King Philip.” 

			Natalia laughed again. “Commerce with the East? As in trading goods?”

			“Absolutely,” Philip proudly replied.

			“What would you trade for?” asked Natalia.

			“The goods which have always been coveted: gold, diamonds, silks, spices, tea, and medicines. There are also minerals sought by Vestra for their novel industries.”

			“All these things will belong to my sister. Do you seek to take her spoils of war?”

			“It may be difficult for you to understand, but Karkov can impose tariffs on every item of trade.”

			Natalia did not understand what a tariff was but wouldn’t allow Philip to know.

			“If I might simplify the discussion for you, Karkov can have everything it wants without violence.”

			His condescension angered her. She forced herself to wait in order to speak calmly. “You’re right. I will admit there are things I do not understand about your commerce. But I will also teach you a lesson about Karkov. It is a great honor to be born a Kark warrior. And Kark warriors are not born for anything except violence.”

			“Perhaps they might behave differently when a female commands them.”

			Natalia grinned, both at his foolishness and with a vision of how Jillian might respond to his arrogance one day. “You are a lucky man.”

			“How so?” he responded. “Actually, I feel rather insulted by this whole experience.”

			“No. You are very fortunate to have met with the most rational member of my family. You wouldn’t have fared as well speaking some of this ignorance to my father. But even worse, if you would have suggested to my sister that she might bear any semblance of weakness, you would have been at the receiving end of a lesson taught to the entire world.”

			“My only error was thinking I could conduct business with a girl.”

			“King Philip. I will give you the benefit of the doubt that your emphasis was placed on my age rather than my sex. You have viewed me as a child since walking into the room. Except you are the one running to Karkov like a little boy with hurt feelings. Now, if you were alluding to your displeasure in conducting business with a female, then you surely will be looking for a different place to take your business. A female will soon rule this half of the world. Your error was your unwillingness to conduct business with this girl. I currently have the complete authority to allow any of your ventures. None of my decisions will be reversed. But your lack of respect ensured your failure. Perhaps when I am queen of the kingdom to the south of you, you’ll be able to recognize my influence.”
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			Jillian sat in the saddle as the Naveshkev got into formation. Across a barren expanse and just beyond range of the Kark artillery, the Sandmen had no choice except to prepare for her attack. Sokol trotted his horse away from the Naveshkev to accompany Jillian.

			“I’ve not seen Odani,” said Jillian. “I want him at the front.”

			“He’s been assigned to remain behind. To protect the Vestrans.”

			Jillian frowned. “I’m in command. Move him to the front.”

			“This was an explicit order from the Old Lion.”

			The reason for her father’s order was clear. He wanted to keep Odani a Naveshkev by not allowing him to wet his sword. Jillian was left with ample time to think—too much time. Her instinct told her to do something reckless. But she had to be sure. Why was she thinking of risking everything? Going against the Old Lion was not something that could be undone. How would Natalia be affected? She could be forced to assume Jillian’s place as Heir. Jillian wished she hadn’t asked about Odani. She wished there was less time to think.

			“They’re ready,” announced Sokol.

			Jillian was relieved. She was tired of thinking. It was time to act. She trotted the gray roan out in front of the Naveshkev. Their faces looked young but eager. Jillian couldn’t see far enough to find Odani. She didn’t want to see his disappointment anyhow. 

			Jillian drew her sword with the ornate lion’s-head pommel. The young warriors cheered when she did. But they went silent when she returned it to its sheath. Jillian shouted above the stillness, “The Old Lion asked me, ‘Why let the outcome of this battle hinge upon the Naveshkev?’ It’s because we are both unproven! You are unproven as warriors. I am unproven as a leader. There’s nothing worse for a warrior than to be denied what he was born to do. One of you is still being denied. The greatest among you is being denied! I will not lead all but one to your destiny. It’s all or none!”

			Confused mutterings rumbled among the Naveshkev as she walked the roan back toward Sokol. By the time she was halfway, Jillian heard warriors calling her Lioness. She stopped and turned toward them. Then the calls became a chant. “Lioness! Lioness! Lioness!”

			Sokol rode to where Jillian had stopped to listen. “You think you’ve done something good for Odani? You’ve just sentenced him to death.”

			The chant from the Naveshkev grew louder.

			“And the rest of them,” continued Sokol. “What will your father do when he hears every single Naveshkev calls you Lioness?”

			“I didn’t ask them to call me that.”

			“Yes, you did,” argued Sokol. “When you defied the Old Lion, you made them choose their allegiance. There will be no place in Karkov for them after this.”

			“You’ll tell the Old Lion?”

			“No. But you can’t tell me the artillerymen won’t.”

			“What’s done is done. I’ll not lead an attack without Odani.”

			“Then what will you do?” asked Sokol.

			“I’ll wait for the Sandmen to attack us.”

			Sokol laughed, “You cannot outwait a Sandman. We’re cut off from supplies. There’s not enough water for the horses. They can sit there and watch us die.”

			“They’re trapped between us and the Kheshkev. Attacking us is their only escape. And we’ll become irresistible. Like wounded prey. I’ll unbind my hair to make it clear a girl is in command. Tomorrow, since there isn’t enough water, we’ll begin slaughtering the oldest horses. The carcasses will attract buzzards, creating a scene of desperation. The artillery will leave, as if there’s mutiny among us.”

			“If they do attack, it’ll be at night when they have the advantage.”

			“Then we’ll light up the sky. And if Odani must be located in the back, then the back will meet the charge of Sandmen head-on. Funnel and flank. Exactly as we’ve already done with success,” Jillian said, referring to her mock-battle victory when she’d trained with the Naveshkev.

			“There aren’t enough spears for warriors on the ground to stop the charge. No trees to create poles. Casualties will be heavy.” 

			“The victors will be justly proven. This is their reason for life.” 

			Sokol hesitated before responding, “Since you’ve thought of everything, what will keep your father from intervening? You have the Sandmen blocked. He could ride through them with the Kheshkev.”

			“Then his Heir will be viewed as a failure.”

			“I’m not sure he’ll have an Heir after he learns of this.”

			“Success will cure many things,” said Jillian.

			“Will it?” asked Sokol.
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			Jillian’s altered plan was executed without a message being sent in either direction between Jillian and the Old Lion. On the second night, Jillian and the Naveshkev braced for an attack that didn’t come. The following day was tougher to endure because the waiting, thinking, and questioning began to deteriorate Jillian’s patience. Many times she thought of going to Odani, but he would be with the Vestrans. She couldn’t introduce her relationship with Odani to the men who’d write about what they experienced. She especially couldn’t discuss, in their presence, the unseen confrontation between her and the Old Lion or why Odani was at the root of it.

			When the sun was setting for the third time, Jillian was instantly rejuvenated. She watched the Sandmen through Sokol’s spyglass and saw a change in the body language of her enemy. They moved more tightly, as if tense with fear. Even their camels reflected the anxiousness at the front of their lines.

			“It’s tonight,” said Jillian, returning the glass to Sokol. 

			Jillian took her position, an easy spear-throw behind a pile of horse carcasses. On each side of her, dozens of mounted Naveshkev mirrored her position, with two spear throwers for every stack of sacrificed horses. Behind Jillian, the other mounted warriors were eight rows deep. Those were the riders who would maneuver outward, like a gate opening to invite the Sandmen to charge Odani and the rest of the warriors who were on foot. Then, if the warriors held the line, the gate would swing shut on the Sandmen.

			Everything was prepared before nightfall, just as it had been the other nights, but Jillian’s patience was not through being tried. Hours went by without a sound from the opposition. She believed in what she’d observed. But was it possible they’d also read her warriors just as she had read them? She worried the enemy saw preparedness rather than weakness.

			During a moment when Jillian stood beside the roan to give him a rest, she heard several brief blasts of a ram’s horn. “All Karks ready!” she shouted before quickly remounting. She backed the roan up a step to be perfectly aligned with the spear that was stuck upright in the ground beside her. Jillian readied herself to light the fuel-soaked cloth wrapped below the spearhead, but it was not time. There was a slight rumble. She tightened her grip on the flint but waited. The rumble grew louder and shook the ground, but it was still too soon. When it seemed too late, she finally sparked her torch, and the other flames lit up on each side of her. She pulled the butt of the spear from the ground and launched it into the pile of carcasses. 

			Jillian had taken all of the black powder from the artillery regiment, before they departed, and ordered every stack of horses be covered with the explosive powder. Her spear was the first to land and explode, immediately followed by the others’ igniting into fiery blasts. The foremost of the Sandmen’s camels were either spooked into disarray or caught fire. Jillian spun the roan around as the mounted Naveshkev parted, beginning their maneuver in each direction. She rode hard into the area vacated by her mounted warriors and continued toward the rear of the formation. 

			Jillian could hear that the Sandmen had regrouped and were charging their camels past the bonfires. Ahead of her, the Naveshkev on foot made way for Jillian to ride through. Then she saw Odani running toward her, ready to catch her if she leapt from the roan. Jillian wrapped the reins around the saddle horn and leaned to her right. She reached for Odani. He caught her underneath her arms. Jillian was twirled around, in Odani’s embrace, before he lowered her to the ground. The rumbling charge was close, but they shared a moment, smiling together, before Jillian drew her sword.

			The Naveshkev were howling, ready to meet the brunt of the charging beasts. Jillian and Odani stood side by side, with swords ready, in the front row of the warriors. The objective was to bring the camels to the ground in order to create an obstacle for the other Sandmen. Jillian positioned her sword on her right side, gripping it strongly with both hands. The charge was upon her. She crouched low and crashed her sword into the front leg of a camel. She dropped to her knee as the camel went down over her back. Its rear leg struck her shoulder as she rose to repeat the action, knocking her off to the side of the next camel and exposing her to the scimitar of its rider. Jillian met the curved saber with a strong overhand strike, dislodging the Sandman, just before she had to vault over a collapsing camel. She rolled over its body as it slid through the sand. 

			The onrush of camels kept coming. Hundreds of Naveshkev were trampled, but as the camels were downed, the accumulation slowed the charge of the Sandmen. By the time their charge was stagnant, the mounted Naveshkev were circling back to flank the enemy. Thousands of Naveshkev on foot were pouring over the wall of downed camels while the horse-mounted warriors decimated the trapped Sandmen. Though it lasted another half hour, the battle had been decided at that point, with few Naveshkev casualties beyond those incurred in the initial charge.

			Jillian had been separated from Odani as soon as she went under the first camel. As the fighting slowed, she began thinking of him. The front lines where they’d begun together had experienced the heaviest devastation. She herself had narrowly avoided being crushed by a camel. All Jillian could think of was discovering Odani’s fate after the battle. As she waded through her warriors, looking for him, the Naveshkev began cheering her. Jillian ignored them and kept searching. 

			The cheers formed into the repeated chant, “Lioness! Lioness! Lioness!”

			She didn’t care what they called her anymore. Using her hands, she pushed through her admirers. “Odani!” she shouted hopelessly. A circle of warriors formed around her. The chant remained. “Have you seen Odani?” One of the young warriors took her by the arm and pulled her through the mob of cheering Naveshkev. In front of her, she could see another parting in the crowd. Odani was pushing his way to her. The last of the warriors between them moved, and they crashed into each other’s arms. Their ecstasy at finding each other safe overcame any thought of secrecy. They kissed passionately, making the crowd cheer louder.

		


		 

			Chapter 34

			[image: ]

			Jillian waited in concealment for over an hour before Odani left the group of his celebrating peers. He was walking alone, likely to his tarp tent. She ran ahead to cut off his path and hid in a gap between two supply wagons. Odani approached in the space between two rows of wagons. Jillian timed her assault and ran into Odani, shoving him into the gap opposite the one she’d run out of. 

			She pushed him against the side of the wagon and kissed him. He picked her up and pressed her body against the other wagon. They continued kissing with her legs wrapped around him. Jillian stopped long enough to speak. “It’s bad,” she said, referring to the Old Lion’s reaction to the battle.

			“It doesn’t matter,” responded Odani as he tried to resume kissing her.

			“Yes, it does. It’s not just about us. He’s punishing every Naveshkev.”

			“They chose to call you Lioness.”

			“I don’t think he knows about that. It’s because of me the Naveshkev are being reprimanded. The Old Lion said becoming a Kheshkev is a privilege bestowed upon them by their Lion. And wetting their swords in an act of defiance against their Lion won’t be rewarded. Every one of you will remain Naveshkev. For at least another year.”

			“We don’t care what we’re called,” said Odani. 

			“Can you be sure that’s how they all feel? This could be much worse if a young warrior decides to prove his loyalty to the Old Lion.”

			“I am sure.”

			“Did you speak with the Vestrans?” Jillian asked.

			“They won’t write about me.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“They understand what it’d mean.” 

			“But eventually he’ll learn,” she said. “This is the last time I come to you. All of this must stop before you’re killed.”

			Odani let her feet drop to the ground. “I don’t need you to decide what’s best for me. I’d rather die than be without you.”

			Jillian put her hands around his neck and jumped back into his arms. She kissed him so firmly he couldn’t speak anymore. They moved to the tongue of the wagon, which faced the desert. She quickly unstrapped his leather armor while he did the same to hers.
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			From the window of her father’s study, Natalia watched the Lucine travel party emerge from the spruce forest. For as long as she could remember, she’d tried to imagine Lorenzo’s face. They were still too distant, but she couldn’t wait any longer. She scanned the Old Lion’s shelving for something to help her see. In order to see the highest shelves, Natalia jumped on top of his desk—knocking over her father’s golden statue of a woman riding a lion and breaking one of the woman’s eight arms—but couldn’t find what she needed. Then she rummaged through the drawers of the desk until, finally, she found a spyglass.

			Natalia ran back to the window and excitedly found the Lucines through the glass. Her view was only clear enough to determine all riders were dressed in military uniform except for one, and due to his white hair, he had to be King Lucas. Natalia couldn’t imagine Lorenzo would decline the opportunity to meet her, so she reasoned he was rising through the military ranks to better his ability to one day be king.

			It was several more minutes before the blurred riders came into focus. There were many handsome young men in uniform. But wouldn’t a prince at least be an officer? The lone officer had a hook nose and was not particularly appealing. 

			Natalia couldn’t leave the window without deciding which person must be Lorenzo. When they reached the castle steps, she knew it was time to go to the throne room, but she wanted to see who would help King Lucas from his horse. It was the hook-nosed officer, but he couldn’t be Lorenzo. She hoped he wasn’t. 

			Satisfied that she wouldn’t learn anything more from window-watching, Natalia dropped the spyglass on the desk and scurried toward the door. She grabbed the door frame as she passed it and pulled herself back into the room because she’d left her gray fur hat on the desk. After swiping it up, she hurried even faster out of the study. By the time Natalia reached her father’s stairway, she was convinced Lorenzo would be waiting for her. She ran down the steps because she wanted to be in the throne room before him. In the long hallway that connected her father’s wing to hers and Jillian’s, she was in full sprint with her dress pulled above her knees. Her shoes slid as she made the turn into the public corridor. The corridor was empty, so she resumed running until she was outside the Lion’s entrance to the throne room.

			Natalia peeked into the room. The hook-nosed officer was standing just inside of the visitor entryway, with his hat tucked under one arm. When he saw her, she swiftly withdrew back into the corridor. It was fine. She had arrived before Lorenzo and King Lucas—unless the hook-nosed officer was Lorenzo. She collected herself and walked elegantly into the throne room.

			“One Lion and his Heir!” the Kheshkev shouted with a thud of spears onto the floor. The officer, who stood near the warriors, was visibly startled. 

			Natalia chuckled, “You’ll have to pardon us, especially since I’m neither the Lion nor the Heir. I suppose shouting ‘Daughter of the Lion’ doesn’t have the same effect.” 

			“It’s an honor to meet you, Natalia of Karkov. I am Captain Paolo Rossi of the Lucine Royal Guard.” The captain switched which arm held his hat and extended his right hand to greet Natalia.

			Natalia was in a fog of relief that the officer wasn’t Lorenzo. She stood in front of Captain Rossi, not knowing she was supposed to lay her palm in his, until he returned his hand to his side.

			“King Lucas has asked if you might consider joining him for a walk. The long ride was difficult on him. If you’re willing, I can escort you.”

			“Won’t his son, Lorenzo, be joining us?” asked Natalia.

			“Lorenzo no longer resides in Lucenze.”

			Natalia couldn’t hide her shock. 

			Paolo continued, “He left immediately after finishing university to live and work in Vestra.”

			“Vestra?”

			Paolo nodded.

			Natalia’s mind was reeling. She wouldn’t be allowed to be Lorenzo’s wife if he vacated his own kingdom to work in Vestra. All of Jillian’s desires were coming to fruition while Natalia’s were being shattered. Natalia felt tears welling in her eyes, so she quickly turned her back to Paolo.

			“It was not my place to speak of this,” offered Paolo. “I shouldn’t have—”

			Natalia interrupted him with her back still turned. “Of course I will join the king for a walk, but it’s too warm outside for these ridiculous furs.” She paused to sniffle. “Please inform King Lucas I will join him shortly.”

			She left the throne room in determined strides. What would become of her life now? It wasn’t fair that Jillian would become Lion if she couldn’t become Lorenzo’s queen! 

			The private corridor that connected the Heir’s Wing to the Lion’s Wing, was lined with various armors representing the warriors conquered by Lions through the ages. When Natalia reached the last display prior to her steps, she yanked the fur hat from her head and furiously shoved it into the open visor of an Oriene helmet. Natalia laughed. It looked as if the warrior’s helmet was pulled down over his eyes, showing only a fuzzy gray beard.

			Walking up the stairs, she was still amused, thinking she’d leave the furry hat for Jillian to find. Natalia missed her sister badly. She started counting the weeks Jillian had been gone in order to estimate her return. When she realized it was the expected time for the army to reach the Passan capital, Natalia had an eerie recollection from the previous night. She had forgotten it when she woke, but she’d dreamed of Jillian’s being shot in the back. Actually, in the dream, Jillian was telling Natalia that it would happen. 

			The fact that Jillian had said she’d be shot in the back troubled Natalia. She thought about whether it could be symbolic. The Kheshkev had initially resisted the thought of a female’s becoming Lion. Natalia had never worried about Jillian being killed in battle until she considered the possibility of betrayal by disloyal warriors. If the Kheshkev wanted her dead, they could make it happen. The possibility of losing her sister made Natalia feel sick. 

			Trying to shake the unnerving thoughts, Natalia told herself there was no chance the dream could be true, but she was still unable to expel the thoughts completely. Natalia remembered the letters she’d written Jillian. What if her final communications to Jillian represented nothing except bratty, selfish behavior? Natalia burst into heavy sobbing as she entered her chamber. She dove facedown onto the bed and cried loudly into her arms. All she wanted was for Jillian to return safely.
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			Natalia found King Lucas walking alone on the road between the castle and stables. He pivoted when he heard her approach.

			“Ah, here you are,” he said warmly. “I am amazed at how much you’ve grown up.”

			“I don’t feel very grown-up today.”

			“It’s unforgivable how much I’ve upset you.”

			Natalia knew her eyes revealed why she’d retreated to her room. She tried to smooth her hair with her hands. It had taken her so long to stop crying, she’d worried about offending Lucas and hadn’t taken time to brush her hair. “I didn’t know which was ruder, keeping you waiting or appearing as such a mess.”

			Lucas placed his hands on her shoulders, which were bare of a fur wrap for the first time in a while. “Even your mess is beautiful.”

			Natalia was concerned about something he’d said. “You knew me as a child?”

			“Yes. I used to visit yearly.”

			She looked for any sign of disgust at what he might’ve seen. “If I did anything horrible during your visits, it wasn’t my choice.”

			Lucas laughed. “You needn’t worry. I don’t believe your father has ever sought to intimidate a farmer-king.”

			Natalia smiled.

			“I’d like to apologize about Lorenzo’s absence. If it’d been possible for him to come, he would have.”

			“I always thought Lorenzo was your only son,” said Natalia.

			“He is our only living son,” Lucas responded solemnly. “And I have a daughter about your age. Emilia.”

			“Emilia,” repeated Natalia. “Her name is lovely. So, Emilia will rule after you?”

			Lucas looked at Natalia, wondering about her question. “Paolo told you Lorenzo was in Vestra. He may not have explained the reason.”

			Natalia shook her head.

			“Being in the shadow of Karkov has been our protection. We will always be thankful for that. But it has also kept us isolated from the sort of progress happening across the sea. Several years ago, I was invited to Vestra by a famous industrialist named Franklin Hartford. Mr. Hartford wanted to connect Vestra and Lucenze with a telegraph cable beneath the sea. I took Lorenzo with me. He was near the age you are now. We were both captivated by a whole other world we’d never known. But with Lorenzo, it was different. I saw it in his eyes. He’d seen his destiny.”

			Natalia frowned. She’d imagined many times Lorenzo’s being enthralled by her beauty; she’d never expected to be outshined by Vestra. Her displeasure escaped Lucas. Their stroll had reached the colonnade, and his head was turned toward the legendary courtyard.

			“Shouldn’t his destiny be king of Lucenze?”

			Lucas responded with a question: “Destiny or obligation?”

			Natalia didn’t know how to reply.

			“Sometimes it can be both, I suppose,” continued Lucas. “Mr. Hartford has taken Lorenzo on as an apprentice. And one day Lorenzo will be able to apply what he learns by building modern roads and bridges in Lucenze. He will improve planting, harvesting, and export operations. Perhaps even add railroads.”

			“Lorenzo will return to Lucenze?” squealed Natalia happily.

			“Ah,” gasped Lucas. “Now I understand what we’ve done to you. Please forgive me. I should have climbed the stairs to greet you properly, and we might’ve avoided this awful confusion.”

			Natalia was still smiling when she wrapped her arm around the king’s with fondness. “I behaved like a child. And avoiding that behavior was the only task my father gave me.”

			Lucas threw his head back with laughter. With the arm he used to escort her, he gave a playful tug. “Don’t worry, dear Natalia. Your secret is safe with me.”

			“Have you and my father discussed marriage between Lorenzo and me?”

			“Yes, we have. Long ago.”

			“Is Lorenzo aware?”

			“No, he is not.”

			Natalia had always wondered whether Lorenzo spent as much time as she did anticipating their marriage.

			“There’s a matter I’ve needed to discuss with your father for a while. He’ll likely disagree with my thoughts for the future of Lucenze. And it would certainly complicate his intention for you to be our future queen.”

			They silently studied each other for a few steps. Natalia anxiously waited for his explanation to continue.

			“I’ve begun planning to end Lucenze’s monarchy.”

			“Why would you do that?”

			“It’s past time,” he answered. “Vestra has helped me see it.”

			“But you’d be giving away what belongs to you.”

			“I don’t see it as ownership. I see it as obligation. Why not spread the burden among many able people?”

			“The people will rule?”

			Lucas nodded.

			“You’re right. Papa will not like this. Did it not go badly when people ruled Verseine?”

			“Yes, it did. But that happened without planning. And Verseine’s wealth was held by the exiled royals.”

			Natalia disagreed with his thoughts as much as her father would. “It’s disappointing,” admitted Natalia. “I’ve never thought of anything except living in Lucenze. I don’t know what will happen to me now.”

			“If your father allows our democracy to happen, it may not be for some time. Maybe at the end of Lorenzo’s reign or sometime during it.”

			“If Lorenzo does become king, do you think he’d want me as his queen?”

			“I mean no offense by this, but if he is expected to wed Natalia of Karkov, then he’d have no other choice.”

			She felt it would be terrible if Lorenzo was forced to marry her.

			“But I don’t think he would feel altogether punished being married to the most beautiful woman in the world.”

			Natalia blushed before responding, “I wouldn’t want it to be that way. I would want us to be in love.”

			“Then you’re asking me a question I cannot answer. Would you be the person he wants to live his life with? Not just when things are favorable, but also when things seem impossible? Would you make each other better people? Or make the world better around you? Would you each learn to be what the other needs rather than what you want to be? Will a spark exist?” he asked with a sudden burst of excitement. “Will it fade after time? Or will something much greater evolve? To truly love someone for the rest of your life is the greatest adventure one can live. That kind of love is far too exceptional to predict.”

			Natalia couldn’t stop smiling at her wise and pleasant companion. “That’s beautiful,” she said. “If Lorenzo is anything like his father, then I’ve been right this whole time to believe that I will love him.” With her free hand, Natalia wiped a single tear that eased over her cheek.

			“Here I am causing more tears to fall from those precious eyes.”

			“I promise I won’t always be like this. The truth is my emotions are far from steady because I’m worried about my sister.” Natalia looked up at him as he contemplated her words.

			“She’s away at war?” he asked.

			“I can’t explain it, but I have a feeling something bad will happen. And before coming out here, I counted the weeks. It is time for her to reach the Passan palace.” 

			Natalia’s lips trembled, and Lucas opened his arms to her. She lunged into him, and he held her tightly. Their embrace lasted for several minutes, and it made Natalia feel better to be comforted by him. 

			When she pulled away, he took her hand. “I wish I hadn’t added to your troubles.”

			“You didn’t,” said Natalia. “Actually, you’ve helped me. My father said I must stop thinking like a child. And what could be more childish than refusing to consider anything different than what I’d envisioned for myself since childhood? You’re the only person who’s made me realize I may have to be something else. No matter what, I want to have purpose.”

			“Those are not the words of a child,” Lucas said.

			Natalia smiled. “But the child in me still hopes my purpose is for Lucenze.”

			Lucas hugged her again and responded, “This old man hopes for the same.”
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			Upon the army’s arrival outside of Passan’s city wall, Sokol orchestrated the beginnings of the siege instead of Jillian. She had not arrived with the others because the siege was only a decoy. Jillian led a group of two thousand elite Kheshkev, including Riked, up the back of Mount Passan, which loomed over the capital city. Since ancient times, the Passan palace had its own water source, separate from the rest of the city’s. It was fed by no more than a drip from the rocks of Mount Passan and was conveyed to a reservoir within the palace by a tall aqueduct, higher than the city wall. Even during the desert floods, the flow of water remained trivial, so the upper flume of the aqueduct was barely wider than a man and barely deep enough to cover that man’s shoulders if he crawled on his forearms. That was all Jillian and her elite force needed. They had trained by crawling across the courtyard for months. In the middle of the night, after the rest of the army had arrived outside the city, Jillian commanded a covert attack on the guards of the water source. Then she stealthily led the warriors down the aqueduct and into the palace. 

			Once inside the palace, Riked took most of the Kheshkev to attack the city’s defense from the inside, in order to open the gates for the rest of the army. Jillian took the Kheshkev she’d trained with in the palace mock-up and swept through the corridors toward the king’s chamber. She maneuvered flawlessly, according to the rehearsed drills, but also improvised with rapid instinct when required. 

			Her most legendary feat came when two palace guards prepared to fire a giant brass firearm into a fighting horde confined within a corridor. The barrel of the firearm, which resembled a handheld cannon, was the size of a man’s fist, and the weapon would’ve killed many warriors. Jillian picked up an enemy off his feet and carried him to obstruct the muzzle as the powder was being ignited. The blast propelled Jillian and the Passan guard violently back the way they’d come, sliding along the smooth floor once they landed. The Kheshkev thought she was dead until they heard her gasping for air. Warriors removed the dead guard and helped her stand, but the blow had knocked the breath from her. Most people would be panicked when searching for a way to get air into their lungs, but Jillian had been jolted this way so many times as a child that it was ordinary. Jillian pushed away the arms that held her upright and returned to her sword before leading the Kheshkev onward. She added three more kills before fully recapturing her breath. 

			The most intense fighting occurred on the two staircases that curved upward on either side of the king’s chamber. No warrior matched Jillian’s speed or skill, and she was the first to reach the ornate doors of the chamber. She lifted her boot and burst a door open. One last guard was waiting to ambush anyone who entered and charged her with a spear. Jillian rolled back her right shoulder, narrowly missing the spearhead so closely that it carved a groove into her shoulder strap. Jillian seized the spear with her left hand and plunged her sword into the gut of her attacker.

			At the moment her sword entered the guard, over his shoulder Jillian saw the king preparing to take the life of the queen with a dagger. Jillian released her sword from her right hand and tossed the spear into the air with her left to flip it around. Catching it with her throwing hand, she vaulted the spear through the side of the king’s body just as he was about to stab the queen in her heart. 

			It was not a clean kill. The king was tilted over but held off the floor by the spearhead. He was reaching for the dagger, which had fallen to the floor, and crying out words to the queen in their language. Jillian could not believe what she was seeing, but it became clear when the king used what he knew of the conqueror’s language to beg Jillian, “Kill wife! Kill wife!”

			The king’s desperate reach with his fingertips pushed the dagger away. Jillian stooped to pick it up.

			“Kill wife!” he shouted again.

			“The queen is to be brought back to Karkov, you despicable coward.” Jillian rammed the dagger up under his chin, killing him instantly.

			The queen screamed and flung herself over her dead husband.

			“Don’t cry for him,” urged Jillian. “He wanted you to die with him.”

			Jillian flinched to defend herself when the queen suddenly dislodged the dagger. But instead of attacking Jillian, the queen rolled over, attempting to stab herself in the heart. Jillian lunged forward to grab the wrist that gripped the dagger, pried it from her fingers, and tossed it away. “Stop it,” shouted Jillian. “You don’t have to die just because he did.” 

			The queen cried out words Jillian didn’t understand. She opened her robe and pounded her chest with her fist.

			“No,” said Jillian.

			Then the queen took Jillian’s hand and continued the beating of her chest, but with their fists together. Jillian couldn’t believe the softness of her touch. The only feminine hands she knew were Natalia’s and her own. Years of brutal training had left both of their hands tough. Jillian’s mind wandered away from the frantic pleas of the woman. Despite having led the world’s most powerful army to a swift and decisive victory, she felt like a seventeen-year-old girl who craved the touch of a mother. Jillian knew she was being foolish. But as she watched tears fall from the queen’s beautiful green eyes, all she could think of was bringing the woman back to Karkov. The queen would never forgive Jillian, but perhaps she could love Natalia.

			Kheshkev came and applied iron bindings to her wrists, connected by a chain. One of the warriors lifted her by pulling the chain. The queen tried to reach for Jillian, crying out for her help.

			“I’ll take her out,” ordered Jillian.

			The battle in the streets was finished when Jillian emerged from the palace with the queen. There was a large plaza between the palace grounds and another massive building with a golden dome. The plaza was filled with Kark warriors, all cheering at the sight of Jillian. She stopped at the top of the palace steps when she saw the Old Lion making his way to her and motioning for her to wait. 

			The queen was visibly afraid of the Old Lion. She hid behind Jillian and latched on to her leather armor.

			“Take her away,” boomed the Old Lion toward the Kheshkev.

			Jillian added, “Set up my tent outside the walls, and take her there.”

			“Daughter, you’ll sleep in your enemy’s palace tonight!” shouted the Old Lion, inciting cheers from his warriors gathered below in the plaza. “No,” continued the Old Lion, “you’ve shown you’re more than a Daughter. From now on, you’ll be known as Lioness!”

			The warriors erupted with praise, and then, just like in the desert, a chant of “Lioness” developed. Jillian’s attention was on the queen clinging to her as the Kheshkev pulled her free.

			“To my tent, as I said,” Jillian commanded.

			The Old Lion joyfully waved his arms with the rhythm of the chant. “Yes. Yes,” agreed the Old Lion. “She’s a fierce Lioness. A ferocious Lioness. Where’re the Vestrans? Bring them forward.”

			It took a while for the Vestrans to be pushed through the crowd, but neither the excitement nor the Old Lion’s antics were diminished during the wait.

			“Here they are,” called the Old Lion. “These are the men who have been given a great honor. You will be the ones who introduce the world to my Lioness!”

			The Vestran men were frightened by the boisterous crowd of celebrating warriors, who continued to shove them to the bottom of the steps.

			“And listen to me now,” added the Old Lion, gesturing for quiet with his hands. “When you tell the world about Jillian the Lioness, let it be known I was the first to give her that name.”

		


		 

			Chapter 38
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			Jillian stayed awake all night with the grieving widow. It was baffling that the queen showed no hatred toward her for what she’d done. In fact, it seemed quite the opposite. Any time Jillian moved about the tent, the queen would scoot along the floor, due to her bindings, in order to stay near her. They couldn’t communicate, but Jillian attempted to offer comfort as best she could. She even removed the queen’s shackles. 

			Around dawn, the queen seemed to be near exhaustion. Just when Jillian thought she would finally sleep, a Kheshkev asked permission to enter. The queen instantly got to her feet in terror, and Jillian had to take hold of her. The warrior came to say the Old Lion requested Jillian’s presence in the command tent. Able to surmise that Jillian was leaving, the queen wrapped her arms around Jillian, pleading in her language.

			Jillian ordered the Kheshkev to watch the queen until she returned and made her way to meet with her father. But when she entered the command tent, Riked and Sokol were alone. Their conversation ceased abruptly upon Jillian’s appearance.

			“Where’s the Old Lion?” Jillian asked.

			“He’s in the palace,” answered Sokol.

			“Why did he summon me?”

			Sokol and Riked looked at each other as if they understood something she didn’t. Sokol was staring angrily at Riked as if wanting him to speak. “Even now you’ll say nothing?” asked Sokol. 

			Riked was about to leave the tent but stopped in front of Jillian. He waved a finger at Jillian, as if the coming words were drawing emotion from him. “If you care about him, you’ll stay away.” Jillian was surprised and didn’t respond before Riked exited the tent.

			Jillian’s mouth was still agape when she turned toward Sokol. “Who was he talking about?”

			“You know who, Jillian.”

			“How does he know?”

			Sokol replied, “I told him. I know everything that happens among my Naveshkev, and Riked deserved to know the danger you’ve once again brought upon his son.”

			“You’re right,” said Jillian. “I’ll stay away.”

			“I didn’t tell you to. It’s too late for that.”

			“What’s going to happen to Odani?” 

			“Both of you are in danger,” responded Sokol.

			“Father just called me Lioness. In front of his entire army. And to the Vestran journalists.”

			“Trying to suppress what happened among your generation,” explained Sokol. “He can’t let it be known he lost their loyalty. So, he created his own story where he called you Lioness.”

			“Either way, I’m still Lioness.”

			“What would you be if a son was born?” 

			Especially with Riked being agitated, Jillian assumed Sokol was speaking of what would happen if she became pregnant by Odani.

			“I won’t see him anymore,” snapped Jillian.

			Sokol shook his head. “The Old Lion plans to sire a male Heir. Riked has just informed me.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. He’s never sought a male Heir because of what it’d mean for Natalia and me. Even if he wanted me dead because of what I did, he still wouldn’t allow it to happen to Natalia.”

			“Do you think he cares less about his legacy than he cares about Natalia? He almost let her be killed once, just to prove the dominance of his lineage.”

			“No,” said Jillian firmly. “He didn’t realize a warrior like Odani could be among the Naveshkev. I saw his regret, and he released me to save her. Natalia means more to him than anything else. Including his legacy.”

			“You may be right about Natalia. I’m not sure what he’d do with her. Maybe she’ll still be married away to Lucenze and not be viewed as a rival to the Heir. But with you, there’s no doubt. Loyalties are already divided. You’ll be eliminated.”

			“This’s foolish. No. Actually, it’s treason. Perhaps you should consider your own safety instead of worrying about me.”

			“I can’t. I will honor my vow to your mother.”

			“What did you say?” Jillian demanded. The mention of her mother in an already tense conversation had violence twitching in every muscle, including her clenched fists. 

			“This,” Sokol said, pointing at Jillian. “This is why you can’t be trusted. Shackle yourself to this tent pole, and I’ll tell you everything.”

			Jillian laughed wildly. She couldn’t believe what she’d heard. But her anger returned quickly when Sokol fetched two pairs of shackles and chains. Jillian drew her sword.

			“You’ll forfeit that as well,” said Sokol calmly.

			“I’ll hand it over into your chest,” threatened Jillian.

			“Then you’ll never know the truth about your mother. I made a vow, while holding both of her girls in my arms, that I’d keep you both safe. Even if it meant my life. So, kill me if you want, because that’s what it will take for me to ignore the danger threatening you.”

			“You were with her?”

			Sokol nodded.

			“A Lion doesn’t hand over her sword and allow herself to be shackled.”

			Sokol responded in the only way that could tame Jillian’s fury. “A Lion doesn’t usually have a twin sister she cares for more than being Lion.” He gently lifted the shackles in the palms of his hands like he was begging for calm. “It’s for Natalia’s protection. What I’ll tell you will cause a rage like you’ve never felt. If you killed the Old Lion, Law of Assassination would require the eradication of all those of your line who preceded the next Heir. This means Natalia.” 

			“You’re extremely close to your death now, Sokol. Keep speaking this way, and I’ll help you find it.”

			“You wouldn’t be so fortunate. The Kheshkev would keep you alive, living with Natalia’s death on your hands, until an Heir was seeded in you and birthed.”

			Jillian tried to repress her anger and focus on what Sokol could possibly have to tell her. “I would never kill my father. He’s the one who allowed us life.”

			“You’ll want to,” promised Sokol. “I’m sure of it.”

			He didn’t flinch when she lifted her sword. Jillian was watching for weakness in his resolve. She tossed it to the ground and extended her arms. 

			Sokol called for the two Kheshkev guards on duty to witness her voluntary restraint. “I must inform the Lioness of what’s happening in the palace,” he said to the guards.

			“What’re you talking about?” interrupted Jillian.

			He ignored her and continued speaking. “She has agreed to remain secured in this tent until her rage has passed.”

			The warriors waited for Jillian’s consent. She begrudgingly nodded to them.

			“Add ten warriors to her protection,” continued Sokol, drawing surprise from the guards. “No matter what you hear from her. No matter who might try to intervene. You will not break the command she now gives you to keep her secured in the tent. At nightfall she’ll be freed.”

			Neither of the Kheshkev appeared convinced that they should follow Sokol’s orders since participating in chaining her might mean treason.

			“It has to come from you, Lioness,” Sokol said.

			Jillian responded, “I agree with everything he’s said.” She again offered her wrists as a show of her willingness to be restrained.

			Sokol locked the shackles around her left wrist as the guards left the tent. He wrapped the chain once around the center tent pole before securing the other wrist. “I advise you to find comfort on the ground.”

			“Is that really necessary?” Jillian asked about the feet shackles, which he worked to untangle.

			“I don’t want you to hurt yourself,” he answered.

			Jillian sat on the ground, with her feet on either side of the pole. Sokol applied the shackles and chain to her legs, the same as he had done with her arms. There were extra sheets of tent canvas against one of the tent walls, and Sokol created a stack for Jillian to lean against on her left side. “It’ll be a long day,” he explained.

			While he set up another a stack for her to lean back on, Jillian lost patience with his dawdling and snapped, “On with it, Sokol.” At that very instant, as he squatted behind her, Sokol pricked her upper right arm with something sharp.

			“I’ve already begun,” responded Sokol. 

			“Agh! What did you do?” Jillian shouted.

			He showed her a slender wooden needle that looked like a long, fine thorn. “You’ve never learned about this because it hasn’t been used in your lifetime. You and Natalia are the reason it hasn’t been used. But it’s being used right now, and not just here in this tent.”

			Jillian could feel her muscles relaxing all over and a tingling sensation on her tongue. She wrapped her arms tightly around the tent pole and tried to pry it from the ground. “I’m going to kill you, Sokol,” she gasped, trying to heave upward as much as she could. Jillian screamed, drawing all her energy forth. Next she tried to use the chain to pull the pole down. Then she tried to loosen it by working it back and forth with all her might. But her body slowly stopped responding. Her exertions drew blood where the shackles cut her skin. 

			“I’m using it now both to help you believe and to keep you from collapsing the tent.”

			Jillian’s jaw had hardened, rendering her unable to speak.

			“The spike is soaked with a precise dosage of resin extracted from a tree found in Oriene. Many generations ago our enemies used this against us. They dipped arrowheads and spearheads in the resin. This undoubtedly led one of your ancestors to discover a new use for the resin. To leave its victim alive but unable to move or respond in any way. I believe you’re arriving at this realization. Don’t worry, it’s only temporary. By nightfall you’ll begin to recover.

			“This will become more and more difficult to hear. You have no choice but to listen. If you want to kill me after you are revived, then I accept my fate. That would release me from the promise I made your mother. While I’m alive I must try to keep you safe. And now the only way to keep you alive is to convince you to leave before the new Heir is born.”

			Sokol once again held the wooden needle in front of Jillian’s angry stare. 

			“Riked brought this to me just before you entered. He discovered Kheshkev taking the sedatives to your father. It’s how Riked discovered what was happening. Do you remember when your objective was changed to capturing the queen alive? I do. It was immediately after your battle against the Sandmen. This is important for you to understand. You caused this. All you had to do was attack your enemy and leave Odani behind as you were ordered. The Old Lion didn’t intend on doing this until you defied him. Have you put it together yet? Why you were tricked into leaving your tent? Do you think the queen will be there when you return?”

			Sokol tossed the tainted spike onto a table and moved a stool so he could sit in front of Jillian. His hands gripped his knees while he studied Jillian’s eyes, as if trying to receive the only communication she could share. “How would this have gone if you weren’t sedated?” Sokol sat up straight and crossed his arms. It seemed as if he was giving her eyes a chance to reply. “I had no choice but to do this. You wouldn’t still be here otherwise. But what I’ve told you is only the beginning. This queen is not the first. What if I told you all Lions have been the product of domination? The ravage of the defeated? It’s believed a Lion should be a result of his sire’s conquest.”

			Jillian knew he alluded to her mother. She wanted to scream. Only her eyes would respond, so she tried to shout with them, but she wouldn’t even have known what to yell if they could. Instead, they only released a gush of tears.

			“Not all Lions have used the resin to make Heirs. My guess is most preferred to behave as a ravenous Lion. That is what they are after all. Your mother was a warrior. She was a proven threat.” Sokol paused to suppress his emotions. “This is also getting difficult for me. It’s a vivid reminder of wrongs I’ve committed, and to a young woman I greatly admired. I was the one who would dose her for your father. She would be as helpless as you are now.”

			Sokol took a long time to gather himself, removing his spectacles to rub his eyes, appearing exhausted. He sighed heavily while looking into Jillian’s eyes. “I did more than admire her,” whispered Sokol. “I loved her. And have never loved anyone since.” He removed his hands from his face and continued with a blank stare. “I was there when you were born. Wasn’t supposed to be. No one was supposed to help her. No midwife, nothing. Lions aren’t to be helped to survive. But I was there. It was good that I was. You were delivered with ease, and Eryyda thought it was over. She didn’t know she was carrying twins, so we didn’t know what was happening to her. And it was different. It wasn’t like childbirth. I thought she had died.”

			It was hot inside the tent, and Sokol retrieved a cloth to wipe sweat from the top of his head. After returning to his seat, he continued his story. “Her eyes were open. They had changed to the darkest blue you can imagine. Like a blue night. She wouldn’t respond to me, but her body still functioned. Her body knew it had to push another baby. That’s how Natalia was born. There I was with two newborn girls in my arms. A childless warrior who knew nothing about infants. But your fate was in my hands. At any moment the Lion could come to see if his Heir had been born. With your mother appearing lost, and neither of you being male, I feared what the Lion might do. Perhaps he’d consider the venture a failure and start over. There was something about holding you both in my arms while experiencing the fear of your death. I was desperate and pleaded with Eryyda to wake. I said if she would only wake to care for her daughters, I would also do whatever was necessary to save your lives. That’s when the vow was made. While I held two vulnerable beings who had almost no chance of survival.”

			Taking in everything Sokol said had made Jillian calm her thoughts. But his next words were an immense shock.

			“Your mother didn’t die that day. It had been many hours. You and Natalia were screaming due to hunger. As much because of the risk that you would be heard as because of your hunger, I put you both to her breasts at the same time. That’s when her eyes turned back to a lighter blue. She came to and moved her arms to support her daughters. I thought she’d be surprised about Natalia, but she seemed to have maintained some awareness while unconscious. Not only did she know she’d delivered your twin, Eryyda also said she had seen a vision of your fate. She was weeping heavily. More like grieving. Grieving your death. She told me her second child had given her a vision that the first was in danger. She wholeheartedly believed you’d be killed if she didn’t get you out of Karkov. I didn’t necessarily believe her about the vision. But I didn’t have to. No daughter of a Lion had ever lived very long. And there were two of you. The weaker twin should’ve been discarded at birth. There was no shortage of dangers. And I’d vowed to keep you safe. I meant it then as I mean it now. Whether you choose to believe me or not, I’m trying to keep you and your sister alive. Do you think I have had no part in Natalia’s survival to this point? 

			“I don’t know where you stand on killing me. I’m more interested in knowing where you stand with your father. Have you learned enough to risk everything, even Natalia’s life, to kill him? If not, we’ll soon arrive there. But you have to let your desire to keep Natalia safe suppress your desire for vengeance. When the time comes—and it will come—think of your sister.

			“You might still put blame on me when it comes to your mother’s death. I tried to help her escape. I wanted her to go west, telling her the people of Lucenze were kind and would provide a safe haven. She insisted on attempting to cross the strait for her homeland. I told her the Lion would never stop searching Fjordland for her, but she refused to flee anywhere else. So, for three consecutive nights I secretly built a raft on a rocky coast outside of the Lion’s Roar. By its completion, the Lion still had not seen his twin daughters. He might’ve been figuring out what he’d do. Or perhaps he was in misery over not having a son. When he finally made a visit, it couldn’t have been at a worse time. If I’d finished a night sooner, she might’ve escaped. Or if she’d crossed the mountains to Lucenze. Because the only place the Kheshkev were sent to search was the coastline. Not one patrol was sent up into the pass.

			“Your mother was on foot with newborns. The Kheshkev had found the raft before she’d made it to the cliffs. There’d even been time for the Lion to be notified and arrive before her. We hid behind a large cluster of rocks at the shore and watched as she made her way down the cliffside. It was sick, what he was doing. Letting her feel the hope of near escape. He let her reach the raft before emerging. She was on the raft, scurrying to push away, when he dropped his boot on its edge. The Lion said nothing to her. She said nothing to him. Nor was she fighting. All Eryyda did was hang on to you both as his sword went between you and your sister, through your mother’s chest.”

			Jillian closed her eyes in anguish, squeezing out more tears.

			“There was no way I could’ve saved her. But I hadn’t forgotten my vow. My hand was on my sword, in case he meant to end your lives. I figured if I killed the Lion, the Kheshkev would have no choice but to keep you alive as an Heir. At least one of you. Maybe both. But it didn’t come to that. I’ll never forget that the first time your father touched his daughters was as he pried you from your mother’s dead hands. Even dead, she fought to keep you from harm.

			“From that time until now, I have done everything within my power to fulfill my promise. Early on, it took great strategy to provide the subtle influence that was necessary to keep you alive. The longer you lived, the less I had to do. Eventually all Karks knew he was changed by the love he found for his daughters, and it was accepted. Everything was going fine. You were named the first female Heir of Karkov. Who would’ve ever thought? And no one considered Natalia a rival. But you threw it away. For what? Love for the first young man you encountered. I suppose that’s also my fault, for forcing my two best to train against each other. There’s plenty of blame to go around, but we stand where we stand. You’ve issued a death sentence for yourself and for Odani. You’ll be a rival to the Heir, and Odani will answer for the disloyalty of an entire generation.

			“This is where I differ from Riked. Even now his loyalty remains with the Old Lion. But I see no point in you staying away from Odani. You’re in this together. So, you must run away together. If there is a new Heir, with you being a rival, the Old Lion will come after you if you’re anywhere within his reach. That’s why you must cross the sea. Leave tonight with Odani. He will come to free you. I’ll inform the guards who to expect. Outrace everyone back to Karkov. Convince Natalia to leave with you. She can’t be left behind, or she’d be used against you. The three of you keep going until you reach the Lucine port of Marisa. That’s where you can find safe passage to Vestra.”

		


		 

			Chapter 39
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			Jillian awakened to find herself being lifted from the ground cradled firmly in Odani’s arms. He exited through the tent opening into a crisp desert night. 

			Jillian nestled into him and reached slowly behind his neck with her left hand. “What’s happening?” she whispered.

			“Wait,” Odani quickly replied.

			Jillian’s head hurt, and she felt the stinging reminder of the needle that had pierced her skin. “Where’s Sokol?” she asked furiously.

			“Wait till we’re in your tent.” The camp was busy. A wagon rushed by them, returning full of loot from the city.

			She released her hold with her left hand and patted his shoulder. “Let me down,” demanded Jillian.

			“No.”

			“You don’t understand,” she gasped, struggling to get free. “You don’t know what’s happened.”

			“Yes, I do. We’ll talk in your tent.”

			Jillian tried to push herself free from Odani’s arms. “I’m not going to my tent. Put me down right now!”

			Odani let Jillian go, but her legs wouldn’t react, and she fell. She squirmed in the sand, trying to get her legs positioned to stand. Odani scooped her up and threw her over his right shoulder. “We’re going to the tent,” he insisted.

			Jillian pounded her left fist against his back most of the way, but her right arm would barely move. By the time Odani stooped to usher her into the tent, she was sobbing uncontrollably. Odani lowered her carefully to sit upright on her cot. Jillian looked around her tent. The absence of the queen was the first sign Sokol had spoken truth, but Jillian didn’t want to believe the rest. 

			Odani knelt in front of Jillian and put his hands on each side of her face. “We’ll get through this,” he said.

			Jillian noticed her empty sheath, tilted against the cot edge, still attached to her waist. “Where’s my sword?”

			“Sokol has it.”

			“Sokol talked to you?” 

			Odani nodded.

			“You want to run away with me?” she asked.

			“If that’s what you want,” Odani answered.

			“It’s not what you want?”

			“I don’t think we’re the running type,” he replied. 

			“Do you believe Sokol?” asked Jillian.

			“Yes.”

			“Then staying isn’t an option for me.”

			“What do you mean?” he asked.

			“If everything Sokol told me is true, and I handed the queen over to him . . . If he did the same to my mother—if he killed my mother—then there’s no place for me in Karkov.”

			“But you’re the Lioness.” 

			“No, I’m not. I would never be Lioness to the vile men who’ve allowed this to go on.”

			“You’re our Lioness,” said Odani, referring to himself and the younger generation. Odani explained, “I’ve tried to tell you. We saw that you would be a different kind of Lion. You’ve inspired a new idea for Karkov. We won’t let anything happen to our future.”

			“You knew this about my father?”

			“It’s always been this way. But you’re—”

			“I’m not your Lioness,” interrupted Jillian. “You knew he killed my mother?”

			“I was going to tell you after he’d passed.”

			“He’s going to pass tonight,” said Jillian.

			“This’s why I couldn’t tell you. If you kill him, they’ll kill either Natalia or you. And the other will only live until the new Heir is born.”

			Jillian placed her hands on Odani’s shoulders and pulled herself up to stand. He rose with her and helped her balance by gently holding her sides. Jillian reached below his left arm and drew his sword. “No other horse can beat the roan back to Karkov,” she said. “I’ll get to Natalia before anyone in Karkov learns what happened.”

			“You can’t even stand on your own.”

			Using his sword to steady herself against the ground, Jillian dragged her sluggish right leg to the tent opening. When she ducked her head to leave the tent, she leaned too far over the sword and fell out of the tent. 

			Odani picked her up with one arm while holding his sword in his free hand.

			“Give me back the sword,” ordered Jillian.

			He sheathed it at her waist. “I’ll help you get the roan saddled,” he offered.

			Jillian held on to his arm while easing her way to the roan. “You can’t be involved in this.”

			“I only said I’d help you with the roan. I’m still thinking how to stop you from the rest.”

			“What do you expect from me?” she pleaded.

			“Let us stand up for you. If they want to replace you, they’ll lose an entire generation of warriors.”

			“That’s what would happen,” said Jillian. “Then only the innocent would be punished. The Old Lion must answer for what he’s done. You and the others can make Karkov what you want it to be.”

			Odani responded in a low voice right by Jillian’s ear as they continued to walk. “Even if you kill him, you’d never make it out alive in your condition. Speaking of innocent ones being punished, it’ll be Natalia who pays for your actions. Think about what they might do to her. How do you think the next Heir might be seeded?”

			Jillian slung her arm free and turned to face him. “Then tell me what to do, Odani.”

			“Let’s leave together. We’ll get Natalia. Just like Sokol wanted.”

			Jillian leaned against Odani and wept. “I can’t,” she cried. She pushed away and looked up at him. “How would I live with myself, knowing what he did? I don’t think I could. If I don’t make it out, you have to make sure Natalia is safe. Do whatever it takes. But don’t tell her what happened to our mother. If I can’t live with it, I know she can’t.”

		


		 

			Chapter 40
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			It was Jillian’s right side that was slower to recover, probably due to the fact that she had been injected in the right arm. Jillian entered the same palace bedroom where she’d killed a king, seeking to kill again a night later. The queen was not next to her father. Jillian was relieved she didn’t have to see what she’d contributed to.

			The dragging of her boot along the floor was loud and stirred the Old Lion from his slumber. The Old Lion appeared to have trouble keeping his head lifted as he tried to make out Jillian’s presence in the dark room. “Natalia?” he asked, his words slurred by drunkenness. “Why’re you here?” he whimpered pathetically.

			“Because of what you’ve done.”

			“No,” cried the Old Lion. “I didn’t want you to know. Natalia, you have to forgive me.”

			“You don’t deserve Natalia’s forgiveness.”

			“It’s not my fault. Not my fault. Look like her. Can’t help it.”

			“What are you talking about?” asked Jillian sharply.

			Her father’s words were jumbled. “Thought was . . . Eryyda. Then you.”

			Jillian didn’t understand what his ramblings meant.

			“Look like her,” he continued to rant. “Didn’t mean to.”

			Jillian struck his face, knocking him back down onto the bedding. She drew Odani’s sword, but it was heavy in her right hand and came out awkwardly. “Did you kill my mother?” Jillian shouted.

			“Blame her,” the Old Lion responded. “She ran. Leaving you in my heart. Now, it’s only you, Natalia.”

			Jillian hadn’t realized the Old Lion still mistook her for Natalia. She was stunned by what she then understood the Old Lion to be saying about her sister.

			“Couldn’t do that to her,” he continued. “Without seeing you.”

			Jillian screamed, “What did you say?” 

			There was no longer doubt in her mind. Her father was saying he had seen Natalia in his mind while with the queen. Even if she’d been unsure what would happen when she entered, the rage that came over her presented no other option. But her body couldn’t respond with her usual swiftness, especially with the heavy sword. When she swiveled her grip to aim the sword downward, the Old Lion’s instinct prevailed, even in his drunken state. He seized hold of her hand and drove the sword into the bedding beside him. Then with his left hand he grabbed Jillian by the throat and threw her onto the bed. The Old Lion climbed on top her, still gripping her throat so tightly that Jillian couldn’t breathe. Her throat was about to be crushed.

			With her left hand, Jillian clutched the blade, which was stuck in the bedding. She dislodged it, the blade cutting into her hand, and rammed the hilt into the side of his face. The blow knocked him mostly off of her, but Jillian struggled to gain control of the sword due to her lethargic body. The Old Lion snatched the sword away and slung it; it clanked across the room. 

			As Jillian continued to fight off the Old Lion, the doors burst open and someone struck her father unconscious. It was Riked. Jillian sprung toward the Old Lion, but Riked grasped her around the waist and pulled her from the bed. He positioned himself to keep Jillian from going after the Old Lion.

			“He thought I was Natalia,” she explained, gasping for air. “He was—”

			“I know,” Riked responded, continuing to push Jillian back. “I overheard something similar when he was with the queen.”

			Jillian tried to draw Riked’s sword, but he grabbed her hand before wrapping his arms around her. He forced her farther away. With her body still not recovered from the resin, she was in no state to resist.

			“Listen to me. I won’t let anything happen to Natalia. I’ve already ordered eight Kheshkev to return ahead of the army. Solely for her protection.”

			“I’ll trust no one to protect her but me,” Jillian responded.

			“She’ll be heavily guarded until I’m able to persuade him to send her to Lucenze.”

			Jillian considered Riked’s words, unsure whether he had the power to keep Natalia safe, much less convince the Old Lion to allow her to leave.

			“Your roan is still outside the palace. Ride away from here and tell nobody where. You won’t find Odani waiting for you. Once he tried to leave the camp on horseback, he was taken into my custody. The men of my lineage have stood beside their Lion for many generations. Odani will do the same with the new Heir.”

			“You can have your new Heir. I don’t care anymore. But the Old Lion can’t be trusted with Natalia. Not for a moment.”

			“Trust me. Not him. I’m Natalia’s only option. If you go back, you’ll be killed when the Heir is born.”

			“I can’t be without her,” said Jillian.

			“Listen to me, Jillian. Ride the roan anywhere you want. Anywhere except Karkov. Perhaps you might find a way to be near Natalia in the future. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
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			Much time had passed since Natalia experienced the unnerving feeling that Jillian would be killed. During that time, not only had she written Jillian daily, but she had also written anyone she could think of, pleading for an urgent response regarding Jillian’s wellbeing. It was the only task she could set herself to do. 

			Natalia was in the middle of writing another letter when a guard told her Jillian had been seen riding alone toward the castle. She felt some relief, but why would Jillian return alone? Natalia ran toward the stables in a state of alarm. There was no sign of Jillian. She hurried out to the road between the stables and the castle. Natalia heard a commotion beyond the colonnade and sprinted in that direction.

			When she ran through the arches of the colonnade, Natalia first saw a crowd of old infantrymen following the roan through the courtyard. Then she saw Jillian slumped over the saddle horn, with her arms dangling.

			“Jillian!” 

			Natalia lifted her dress above her knees and ran as fast as she could. 

			“Why’s no one helping her?” 

			Natalia realized they were afraid to touch her. They thought she was dead. The crowd moved aside for Natalia, who immediately pulled Jillian off the roan. Natalia caught Jillian and lowered her onto the ground.

			“Jillian,” cried Natalia, touching her sunburned face and chapped lips. “She’s alive. What happened to her?” 

			Nobody would respond. 

			Natalia quickly looked Jillian over. Her throat was blue with severe bruising, and her left hand was badly wounded. The marks around her wrists were more difficult to understand. It was as if she’d been imprisoned.

			“Was she captured?” shouted Natalia. 

			No one knew any more than she did. 

			“Get a healer,” she ordered. “Bring all the healers.” 
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			Jillian woke with a startle. She looked around and realized she was home. Natalia was sitting beside the bed, asleep in a chair.

			“Natalia, wake up,” called Jillian, trying to move her legs. Her entire body was stiff and incredibly weak. “The roan must’ve carried me home.” 

			Concerned with her own struggle to get up, Jillian didn’t see her excited sister jump from the chair until Natalia flew over her and onto the other side of the bed. “Oh, Jillian, never leave me again.”

			Jillian gasped in pain as she was jostled by Natalia.

			“I’m sorry!” cried Natalia. 

			Jillian chuckled and allowed herself a moment to enjoy Natalia’s smile. 

			Natalia started repeatedly kissing Jillian all over her face. “I’ll never be selfish again,” promised Natalia. “I’ve been so worried you’d die. You wouldn’t wake up.”

			“How long?” asked Jillian.

			“Six days,” Natalia responded.

			“No!” shrieked Jillian, rolling hard onto her right side. “We’ve got to go. Right now.” Jillian tried to ease her legs over the side, but Natalia stopped her.

			“You’re not going anywhere.”

			“I’m fine, Natalia. We have to get out of Karkov before he gets back.”

			“Who? Papa?”

			“Don’t call him that,” snapped Jillian.

			“Why?”

			Jillian had spent her entire journey thinking about how much it hurt to know the truth. She didn’t want Natalia to know any of it. But she had intended to bypass Karkov and cross the mountains toward Lucenze. So she hadn’t even thought of what she might say to Natalia. The only explanation that came quickly to mind was her defiance in the battle against the Sandmen. “I’ve been renounced as Heir.”

			“No, you haven’t,” responded Natalia, before she was convinced by Jillian’s demeanor. “What happened?” Natalia asked.

			“I messed up. You were right. I should’ve listened to you about Odani. I lost my head.”

			“Jillian,” whined Natalia.

			“I led the Naveshkev into battle against the Sandmen. So they’d all have a chance to become Kheshkev. But the Old Lion ordered that Odani not be allowed to join the charge.”

			Natalia slapped her hands onto her face. “Tell me you didn’t.”

			“I refused to attack if we all couldn’t attack. And the Naveshkev loved me for it. Each one of them called me Lioness.”

			Natalia wailed, “Nooooo!” 

			“Eventually the Sandmen attacked us.”

			Natalia interrupted, “Were you captured?”

			“What?”

			Natalia pointed at the wound on one of Jillian’s wrists. 

			“No. That’s nothing. We defeated them. But the Old Lion is set to replace me with a male Heir because of my disloyalty.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. I can fix this.”

			Jillian grasped Natalia’s hand. “No. Listen to me. You’ll never go near him again.”

			Natalia yanked free, rose in bed on her knees, and stared at Jillian in shock.

			Jillian continued, “We both have to leave before the new Heir is born, so we’re leaving now.”

			“That’s why Riked has posted the Kheshkev below our stairs?”

			Jillian plopped down in disgust, remembering what Riked had said about Natalia’s protection.

			“They arrived from the desert yesterday. They’ve refused to tell me anything. Not what happened to you. Nor why they’re here. Supposedly for my protection, but this explains why half of them follow me every time I leave our wing. Like I’m a prisoner.” 

			Jillian knew the Kheshkev wouldn’t allow their escape. She was in no condition to fight eight Kheshkev. For the first time in her life, she felt like surrendering.

			“I’m sure this’s temporary,” Natalia assured her. “Once I straighten everything out, you’ll be Heir again.”

			“I don’t want to be the Heir, Natalia. Now that I’ve seen what we are, I want no part of it.” 

			A cold despair came over Jillian. Part of her wished the Old Lion had killed her when he attacked her in the palace. Her only reason to live was her need to protect Natalia. But a long span of idleness was only beginning. Eventually the darkness would consume Jillian.
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			Although Jillian was awake fairly often, somehow it seemed to Natalia that her condition was worsening. Each day she ate less and spoke less. Natalia attempted to learn more details about Passan, especially about Jillian’s injuries, but Jillian’s few words were used to plead for Natalia to stay with her, specifically to stay away from their father.

			“Is he back yet?” asked Jillian after waking from a daylong sleep.

			Natalia didn’t know. She hadn’t left Jillian’s side.

			Jillian continued, “Don’t go to him. Stay with me. Until I’m dead.”

			“Stop it, Jillian. Nothing is going to happen to you. He’d never—”

			“Just stay with me.”

			“Of course I will,” Natalia responded.

			“But after . . . Promise me you’ll immediately go to Lucenze.”

			“I’m not going to talk about any after. Because there isn’t any after. We’re staying together.”

			“This is important, Natalia. This is the most important discussion we’ve ever had. I need to know you’ll leave him.”

			Natalia was shocked at the fear she saw in Jillian’s eyes when speaking of their father. There had to be more that Jillian wasn’t saying. 

			✴

			As time passed, Natalia pushed harder for information. But Jillian closed herself off from Natalia. It was as if Jillian stayed asleep as much as she could. Hour after hour would elapse with Natalia watching her sister sleep. Even when awake, Jillian would avoid conversation by pretending to be asleep. Natalia knew it, and it hurt.

			“Why won’t you speak to me?” pleaded Natalia. 

			Jillian didn’t flinch.

			“Have I done something?”

			Natalia’s second question caused the slightest movement in Jillian’s brow.

			“That’s it. I’ve caused this. I know I’ve been terrible. Just awful. And my letters. They were written by a child. A child who didn’t realize what she had. What she could lose. I promise, if you will just speak to me again, I’ll never be selfish again. I’ll never go another day without knowing you are the most important part of my life.” 

			Jillian grimaced. When a tear escaped, Jillian finally opened her eyes.

			“Tell me what I’ve done, Jillian. Tell me what I can do . . .”

			“You’re the only one who’s done nothing.”

			Natalia was relieved, but not about what Jillian had said. It had been two days since Jillian last spoke to her. “Where have you been?”

			“Searching.”

			“Searching? You haven’t searched very far. You’ve only left the bed when I’ve dragged you from it.”

			Jillian tried to roll over, but Natalia grabbed her by the shoulder.

			“No. We’re not finished. What’s wrong with you? Is it the dehydration? You have to stop resisting me when I try to get you—”

			“You have to stop forcing me to do what I don’t want to do,” interrupted Jillian.

			“What am I forcing you to do? Drink? Eat?”

			Jillian frowned, which made Natalia gasp, knowing that was indeed what Jillian meant.

			“Why shouldn’t I force you to—?”

			Once again Jillian sought to turn away, and Natalia was too stunned to stop her. With Jillian insinuating she didn’t want to live, Natalia stopped being delicate. She climbed over Jillian and shoved her flat on her back. But then, Natalia didn’t know what to say. The last thing Natalia wanted was to hear Jillian clearly admit she wanted to die. It was not something Natalia could cope with. 

			When Natalia finally spoke, her anger had dissipated. “If I haven’t done anything wrong, why’re you trying to hurt me?” 

			“I’m trying to save you.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			Jillian replied, “The sooner I’m gone, the sooner you’ll want out of here. That’s what must happen.”

			“Where’re you going?”

			“The only place a rival Heir can go. And you have to let it happen. Either way, I have to die. Wouldn’t you rather it happen this way than the other?”

			“What way?” asked Natalia.

			“Here with you.”

			“But you’re healing. Your skin is much better. Your eyes are clear. You can’t just will your own death.” As soon as Natalia uttered the last words, she regretted them. She knew better than to tell Jillian she couldn’t do something. 

			Natalia conceded the argument and got up from the bed, allowing Jillian to resume her avoidance of being awake.
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			Many days passed before Natalia confronted Jillian again. Natalia had hoped that leaving Jillian at peace would initiate change, but it didn’t. When Jillian needed help getting to the privy, Natalia became even more upset. Jillian required more help than usual, and Natalia panicked over Jillian’s worsening condition.

			“You’re being a coward,” snapped Natalia.

			Jillian’s response came out as a disinterested moan: “I don’t care.”

			Natalia was determined. “Doesn’t the Heir have to prove himself more dominant? He won’t be better than you. No one is.”

			“Look at me, Natalia.”

			Natalia was laboring to keep Jillian upright in the privy. But Natalia didn’t see the person Jillian referred to. “You can’t give up like this!”

			“It’s over. Just let it be. I have no desire to fight for something I despise.”

			“Not wanting to be the Heir is one thing. But there’s no way I’m going to let them think their Heir is better. You were born to show them a woman can be Lion.”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about. I could’ve never been a Lion. I’m nothing like him.”

			“You’re exactly like him.” The sisters had spent their adolescent years hurling insults at each other. But Natalia could see that her words had never hurt Jillian more. Natalia didn’t mean what she had said, but there was no taking it back.

			“Then I should’ve never been born and deserve to die. The world will be a better place without me.”

			The walk back to their room was solemn. When Natalia eased Jillian back into bed, she softly asked, “Why do you want to die?”

			“I don’t. But I can’t have what I want.”

			“So, dying is the only other option?”

			Jillian answered, “It will be better than living.”

			“But we’re together,” cried Natalia. “Nothing can be so bad as long as we’re together. You’d rather be without me?”

			“It hurts too much.”

			“What hurts? Tell me what hurts so I can get you help.”

			“Living, Natalia. It hurts to know what must happen and know it hasn’t happened yet.”
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			For a long time after the Old Lion returned, Natalia minded Jillian’s requests and repressed her desire to intervene on Jillian’s behalf. But being evicted from Heirship seemed to be destroying Jillian’s will to live. Eventually, Natalia’s desperation over Jillian’s well-being increased to the point where she had no choice except to confront their father.

			When she marched past the Kheshkev in order to cross the long corridor toward the Lion’s Wing, four guards followed her as usual. Natalia was irritated when they were intent on continuing up her father’s steps. “As you can see, I’m going to see the Old Lion. Your company will not be necessary.” Natalia watched them take a few more steps. “Nor is it wanted!”

			Natalia became more and more irate with the Kheshkev continuing to follow her as she looked for her father. She found him in his study, facing the same window from which Natalia had watched the Lucine travel party approach the castle. During the moment before he turned around, Natalia was disturbed into hesitation by the reek of alcohol. She’d never known her father to drink spirits except late at night.

			When the Old Lion looked at Natalia, she was ready to commence her tirade. “What’s the meaning of this?” shouted Natalia, pointing at the Kheshkev who remained stationed outside the threshold.

			He responded by asking, “What’s the meaning of the Lion not being welcomed home by his Daughter?”

			“I’ve been taking care of my sister. Do you not care about her suffering?”

			“Not everyone is made for war.”

			“We’ll not pretend this is anything other than what you’ve done to her.”

			“And what has she claimed I’ve done to her?”

			“You’ve denounced her as Heir.”

			“I’ve made no such declaration.”

			“Then why does she think it?”

			“Jealousy,” suggested the Old Lion. “I’ve brought home a mate from Passan.”

			“A mate?” shrieked Natalia. “So, it’s true. This’s why I’m harassed by Kheshkev as if a prisoner. Are we imprisoned, Papa?”

			“You’d have to ask Riked that. He assigned the detail.”

			“You’re the Lion. Call them off.”

			“The living Heir is Riked’s responsibility. And in this case, both of you are under his supervision.”

			“Tell me, Papa. Why do you feel the need to distinguish us as living Heirs? I’ve never heard you phrase it that way. You make living sound only temporary.”

			“Natalia, you’ve never been considered a rival Heir. That will never change.”

			“But Jillian . . .?”

			“Jillian betrayed me. If you side with her, then you’ll do the same. I suppose it comes naturally for both of you.”

			Natalia was insulted. “We’re betraying you? You’re all but saying you’ll kill us when a son is born.”

			“No, I would never hurt you, Natalia.”

			“You’d better prepare yourself for it. If you aim to eradicate Jillian, you’ll have to do the same to me. I can feel what it’s like to lose her. It’s like she didn’t come back alive. I’m not prepared to live without her.”
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			After learning the Kheshkev guards were following Riked’s orders, Natalia tried to visit him, but she was refused. Instead, Riked came to their wing and knocked on the chamber door. When Natalia saw who it was, she opened the door all the way so Riked could see Jillian’s condition. 

			When she was satisfied Riked had seen enough, Natalia stepped toward him and closed the door behind her. 

			“All she does is sleep. Day and night for weeks now. She’s been this way from the moment I told her the Kheshkev were keeping us prisoners.”

			Riked responded, “That’s not why they’re here.”

			“I want them sent away,” demanded Natalia.

			“This is permanent,” said Riked. “These eight are assigned to your protection for the rest of your life. They’ll even go with you to Lucenze.”

			“I’m not going to Lucenze.”

			“Natalia, you have to go to Lucenze. And it needs to be soon.”

			“I don’t have to do anything except take care of my sister. I know Jillian will be replaced. I think she’s already accepted it. If she’s to die here, then so am I.” 

			“Have you told Jillian you refuse to leave?”

			“I don’t have to. All she does, the few minutes she’s awake, is beg me to stay by her side.”

			“She must be confused,” said Riked. “Jillian would want you to go to Lucenze. There’re things only she and I know that make me certain she wants you to leave.”

			“I have to beg her to take a few bites of food. If I was gone, she wouldn’t eat anything. How can you suggest I leave her?”

			“Even if she recovers from this, it’ll only be to die when the Heir is born. An entire generation of warriors declared allegiance to her. How could those warriors belong to the new Lion if Jillian still lived?”

			“Jillian doesn’t want to be Heir,” argued Natalia. “She told me so.” 

			“It doesn’t matter,” he responded. “There are many warriors who want her. You should do what Jillian would want of you. If she was in her right mind, she’d tell you so. I’m doing as she would want and working to convince your father to send you to Lucenze. If he agrees, you won’t have a choice. We cannot chance waiting to see what happens with the Heir. By then it may be too late.”

			“It’s already too late. I do have a choice, and I’ve made it. I’ll die before I leave Jillian like this.”
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			As winter set in, Natalia’s only concern was taking care of Jillian. None of the other problems would matter if Jillian died, and that was what she feared Jillian wanted. Natalia dedicated all of her energy toward not only tending to but also trying to revive Jillian. All of Natalia’s days were devoted to Jillian’s care, and all of her nights were spent thinking of what to try next. But nothing worked. Jillian’s decline worsened with each passing week. For most of her life, Natalia had been taught to face any enemy, but with Jillian, she fought a losing battle against bedsores, weight loss, and severe melancholia.

			Natalia was also being affected. It wasn’t that she tired of caring for her sister. Instead, the loneliness was getting to Natalia. Jillian was there, but also, she wasn’t. She had long since stopped speaking intelligibly; when Jillian did communicate, it was with broken phrases or moans. But in states of confusion, Natalia would often recall conversations in which Jillian spoke fully and clearly. One morning, Natalia specifically remembered being comforted by Jillian in the middle of the night.

			“Don’t cry, Natalia. You know I can’t stand it when you cry.” Jillian pulled Natalia tightly against her and continued, “There’s no reason for you to be sad. This is what has to happen.”

			Still crying, Natalia responded, “I don’t want to hear any more about how you’ve given up.”

			“But, Natalia, I’ve lived every day under this immense pressure to be the best. Can’t you see I’m now free? I am liberated.”

			“You’re the opposite. You are imprisoned and awaiting execution.”

			“No, I’m not. I’m going the way I want. I don’t want it to be by his command. This is my choice. Stay with me until then. Will you?”

			Natalia was sobbing too greatly to respond.

			“I will die in your arms. Then you will go west.”

			✴

			Another night it was Jillian who needed comfort.

			“I’m scared, Natalia.”

			Natalia took Jillian into her arms.

			“See how my training has left me?” whispered Jillian. “Did you ever think I would be afraid of anything?”

			It was time to listen. Natalia didn’t answer.

			“I’ve spent weeks thinking about it,” Jillian continued. “I try to be calmed by thinking of it as never-ending rest. Without worry. Without hurt. I need to be without the hurt. Need it to go away. But no matter how I attempt to view it, I’m still scared.”

			“We should be scared. It was wrong to teach children not to fear death. We were manipulated.”

			“Just hold me and tell me it will be all right.”

			Natalia squeezed Jillian but responded, “I can’t do that. I need you here with me. I too have found fear. I’m afraid of losing you more than you fear the nothingness.”

			Jillian responded, “I accept that what I fear is also what I need. You must face your fear in the same way. You’ll have to learn to live without me.” Before Natalia could rebuke her, Jillian added, “But not yet. I’m not ready to leave you yet.”
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			“Did we speak last night?” Natalia waited despite knowing there would be no response from her sister. “Are you messing with my head? Making me think you’re unable to speak, then carrying on conversations in the middle of the night? Are they dreams, or are they real? Well, if you’re trying to make me feel crazy . . . It’s working. Which one of us is losing her mind?

			“Perhaps it has to do with being twins. I can’t survive without speaking to you. If you won’t speak to me when I’m awake, then we absolutely must speak when I’m asleep. Is that it?”

			Despite what might have been going on in her sleeping mind, Jillian appeared to be at peace. At least Natalia hoped she was.

			“But the thing about it is that it doesn’t feel anything like a dream. It was more real than this moment is. When you told me about your fear, I could feel it. It was too real not to believe.” Natalia laughed as if Jillian had made fun of her. “I know. Foolish, isn’t it?” Continuing the make-believe interaction with Jillian, Natalia snapped her head around quickly as if to catch her sister off guard. “Or is it?”

			After giggling to mock her own silliness, Natalia continued, “Honestly, I really do feel it’s my way to cope. Inventing these conversations in my head. Not this one. Only when I’m asleep. I wonder though. Can you feel it too? When we’re speaking. I mean, it really feels like we’re speaking. Or at least communicating. Blink once if I’m crazy. Whew, I was beginning to be concerned.”

			Natalia sighed after a long silence. Silence made her uncomfortable. 

			“I have to say, the other conversations are better. This one is very one-sided.” Thinking about what she’d said, Natalia added, “Actually they’re not. They’re not very pleasant at all. Let’s do this. Next time we have one of these twin-to-twin dialogues as we sleep, let’s attempt a happier topic. Say something if you disagree.”

			✴

			During Natalia’s next dream, Jillian pointed out something Natalia had said earlier that day. “You said you’re able to feel what I’m feeling.”

			“That’s right,” Natalia confirmed.

			“So, you feel it?” Jillian asked. “The emptiness?”

			Natalia said, “I don’t feel anything.”

			“That’s not it. It’s worse than nothing. Try harder.”

			Attempting to focus on Jillian’s feelings, Natalia closed her eyes but still couldn’t understand what Jillian meant.

			Jillian continued, “It’s complete emptiness. Sometimes, I remind myself of what hurts the most just so I can feel something.”

			“This can’t be worse than what we’ve already gone through together. As long as we had each other, it didn’t matter what they put us through. We persevered. We kept pushing onward. Together. Am I not enough for you anymore? You’ll just stop fighting?”

			“That’s not fair, Natalia.”

			“Why can’t you remind yourself of our love? Of our happiest days?”

			“That’s not the way it works.”

			“Why not?” asked Natalia. “You said you can remind yourself of pain.”

			“It does work that way, but not the other.”

			“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Natalia.

			“I can remember happy times. But more like they happened to another person. It’s not like I can relive how I felt or anything.”

			Natalia felt great distress hearing Jillian’s description, but she still didn’t understand. 

			Jillian continued, “I made it sound as if I can control my emotions. It’s not something I can control. Words can’t explain it. You need to feel what I feel.” Jillian took Natalia’s hand and placed it above her breasts. “Lose yourself in what consumes me.”

			Slowly Natalia began to know what Jillian was feeling. First, there was a cold despair. She felt deprived of energy. She lacked the desire to feel anything different. It felt as if the feeling would never change, never go away. Natalia felt smothered, as if a heavy mass were on top of her. She had an overwhelming urge to give in to it and allow it to be the end of her. And there was something else she noticed. She had no heartbeat. It felt like death. She needed to detach from Jillian. Natalia panicked and yanked her hand away.

			“You felt it,” said Jillian.

			Natalia nodded.

			“Now you know.”

			Natalia thought about how to explain what she’d felt. “You remember how we were trained to withstand torture?”

			“Yes, that’s it,” exclaimed Jillian. “Nonexistence. That’s a perfect way to describe it. Removed from feeling.”

			“No, it’s not,” Natalia responded. “We could come back from that whenever we wanted. This is terrifying. A terrifying misery. It feels like you’re trapped in this . . . in this suffering. Permanently.”

			“It’s not permanent,” said Jillian.

			“I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

			“Now you know,” Jillian cried. “You know this is worse than death. I’m tired of suffering, Natalia.”
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			When Natalia woke the next morning, she immediately put her hand on Jillian’s chest and was relieved to feel a heartbeat. The relief didn’t last long. The feeling of having lost Jillian was not something she could ever know again. The only way Natalia knew to attack Jillian’s affliction was by going after its cause. She was ready to approach the cause with violence if necessary.

			Natalia knew he’d be taking his breakfast in the Perch Room but arrived before him. So she leaned against the wall looking out into the courtyard and remembered a life that barely seemed real anymore. It shouldn’t have been real. She and her twin should’ve never been forced to endure any of the cruelties of their childhood. At the time, they hadn’t known any different. They didn’t know it was wrong. The fact that it had seemed normal made it more infuriating. Natalia wished she could burn it all to the ground. Even the brother who would result in Jillian’s eradication shouldn’t have to walk into that courtyard. 

			She turned at the sound of unsteady feet shuffling into the room. Natalia hadn’t seen the Old Lion for many weeks and was caught off guard by how much he’d aged. Perhaps the estrangement from his Daughters was weighing heavily on him. Just as Jillian had lost her reason for living, the Daughters were what he had devoted his life to since they were born. 

			“I’ve come to seek the status of your next Heir,” announced Natalia.

			The Old Lion ignored her and took his seat for breakfast.

			“Should I be expecting execution any time soon?” she asked.

			Natalia continued to be amazed at the weakness displayed in the Old Lion’s movements. His hands seemed especially shaky as he prepared to eat.

			“It’s not too late, Papa. You’re the Lion of Karkov. You can do whatever you want.”

			“What do you want me to do, Natalia?”

			“Restore Jillian as Heir.”

			“I can’t do that.”

			“I know she defied you in the desert. But Jillian acted like Jillian. You can teach her everything, but she’ll do it her way. How could you’ve expected anything else?”

			“I was a fool to,” he answered. “Jillian behaves rashly. Her emotions are always in control. That’s a dangerous Lion.”

			“Aren’t Lions supposed to be dangerous?”

			“Lions are to be in control at all times. She’s usually the opposite.”

			“You’re wrong. Jillian was born to be Lion.”

			“I hear she cannot even go to the privy without you carrying her. Is she able to eat anything? How is this a Lion?”

			“It’s because you took being a Lion away from her that she withers away.”

			“There’s more to it that you don’t understand,” he said.

			“I heard the Naveshkev called her Lioness. This made you feel threatened enough to do this to her? Why does it matter that Jillian’s own generation honors her? Shouldn’t that make you proud?”

			The Old Lion shouted, “They honored her defiance! Her treason!”

			Natalia realized angering her father wouldn’t achieve any desired result. She regrouped and redirected the conversation. “I agree with you. Jillian did wrong. Even she knows it. She told me herself that she messed up. But I’m begging you, Papa. Mend your relationship with her.” Natalia’s lips trembled as she began to cry. “I’m desperate. I think this’s the only way to save her.”

			“Jillian has given up,” said the Old Lion matter-of-factly.

			“I haven’t,” Natalia responded. “If you won’t do it for Jillian, do it for me. I’ll never forgive you if Jillian dies.”

			“How am I to blame for what she does to herself?” asked the Old Lion. “Jillian wants to do everything by her own choosing. Now she’s choosing her own way to die.”

			“Who’s making her choose?” 

			“The sooner you accept Jillian’s fate, the better off you’ll be. Time heals everything, Natalia. I want you to know, Karkov will always be home to you. Riked is pushing me to have you married off to Lucenze. He wants you gone before the new Heir is born. But you must know that you’ll always be safe here.”

			“No one will listen to me,” exclaimed Natalia. “I’m not safe here unless Jillian is.”
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			During the harshest weeks of winter, out of desperation, Natalia made repeated attempts to persuade the Old Lion. He wouldn’t change his mind. When Natalia finally abandoned that idea, for a long time it was as if she’d given up, just as her father urged. It got to the point where Natalia spent her time awake crying over Jillian, until she could escape into sleep and experience lucid discussions with her twin. The dream conversations were the only way Natalia could communicate with Jillian. 

			“I’m not afraid anymore,” said Jillian. “I want you to know that.”

			“Then you’re feeling better?”

			“I’m just tired.”

			“All you do is sleep,” said Natalia. “How can you be tired?”

			“It’s a tiredness you can’t recover from.”

			“This isn’t you, Jillian. You used to never sleep. It was like you hated it.”

			“Now it’s the only thing I crave. As if we’ve gone through many days of training and you just feel it in your bones. The need to sleep. I feel like I’ve just crawled into bed. Do you remember how good that would feel? That’s how I know it’s almost over.”

			Natalia shuddered and woke in a fright, covered with a cold sweat. She leaned over Jillian and turned her cheek so it was just above Jillian’s mouth. Jillian’s breathing had become extremely faint.

			After jumping from the bed, Natalia hurried out of the room until she was lunging down the stairs, startling the four Kheshkev who were on duty. There was anguish in her words when she screamed at the guards, “She’s dying!”

			The guards didn’t know what to do. 

			“Get Riked. Right now! Go!”

			✴

			It was still the middle of night when Riked arrived. He was shaken by what he saw. In a somber tone he said, “A warrior such as her deserves a better death.” 

			“Then help me,” responded Natalia.

			“The only thing I can do for her is protect you.”

			“Send the Kheshkev away. I have to do something. Anything. I can’t let her die like this. Just wasting away.”

			“You want to escape? How far would you get with her like this?”

			“Let Odani help me.”

			Riked became infuriated. “No,” he responded, pointing his finger to show how much he meant it. “He’ll not be involved in this. You don’t know what it’s taken to keep him out of it thus far. I’ll not lose my son.”

			“But it’s all right for me to lose my sister? Odani is the reason she defied the Old Lion in the first place.”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” argued Riked.

			“Then tell me.” 

			The shouting caused Jillian to react with the slightest movement. They both watched her and calmed.

			Riked was almost whispering when he spoke. “A lot happened in Passan. Many relationships were harmed. I discovered Sokol advised Jillian and my son to run away together.”

			Natalia was surprised.

			“I’ve not allowed Odani to return home. That’s the extreme I must go to in order to keep him from doing something foolish. Sokol and I hadn’t spoken since Passan until last week. News of Jillian’s decline made its way to him. His concern over Jillian forced him to visit me.”

			“He hasn’t been concerned enough to visit her,” said Natalia.

			“He’s gravely concerned. But their relationship isn’t immune from the complications all around us. Apparently Sokol kept Jillian in restraints to prevent her from killing the Old Lion.”

			“It was him?” Natalia turned red with anger.

			“You’re better off having Sokol as your ally. He’s willing to do anything to save Jillian. And he has greater influence over the Old Lion than I do.”
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			 Later in the morning Sokol visited Jillian. Natalia was very upset when he entered the chamber. She’d been trying all morning, without success, to wake Jillian. Natalia’s anguish over Jillian’s state made her abandon any resentment of Sokol, and she hoped his visit would somehow alter what was happening.

			Sokol bent over Jillian, listening to her slight breathing. Natalia hadn’t noticed that Sokol had Jillian’s sword until he laid it beside her on the bed and moved her hand to rest on its hilt. 

			“How long has she been like this?”

			“Middle of the night,” Natalia answered. “Yesterday I was able to get her to swallow a bit of broth. Today, she hasn’t even opened her eyes.” 

			Natalia couldn’t believe it when Sokol began crying. “I’ve waited too long. I didn’t think she’d want me here.”

			Having never trained as a Naveshkev, Natalia wasn’t very familiar with Sokol. But when he removed his spectacles to wipe his eyes, she quickly hugged him.

			“This’s my fault,” cried Sokol. “I thought I was helping. Everything would’ve been better had I stayed out of it.”

			Natalia responded, “Jillian would’ve always been Jillian, eventually, no matter what.” Natalia released Sokol and looked at him. Then she continued, “I thought she was born to lead Karkov. Now all I want is to get her out. Riked made me think you might be willing to help us.”

			Sokol gathered himself. “I’ll not make the same mistake with you that I made with Jillian.”

			Natalia showed her frustration, thinking Sokol meant that he wouldn’t help.

			“But I will tell you one thing. You have to know I’m committed to helping you no matter what the cost. I made a vow, to someone whom I cared for very much. That I’d do everything I could to keep you and your sister safe. I tried in Passan. I really thought I was doing right by her.”

			“Help us escape,” pleaded Natalia.

			“You can’t escape. It’s not possible.”

			“Then you’re not helping.”

			“I agree with you. Jillian needs to leave. She needs the hope of leaving. The darkness of what she knows about this place is killing her. But for her to leave, we’ll have to convince the Old Lion it’s his idea. That’s the only way to steer his direction.”

			“You’ll do this?” Natalia asked.

			He responded with a question: “You’ll go to Lucenze if Jillian accompanies you?”

			“Of course,” she answered. “But why would that ever be my father’s idea?”

			“Let me worry about that. My job will be less difficult than yours. Bring your sister back from this, and I’ll get her out of Karkov.”

			Natalia dropped to her knees beside the bed. “Did you hear that, Jillian? I need you to wake up now. Wake up and we’ll leave here together.”
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			Sokol had given Natalia optimism, which reinvigorated her efforts to spark life within Jillian. Natalia held Jillian and repeatedly whispered into her ear, “We can leave here together, Jillian. All you have to do is come back to me.” 

			Continuously, over the next three days, Natalia tried to inject Jillian’s sleeping mind with imagery of Lucenze. She wanted Jillian to envision what their life together could be. Natalia spoke of vineyards, cypress trees, and wheat fields, trying everything possible to stimulate Jillian’s brain with hope.

			After staying awake for the third consecutive night speaking constantly to Jillian, Natalia dozed off just prior to dawn. It wouldn’t have been fitting for Jillian to wake unless Natalia was sleeping. She should’ve thought to fall asleep sooner, because when Natalia opened her eyes and quickly turned to check on Jillian, Jillian was already looking at her. Best of all, Jillian slightly moved her lips as if trying to smile.

			Natalia carefully moved closer and kissed Jillian’s forehead. She was crying with joy when she asked, “How do you feel?”

			Jillian wasn’t able to speak, but Natalia could see something different about her eyes. There was something in them that had been missing for a long time. 

			“Let me get you some water,” said Natalia, happily climbing over her.

			Natalia told her about Sokol’s vow to find a way for Jillian to go to Lucenze along with her but said that Jillian first had to recover. Natalia could see Jillian’s determination in the way she listened. 

			Within days, Jillian was able to speak again. Not long after, she was attempting to walk and forcing herself to eat. But she was far from recovered and nearly unrecognizable, having lost all her muscle. Even though her fight looked different, she was definitely fighting again.

			During times of rest, most of the discussions between the sisters were pleasant. Their gladness at being together overshadowed their troubles, which still existed beyond their wing of the castle. Occasionally Jillian needed to know about those troubles. Jillian’s first concern was Odani. Natalia told her about trying to convince Riked to help them escape. She told her of Riked’s angry response, and his saying Odani hadn’t been allowed to return home. He was among a group of Naveshkev patrolling the southern plains for Passan retaliation. Jillian said she was content that Odani had been kept from danger.

			Natalia no longer dreamed of conversations with her twin. They were no longer needed. Still, Natalia was curious whether their dialogue had somehow been real. “After you lost your ability to speak . . .” Natalia paused when Jillian looked at her, intrigued. “Every night I would dream of you speaking with me.”

			“I know,” said Jillian.

			Natalia couldn’t believe it. Despite how real the dreams had seemed, how would it have been possible for Jillian to communicate in that manner? “They were real?” shrieked Natalia.

			“No.” Jillian howled with laughter that Natalia hadn’t heard in a year. “But the misery of having to hear you tell me about them was excruciatingly real.”

			“There were things you told me,” said Natalia, “that I couldn’t have known. Like how you were feeling.”

			“Trust me,” Jillian responded. “You have no idea what I was feeling.”
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			For weeks Jillian had been insisting that Natalia check on the roan. Natalia didn’t know if he’d survived the punishing ride that brought her sister home, leaving Jillian wondering and concerned about his condition. Too worried to leave Jillian even for a moment, Natalia refused Jillian’s requests time after time. 

			Finally, one day, Natalia grew tired of hearing it and said, “If you so badly want to know about your roan, you’ll just have to go see for yourself.”

			Natalia giggled happily when Jillian didn’t hesitate and wobbled to her feet without any assistance. Once Jillian was at the top of the stairs, Natalia grabbed her arm to assist her. 

			The Kheshkev guards were watching as Jillian eased down the stairs for the first time since returning from war. Natalia was surprised at the different approach Jillian took with them. “Don’t just stand there, you big brute. She’s had to take care of me all this time. Doesn’t she deserve a break?” 

			Jillian’s going outside wasn’t the most astonishing thing she did that day. After being nudged around and loved on by the roan, Jillian demanded that Natalia saddle him. They argued about it for a while. Natalia suggested they wait for a warmer day. Jillian reasoned that a bit of cold air was what her lungs needed. Natalia finally agreed, on the condition that Jillian promise to stay beside Natalia, on a corresponding mount, at all times. Of course, the promise wasn’t kept for very long, and Jillian raced away toward the lupine field ahead of Natalia as well as the four guards who followed.

			Jillian was waiting at the edge of the field when Natalia and her Kheshkev emerged from the spruce forest. She barked at the guards, “No Karks allowed in the field.”

			Natalia laughed when they obeyed. “They’re supposed to be my guards. But they haven’t listened to a word I’ve ever said.”

			“Sweet Natalia. I’ll teach you how to speak to a man.”

			“I believe it’s more that they’re afraid of you,” responded Natalia.

			“There you have it,” chuckled Jillian.

			Despite the cold weather, the lupines had sprung from the ground. It was too early for blooms, but the green, finger-shaped leaves fluttered in the breeze as if waving an enthusiastic greeting to their once frequent visitors. 

			Jillian was eyeing the snowy peaks that loomed over her. Natalia allowed Jillian’s silent contemplation to continue, until finally, Jillian said, “I don’t see how Sokol will keep his promise. How can I ever exist beyond those mountains? I’ll always be seen as a rival to Karkov and their new Heir.”

			“If they don’t let you go, then neither of us goes,” responded Natalia.

			Jillian had a tone of mock astonishment when she asked, “Natalia would spurn her prince in favor of her sister? You don’t sound like yourself.”

			“I’m not the same person I was before . . .”

			“Yes,” agreed Jillian. “I like this version of Natalia. She’s less annoying. At least something positive has come from my suffering.”

			“I’m not yet ready to appreciate anything from the past year.” 

			Jillian smiled cleverly. “Of course it took me to create a better you.”

			“Just promise to never put me through that again,” Natalia said. “And speaking of my worries, I think you’ve pushed yourself enough for today.”

			“But what about tomorrow?” asked Jillian.

			“What about it?”

			“I need to work myself back into shape.”

			Natalia was being sarcastic when she suggested, “We’ll spar in the courtyard tomorrow.”

			“Yes!” exclaimed Jillian. “But not in the courtyard. I’ll not allow him the pleasure of watching us train.”

			“Jillian, I was only joking.”

			“I’m not. Sparring and calisthenics every day.”

			“Where?” asked Natalia.

			“Right here.”

			“We don’t have to be warriors anymore,” said Natalia.

			Jillian responded, “I’ll never be anything else.”
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			Very few persons could have convinced the Old Lion to make the grueling ride up to the Kark Pass in the small hours of morning. Sokol was able to do so with the only explanation being that all remaining experiences might be their last. The two aging warriors were atop the mountains in time to watch the sun touch the Old Lion’s domain. 

			“The future is bright for all which belongs to you and the Heir to come,” said Sokol.

			The Old Lion didn’t turn away from the orange light warming his face.

			“I still worry though,” continued Sokol, which successfully drew the Old Lion’s attention. “Not about the East. I worry about the lands behind us. It was never the concern of your lineage before you, but you’ve put such devotion into settling the lands which touch these mountains. I cannot help wanting your work to be maintained. Lucenze is vulnerable without you. Their heritage should always be preserved.”

			“Why would the Heir not share my intent?”

			“He’ll arrive so late in your life. The Kheshkev we leave behind will have the greater influence on him.”

			Sokol knew the mannerisms of his Lion. The persistent stare and mulling grunt meant he didn’t entirely disagree.

			Sokol continued, “Of course Lucenze would always remain constant if not for Verseine. We both know Verseine’s penchant for instability. If it once again spills over into Lucenze, think of who might be affected. Can you be sure that the Heir will care if the Daughter Natalia is harmed?” 

			“What’s your point, Sokol?”

			“Shouldn’t the Daughter Natalia take more than her eight Kheshkev with her to Lucenze? Allow the Daughter to have her own army to keep the West as you want it.”

			“Natalia isn’t capable of leading an army,” replied the Old Lion.

			“She could’ve been. If not removed from her training. If you were to resume with her, in a short time she might be some adequate version of her sister. Though she’d never quite be the Lioness of the West.”

			“Lioness of the West,” repeated the Old Lion, as if he wanted to hear it in his own voice.

			After letting the Old Lion think for a while, Sokol said, “I can see my Lion has an idea.”

			“Only a passing thought which could never be allowed.”

			“What else should two old warriors do, except preventing any thoughts from being unsaid before they’re all gone?”

			The Old Lion begrudgingly explained, “I’m told the Vestrans wrote a book. About Jillian. One that strikes fear in all Westerners. Fear is an advantage I hate to waste. I don’t want Jillian killed. Despite her betrayal, she has been much of my life’s work. But even over there she’d be a threat to the Heir.”

			“It had never crossed my mind to send Jillian west,” said Sokol. “If only that could happen. You’d have two lineages continued, with the East belonging to one Lion and the West to another. The entire world would belong to your descendants. Just like the original conqueror.” 

			The Old Lion didn’t respond in any manner.

			Sokol began to cite reasons why two Heirs shouldn’t be considered threats to each other. “The Axis Mountains were always the barrier between your lineage and the lineage that went extinct.”

			“I proved there was no curse in crossing the mountains. That deterrent is as extinct as the other lineage.”

			“Perhaps the Daughter Jillian wouldn’t be a threat to Karkov if she had only a trivial number of warriors.”

			“If I allowed her any of my warriors, it would be the Naveshkev who betrayed me for their Lioness.”

			“You never cease to amaze me, Old Lion. Banishment would be a proper punishment for all their disloyalties, but at the same time you’d expand your reach and implementation of your powerful will. Only a Lion can reverse misfortune in such a way.”

			“That’s an entire generation of Kark warriors,” said the Old Lion emphatically. “Eventually the two armies might balance out. I can’t jeopardize my legacy in the East just to expand west.”

			“That would never happen. Her warriors would be diluted with Lucine ways. Lucenze will always require more farmers than fighters. Karkov births nothing except warriors.”

			Sokol left the Old Lion alone in contemplation while he awaited the next phase of his plan. He didn’t have to wait long before the twin sisters emerged into the open field below where the old warriors sat.

			The Old Lion perked up when he saw his twin daughters. Sokol knew being deprived of seeing them weighed heavily on the Old Lion. Sokol was deliberately using the sudden return of something long missed.

			“What’re they doing?” asked the Old Lion.

			“I don’t know,” answered Sokol. “It looks as if they’re about to spar in the field.”

			Nothing else was said until the Daughters completed the first portion of their exercise.

			“Jillian has recovered,” said the Old Lion. “And she has Natalia working with a sword again. Watching them spar . . . I don’t know how much of this you’ve schemed, but I’m glad to have seen it.”

			“It’s been difficult seeing you estranged from the Daughters,” admitted Sokol. “There’s another benefit to making Jillian the Lioness of the West. Your relationship with Natalia would be restored forever. Imagine her gratitude if you allowed Jillian to go with her to Lucenze.”

			“Natalia cannot go to Lucenze.” 

			Sokol was surprised.

			“If I allowed Jillian to go, she would take Natalia’s place. Natalia must stay. And that’s why this discussion is wasted time. Jillian would never leave Natalia here.”

			“The Daughter Natalia was always intended for Lucenze,” stated Sokol.

			“For now, she’s the only continuation of my lineage I can trust. I’m an old man still in want of an Heir.” The Old Lion’s endeavor with the Passan queen remained unsuccessful.

			“You’ve been troubled since our return from Passan. Oftentimes, children are conceived after great burdens are lifted.”

			“You speak of chance. A Lion lives within certainties.”

			“If this is your only hindrance in implementing this grand idea, you should let the Daughter Natalia convince her twin to leave. Natalia would do anything to prevent her sister’s eradication. And besides, it would only be temporary.”

			The Old Lion offered a puzzled look. “What would be temporary?”

			“The Daughter Natalia would only be required to stay until your Heir is born,” replied Sokol. “Then she could join her sister in Lucenze.”

			The Daughters resumed their sparring, and with it, the Old Lion drifted away from conversation with Sokol. They silently watched Jillian and Natalia until all the exercises were completed. After the Daughters disappeared into the spruce forest, the Old Lion and Sokol began their long ride back to the castle. That evening, the Old Lion penned a letter to his ally King Lucas of Lucenze. But he did not write the letter that Sokol, or anyone else, expected. He had no intention of ever allowing Natalia to leave.
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			Prince Lorenzo Fercisi looked from his fifth-floor apartment at the bridge he had worked on for much of his adult life. Vestran people thought it was unusual for the heir of Lucenze to apprentice under Franklin Hartford. However, the prince was learning the knowledge his home country needed most of him. And his mentor was no ordinary designer of bridges. Mr. Hartford was an innovator of transportation and communication. His father and grandfather were shipping moguls, which provided the means for him to create his own legacy by building railroads and telegraph lines throughout Vestra. Lorenzo’s connection with Mr. Hartford had begun many years before, when his father had made a deal to lay a telegraph line below the sea, connecting Vestra and Lucenze. 

			The bridge, which was essentially Lorenzo’s classroom, was no ordinary bridge. It would be the largest steel-cable suspension bridge in existence. All the advancements Lorenzo would need to take home were part of its construction. The bridge would include a telegraph line, a railroad, and of course a modern road. From his apartment window, he was imprinting the scene in his memory as a way of saying farewell. The main cables swooped from the massive pylons down to the anchors. Dozens of derricks sat upon the beginnings of the bridge spans, which had only begun late the prior year. Lorenzo felt fortunate to have been a part of such a marvel. Leaving it felt like abandoning his first love. He had planned to remain in Vestra to see its completion, but an unexpected letter from home had changed everything.

			Lorenzo had finished packing the day of the letter’s arrival and arranged passage on a ship to Marisa, Lucenze’s port city. He looked below at the steady stream of carriages and crossing pedestrians, trying to find the never-covered and always distinguishable red hair of his closest friend, Thomas Garner. Before his departure, he needed to request a favor from his friend, who was not necessarily the most dependable person. But Lorenzo wouldn’t entrust anyone else with such an important task.

			Thomas and Lorenzo had become acquainted through Franklin Hartford. Thomas was a second cousin of Mr. Hartford’s wife. Though the relation was somewhat distant, even a distant connection with Franklin Hartford gave a young man endless opportunities. Yet Thomas was more of a dreamer than a doer. He aspired to be a writer but never did anything beyond aspire. However, the void where Thomas’s missing fortitude should have been was filled with charisma, and once he’d learned a prince was arriving, he’d vied for the job of being Lorenzo’s portside valet. It didn’t take long for the two young men to become dear friends.

			With another check of his pocket watch, Lorenzo knew he’d soon have to rely on a written message conveying instructions to Thomas. Lorenzo felt the task was too important to leave any chance of error, especially with his friend’s propensity to improvise and make things better. There was also a significant amount of currency to be exchanged. Just as Lorenzo sat down to write another letter, Thomas burst through the door as if chased by a pack of hounds. He was wearing cream-colored linen trousers with faint blue pinstripes that matched the braces supporting them over a white shirt. His red hair was messy, and his freckles always accented a mischievous smile.

			“Lawrence,” gasped Thomas with his hand against the door. “What’s this about you leaving? The dance is tonight, and everyone knows the prince of Lucenze will be there. Especially every beautiful girl I met on the way here.”

			“The prince of Lucenze doesn’t know he’s going.”

			“Yes he does,” argued Thomas. “Just not before the girls knew.”

			“I’m in a hurry, Thomas.”

			“There’ll be another ship tomorrow. Who else would know you could have caught today’s?”

			“I have an obligation at home. I’m to be married.”

			Thomas chuckled as if he’d known the revelation all along. “This’s why you absolutely must miss today’s departure. You never go out with me, but tonight . . . Wait! This is an arranged marriage? Like a wedding between kingdoms? A princess? Who is it? Verseine? Verseine must be amazing.”

			“The king of Verseine has only a son,” said Lorenzo.

			“Then who?” asked Thomas excitedly.

			“Karkov.”

			Thomas pressed his lips together and shook his head, waving off the statement. “That’s not a real place.”

			Lorenzo laughed because his friend was at least somewhat serious. “I wish it wasn’t. But it’s very real. Actually, I shouldn’t say that. If not for the Lion of Karkov, I’d be a Verseineman. Or I might not be alive.” 

			“I always thought Karkov was something for fathers to scare their children with. And for writers to . . . The book about the Lioness. Her?”

			Lorenzo nodded.

			“The Lioness of Karkov is real?” asked Thomas.

			“Yes.”

			“Have you seen the illustration inside the cover of that book?”

			“Yes, Thomas. And I’ve actually read what the words say. Did you think it was fiction?”

			“You’re marrying the most famous girl in the world?”

			“A second ago you didn’t know she was real. Now she’s the most famous girl in the world?”

			“A fictitious character can be famous. Oh, man, I must find another copy of that book. The blond hair. Valiant and beautiful girl riding the gray horse into battle. I remember every detail of the image. There are explosions of fire behind her as she’s being chased by the enemy.” 

			“If you’d read the book you’d know the fireballs were in fact piles of horses she massacred and set afire.”

			Thomas was undeterred. “Even though I have it up here”—he was pointing to his head—“I still must find it again for good measure. Lorenzo, I’m not sure you can handle a girl like that. You’ve not had any practice at all. It’ll be like going into a swordfight having never touched a sword. And by ‘sword’ I mean a girl. You’re going to regret all the times you stayed in this apartment.”

			“Only you would be concerned about something so far beyond real concern.”

			Thomas shrugged.

			“Let’s start with what you know, Thomas. I am to be king of Lucenze.”

			“Right. And the most famous woman in the world will be your queen. And she’s gorgeous. Lawrence, I see no problem.”

			“If you’d made it past the illustration in the book, or if you read a newspaper once in a while, you’d know what it means for her to be called Lioness. First of all, a Lion is their king, descended from the original conqueror. And they are very strict about there always being only one heir. Siblings of the chosen heir are killed.”

			“Yes, this I’ve heard. Probably when being unruly as a child. As if to say I should be glad to not be in Karkov. But I never believed anything said to me while I was being reproached. Never trust discipline, Lawrence.”

			“It’s a horrible place. Uncivilized. They are brutal people. And the Lion is the most ruthless. He takes his mate from a king he has conquered. Everything a Lion does is to show his complete dominance and oppression of everyone else. That’s what a Lion is. But this one is called Lioness. The first Lioness.”

			“She has no brother?”

			“If a male had been born, she would’ve been killed.”

			“How fortunate,” said Thomas.

			“Let’s review so far. I’m to be king of Lucenze. She’s to be Lioness of Karkov.”

			“So the Lioness will take her mate from a conquered king,” laughed Thomas.

			“Usually it is an act of aggression. In this case, the Old Lion is fond of my father. But the implication remains clear. He demands I go to her.”

			“You’re like one of the stolen queens,” Thomas said, smiling.

			“I’m glad you’re taking this seriously.”

			“Your father is a king. Won’t he kindly refuse this since you’re his only son?”

			“Across the sea there are kings, like my father. But they are kings only at the mercy of the Lion. You don’t stand against him. And just like that, my whole life has been wasted. I’ve prepared to be a certain type of leader for Lucenze. I was to bring us into the future. But instead, I’ll venture into the past. When I cross the Kark Divide, it’ll be like leaping through time and waking up two hundred years ago.”

			For the first time, Thomas withheld his response. After a while, he suggested, “It can’t be as bad as you let on.” It was a rare moment where Thomas was without a jest. But it was also short-lived. “It could be worse. At least she’s beautiful.”

			“Does that excuse her for being a killer?”

			“Killer?”

			“She assassinated the king of Passan.” 

			Thomas grimaced. “Might not be great to have an assassin for a wife. But you’re well-behaved. You’ll be fine. I wouldn’t make it a day.”

			“I’m going to miss my departure,” Lorenzo said.

			“Ah, it’s what I’ve been intending to happen,” admitted Thomas.

			“I need every moment with my father before I must be in Karkov.”

			“Uncle Franky will be disappointed.”

			“That’s one of two favors I need of you.” Lorenzo picked up two envelopes from the desk. One was thin and the other thick. “I’ve written both my thanks to Mr. Hartford and my regret for leaving so abruptly.”

			“And the other?”

			“I go to meet the greatest warrior in the world and must take a gift which he’ll appreciate. Do you remember the rifle and pistol set we saw across the river last month?”

			“With the matching engravings?”

			Lorenzo nodded. “I didn’t have time to go there. There’s enough money to purchase the set plus a dozen revolvers for my father’s guardsmen. I would’ve liked to buy rifles, but I wasn’t prepared for this today. I’ve included a complete list of everything needed, including the ammunition. Would you have it all shipped to me?”

			“Of course, Lawrence. I’m your man.”

			“It’s important to have the shipment out tomorrow. Definitely the engraved set. I must have the set before leaving for Karkov. I’d like to have the revolvers before setting out on the road, but having the set is most important.”

			“Consider it done, my friend,” vowed Thomas. “With one minor stipulation.”

			“What’s your condition?” chuckled Lorenzo.

			“I want to bring the guns myself,” answered Thomas. “This could finally make me a famous writer. Someone will write about it. Who else should profit from his best friend being thrown into the middle of an epic tale?”

			“Ship the guns out tomorrow. I want you to come, if practical, but wait until I see what’s happening. I’ll write you once I return from Karkov.” 
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			“Is he handsome?” Natalia asked while Jillian peeked through the barely open door. 

			The sisters were hiding in the private corridor, waiting to be called into the banquet. Jillian held her ground and kept Natalia from attaining a glimpse of the Lucine prince. 

			“That’s not how I would describe him,” answered Jillian, watching the disappointment develop in her sister’s always expressive face. “During all those years you spent dreaming about Lorenzo, did you never consider he might be ugly?” Jillian resisted Natalia’s renewed effort to get a glimpse into the room. “Don’t worry though, sister. You’ll be in Lucenze. There will be plenty of beautiful Lucine men all around to enjoy even if your husband—” Natalia swung her right fist toward Jillian’s body. Jillian blocked the punch by moving her left arm to protect her side, but the blow knocked her back against the wall. 

			“That’s not funny, Jillian.” 

			Natalia had gotten the position she wanted, but Jillian laughed as she hugged her sister tight, keeping her restrained and unable to reach the door. When Natalia suddenly dropped into a squat, she broke loose from Jillian’s grasp. She tried to rise and turn toward the door at the same time, but Jillian lowered her shoulder and drove Natalia past the door into the other wall. Natalia gasped as she hit the stone but still tried for the door. 

			“Let me see!” Natalia exclaimed with frustration.

			Jillian grabbed Natalia’s arm and spun her around, away from the door, causing her to slam against a table that held empty silver trays. Natalia caught one tray, but another clanged onto the stone floor. The twins froze, looking at each other and listening to the silence they had created beyond the door. When Jillian burst into snickering laughter, Natalia did the same. Jillian seized Natalia in her arms again, and they muffled their laughter in each other’s shoulders. 

			“I don’t care if he’s ugly,” whispered Natalia.

			“I know.”

			“I still want to see him.”

			“No,” Jillian scolded, tightening her hold.

			“Why, Jillian?”

			“Because as soon as you see him, I’ll no longer be the focus of your love,” Jillian playfully replied.

			“I thought you said he was ugly.”

			“It would’ve been boring to admit he was handsome. I needed to be entertained.” Jillian was prepared for Natalia to renew her efforts, but instead, her thoughts seemed to be on something worrisome. “What’s wrong?”

			Natalia looked at Jillian while her mouth twitched with nervous energy. “I don’t know how this will go,” answered Natalia.

			“It’ll go just as you’ve always imagined. You have a pretty blue dress that makes your eyes extra blue—”

			“No. I mean with you being near Papa.”

			“Oh,” Jillian responded. “I’ll stay behind him. Won’t even look at him. For you, and just for one night, I will be on my best behavior.”

			Jillian’s promise didn’t alleviate Natalia’s concern, and she remained in silent contemplation for a while until she resumed sharing her thoughts. “After returning . . . You told me that you didn’t want to be Heir anymore.”

			Jillian nodded.

			“I will never completely forgive him for taking that away from you. Especially for what it did to you. But if he allows you to go to Lucenze with me—”

			“No,” insisted Jillian. Jillian couldn’t let Natalia soften toward the Old Lion, but she didn’t want Natalia to know why.

			“I can’t continue to hate him,” said Natalia. “If he does this for us—”

			“Yes, you can,” Jillian interrupted. “He doesn’t deserve anything else.”

			“You don’t get to dictate how I feel,” argued Natalia.

			“In this case I do, because I know what’s best for you. And you just have to trust me.”

			Natalia peered at her suspiciously, making Jillian regret saying too much. Natalia always had an uncanny intuition when it came to Jillian. She decided the best way to distract Natalia was with the Lucine prince. She loosened her embrace. “If I let you peek through the door, will you stop with all this forgiveness nonsense?”

			Having finally separated from Jillian, Natalia suddenly lunged for the door. But Jillian caught her around the waist.

			“I changed my mind!” exclaimed Jillian.

			Each of the girls leaned drastically in her intended direction. Natalia drove with her legs toward the door, but Jillian fought harder, pulling Natalia back toward the serving table. Once Jillian backed up to the table, she heaved Natalia over her shoulder onto the table surface. Natalia slid across the table, sending all the serving trays to the floor. 

			While the silver trays wobbled and came to rest, the girls again laughed together. Despite laughing, Natalia was concerned with her dress as she stood. Jillian spun around as she sat up and remained seated on the table edge in front of Natalia. Jillian helped her smooth the dress, turning Natalia around to check the back. “It’s fine,” said Jillian.

			Natalia moved closer, between Jillian’s knees, saying, “Lorenzo has certainly heard us now.”

			“He thinks we’re a couple of animals,” responded Jillian.

			“One of us is. But I love you anyway,” said Natalia.

			“I love you, sister. But you have to promise me.” Jillian whispered, laughing, “Promise you won’t love him more than me.” 

			Natalia responded, “Loving you is the reason I am me.”
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			Lorenzo suppressed his frustration while contemplating the oddity of Karkov. The banquet hall was barely lit by a mismatched pair of candle chandeliers. The chandelier nearest Lorenzo seemed to be from Passan, due to the scimitars stamped into its three brass bands. The more extravagant chandelier hung above the banquet’s host. It was fashioned of several intertwined dragons from Oriene folklore. The banquet table itself was a spoil of war, a pair of oversized copper-plated doors that might’ve been a city gate. The flat outer edges of the doors were resting places for those dining and showed the true color of the copper due to use. But the inner panels, showing battle scenes with chariots and victory parades, were covered with a turquoise patina. Lorenzo couldn’t find anything in the décor that could be considered original to Kark culture, as it actually seemed the Kark culture was to display what they had taken from everyone else. 

			Even stranger than the plundered style of Karkov was his confusion over what he was doing there. He’d been offered the Lioness of Karkov as his bride, which raised many initial questions since the Lioness was expected to succeed her father. The questions had continued to mount upon his return home. Lorenzo’s father explained the Lion had twin daughters, and the one known as Natalia had always been the one discussed as his potential wife. His father was also sure that Natalia had not participated in the Passan War, and she was altogether a different being than what was known about Lions of Karkov. Yet he didn’t know why the invitation had been extended for him to marry the Lioness of Karkov. They assumed that Lioness had simply become a moniker for both of the Lion’s daughters.

			Despite the encouraging words from Lorenzo’s father, Lorenzo could not expect to love a woman who came from such a place. He needed to see her. But where was she? He’d been there for hours. Not only was there no sign of either Lioness, but absolutely nothing had been discussed or explained to him whatsoever. The only things he’d heard were never-ending stories of war and violence. 

			“How am I supposed to know if I can be with her without meeting her?” Lorenzo whispered to Rafael, his traveling companion and childhood friend.

			Rafael smiled. “I don’t think he’s concerned with your opinion.”

			“I’m sure you’re right. But how can our next queen come from here?”

			“The greater question might be, how can the beautiful Lionesses come from him?” snickered Rafael.

			“Maybe she was taken from another land, like everything else,” suggested Lorenzo.

			Lorenzo continued to study the room until Rafael asked the servant filling his cup, “Excuse me. Could you say when the Lioness might arrive?”

			“Women are not allowed at the table,” he quietly answered.

			“Not even the Lion’s daughters?” asked Rafael, just as the sound of something being dropped beyond the room caused the servant to abruptly retreat from the table. Everyone at the table remained still until the Old Lion resumed his story.

			“I haven’t seen a woman since we’ve been here,” said Lorenzo.

			“The décor needs a woman’s eye,” added Rafael. 

			Lorenzo tried to pay attention to the battle story, but his eagerness to have all the uncertainties resolved controlled his thinking. Before Lorenzo had left, his father had tried to convince him he wasn’t required to accept the marriage. But Lorenzo knew better. The truth was it didn’t matter what Lorenzo thought about anything. If the Old Lion required him to marry one of his daughters, whichever daughter, Lorenzo would have no other choice.

			An even louder clamor rang out beyond the same door, diverting Lorenzo’s attention, irritating the host, and for a second time silencing all those who dined. The Old Lion slid his chair back, interrupting the quiet that had descended on the party. “It seems as if the Daughters have exceeded the limits of their always dwindling patience.” 

			All the men at the table politely laughed at the remark, but Lorenzo held his breath with anticipation.

			“To my Lucine guests, it is now time for you to meet the Daughters of Karkov.” Their father called for his daughters to enter, but the door didn’t move. The laughter of the guests ended another extended silence, followed by the booming call, “Daughters!” The door that was under the study of the entire room creaked open as the guests stood, applauding at the entry of the Old Lion’s daughters. 

			Despite the fact that they were twins, Lorenzo mostly observed contrasts. The first sister wanted to be there. The other didn’t. It was easy for Lorenzo to know which sister was which, because the one who didn’t want to be there wore leather armor as if she’d just stepped off the page of the book written about her. The only difference from the illustration was that her hair was braided instead of loose as it had been in her battle scene. That meant the pleasant sister was Natalia, the one Lorenzo’s father had visited the prior year. It made Lorenzo feel better seeing Natalia dressed and acting as the available Daughter, while her sister seemed to project the opposite.

			Lorenzo was intently listening to how they would be introduced.

			With his hand extended toward his daughters, the Old Lion said, “The Daughter Natalia,” and, after a hesitation, “and Jillian the Lioness, who led my army to victory in Passan.”

			Only Jillian was specifically referred to as Lioness. But as with everything else, clarity was lacking.

			Watching the playfulness between the sisters made Lorenzo lose interest in anything else. They were positioned behind their father’s back, whispering when he wasn’t looking and motionless the few times he turned toward them. When the Old Lion returned to his seat and all his guests did the same, Jillian grabbed Natalia’s hand and forced her to wave at Lorenzo. Their antics drew brief laughter. Natalia beamed as she took back control of her hand, until her father turned to see what’d happened. Lorenzo couldn’t contain his own smile. 

			“Where has it all gone?” laughed Rafael.

			Lorenzo was still watching Natalia when he asked, “What’s that?”

			“It seems you’ve lost all your concern.”

			Thinking for a moment, Lorenzo had trouble accepting all his worries had been for nothing. “Natalia wasn’t referred to as Lioness. I was invited to wed the Lioness.”

			“Looks straightforward to me,” suggested Rafael. “Only Natalia seems to be meeting her husband.” 

			His observation was correct. Jillian would hardly look in his direction, only paying attention to her sister. The attention Natalia gave him was impossible to ignore.

			“I think it’s time we eliminate all your guessing,” continued Rafael. “I’ll introduce you. Then you take the Old Lion his gift.”

			Rafael drew attention when his chair slid back. “Old Lion, I would appreciate the honor of introducing my dear friend since our earliest days.” Lorenzo rose beside Rafael. “Prince Lorenzo Fercisi, son of Lucas Fercisi, king of Lucenze.” Rafael motioned for the wood case to be brought to them. 

			Lorenzo watched the case as it was walked to the table and placed in front of him until he was nudged to speak. “Prior to returning home, only recently, I spent many years working for a Vestran man named Franklin Hartford. He is a man I greatly admire. I was always fascinated with Vestra, especially after first reading of the locomotive.”

			“The guns, Lorenzo,” urged Rafael, who’d returned to his seat.

			“In Vestra, there are many advancements in all facets of life, including new-age weaponry which may interest you.” 

			Lorenzo took up the smooth wooden box, which had been crafted by his uncle as a proper way to gift the weapons to a man of such importance. He watched the sisters as he walked the length of the pillaged table, and while both seemed interested in the weapons, only Natalia approached to join her father. The Old Lion was standing to accept the gift. When Lorenzo was beside Natalia, he was immediately mesmerized and unaware of anything other than her blue eyes. It wasn’t only the magnificence of her eyes, but the way they looked at him and what they did to him. Her gaze made him feel as if she could see directly into his innermost self and found him worthy of her attention. 

			The Old Lion showed much curiosity about the weapons. A warrior had cleared the table, but Lorenzo continued to hold the box.

			Natalia laughed slightly at his gawky behavior as she told him, “Set it there, Lorenzo Fercisi.” 

			The way she said his surname was playful, even flirtatious. Natalia had to be his intended wife. Lorenzo smiled at her while setting down the box. He opened the box and removed the rifle. He demonstrated how it could fire multiple shots without reloading, by displaying the simultaneous movement of the lever action and bolt seen through the ejection port. The Old Lion was as captivated by the rifle as Lorenzo was by his daughter. 

			When he handed the rifle over to the Old Lion, Lorenzo glanced at Jillian, who made no move to come and see the weapons. She turned away when he looked at her.

			“Don’t mind her,” Natalia said, and leaned in to whisper, “She’s trying to ensure your attention is given to me.” 

			Perhaps due to the grin upon Lorenzo’s face, the Old Lion noticed the interaction between them for the first time. His frown was intimidating. But Natalia touched the Old Lion’s arm as she stepped in front of him toward the table. “Don’t mind him either,” she said, taking the pistol from the box.

			The function of the revolver pistol was nothing like that of the lever-action rifle, so the previous explanation meant nothing. But Natalia examined the rotating cylinder before commencing use of the hammer and trigger, showing her father how it worked.

			“You’ve already seen the revolvers?” asked Lorenzo.

			“No,” answered her father. “But you’re not the only one who’s intelligent.”

			“I know weapons,” said Natalia with a bashful smile. “Not much else.”

			The Old Lion handed the rifle to a warrior and took the revolver from Natalia. As soon as her hands were free, she unexpectedly grabbed Lorenzo’s hand. He felt surprise and pleasure at the same time.

			“Liking my sister is mandatory,” she said excitedly. Natalia pulled him away as if they’d known each other forever. As they made their way to Jillian, Natalia kept hold of Lorenzo’s hand and once again whispered, “Don’t call her Lioness. She doesn’t like that.”

			Lorenzo was confused and stopped walking. “But your father called her Lioness.”

			“She hates it.”

			“Are you also called Lioness?” he asked.

			Natalia laughed, “No.” She pulled him onward by tugging his hand.

			Lorenzo was flustered as he stood with both of the sisters, thinking of his invitation to wed the Lioness. 

			“Jillian, meet Lorenzo Fercisi,” said Natalia cheerfully.

			He looked down at his hand, which Natalia still held. What if he had just been introduced to his wife while holding her sister’s hand? He didn’t know what to do or say. 

			“You’ve done well not to disappoint my sister,” said Jillian. “It would’ve been awful if you hadn’t met her expectations. After she’d decided to love you so long ago.”

			Jillian’s words filled him with relief. 

			Natalia squeezed his hand before saying, “You’ll find my sister teases me constantly. But I’m not ashamed to admit that I’ve always dreamed of this day.”

			Lorenzo sought absolute confirmation of what he was being told. “Forgive me for asking. Have I been invited to marry Natalia?”

			The sisters giggled, and Lorenzo looked back and forth between them.

			“Why’d you think you were here?” asked Jillian.

			“The invitation caused confusion,” explained Lorenzo.

			Natalia asked, “What did it say?”

			“It invited me to wed the Lioness.”

			His words stunned them. Natalia immediately released his hand, while Jillian turned coldly to look at their father. The Old Lion stood among his warriors, aiming the pistol as if about to fire at an enemy. Jillian glared with anger in the direction of her father. Natalia wasn’t angry, only shocked.

			Natalia was about to touch Lorenzo’s arm, but instead she crossed her arms and asked, “Are you sure that’s what it said?”

			Jillian responded, “Of course that’s what it said. He wants to be rid of me and to keep you here.” Jillian took Lorenzo by the arm and desperately pleaded, “Natalia must go with you to Lucenze. Not me. You must convince our father.”

			Natalia pulled Jillian loose. “No. This isn’t his concern.”

			Jillian shouted in response, “How’s this not his concern?”

			Everyone in the banquet hall stopped and looked at the three of them. It was especially obvious the Old Lion was watching carefully.

			Jillian ignored everyone else and resumed her plea to Lorenzo. “Don’t be afraid of him. I won’t let anything happen to you. Just as I’d never let anything happen to her.” 

			The Old Lion had seen enough. It was clear he was suppressing great anger when he said with what sounded like false politeness, “Young Lorenzo! Your gift has captured the heart of an old warrior. With these, I would’ve avoided many scars of battle.” He waited until the hesitant guests knew they should laugh. “We will discuss our arrangement in the morning. For now, it seems I must depart with the Daughters.” 

			Lorenzo feared the situation would escalate when the warriors came to restrain Jillian. But Natalia motioned for them to stop. “No. We’ll not be doing this again. Everything is fine.”

			While Natalia addressed the warriors, Jillian returned to Lorenzo. Her eyes were as terrifying as her words when she said, “Natalia isn’t safe here.”

			Natalia pulled Jillian away by the arm. “Please don’t embarrass us, Jillian.”

			Lorenzo didn’t know what he was doing when he stepped toward them, but Natalia put her hand against his chest. “I’m just as confused as you. But you’ll not interfere. For my sister’s sake, I hope you will still accept her.”

			Natalia wrapped her arms around her sister. Lorenzo was surprised when Jillian surrendered and went quietly with Natalia. The Old Lion had been waiting at the door, but when he saw his daughters coming, he left the banquet hall.

			The sisters followed him, with Natalia ushering Jillian. Just before she stepped into the corridor, Natalia turned to look at Lorenzo. She looked as if she was saying farewell.
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			Upon returning from war, Jillian had only been a dark shadow of herself. The hope of leaving with Natalia had saved her life, but Natalia saw the return of Jillian’s affliction as they trailed their father down the corridor. Natalia held Jillian’s hand and tried to make eye contact with her, but Jillian was completely withdrawn. 

			The corridor from the public areas of the castle ended perpendicular to the back corridor, which was lined with suits of armor from various Eastern warriors conquered by Lions over hundreds of years. A right turn at the junction led to the stairs of the Heir’s Wing. A left turn led to the Old Lion’s private wing. When the Old Lion went left, Natalia pushed Jillian toward their stairs. She was tremendously concerned over Jillian’s condition and wanted to avoid further conflict.

			The Old Lion called to stop them. “It’s time we talk, Natalia.”

			“Let me take her to bed. Then I’ll come to talk.”

			“No,” said Jillian. “I want to hear him explain this to you. He’ll never let you leave. I want him to admit it.”

			“It doesn’t matter. You still aren’t well. I’d never leave with you in this condition.”

			Jillian looked up at the Old Lion. “What would make you think I’d leave her with you?”

			“You have no choice,” responded the Old Lion.

			Jillian laughed crazily, refuting her father’s words.

			He said, “Ask Natalia who she wants to leave and who should stay.”

			“She’ll go,” vowed Jillian. 

			“No, I won’t,” Natalia insisted.

			Jillian ignored Natalia and addressed the Old Lion. “You’re forgetting something. I’ve allowed her to think she knows what’s wrong with me.” Jillian moved toward the Old Lion with angry determination. “Do you think she’d want to stay if she knew what really happened?”

			The Old Lion reacted as if Jillian had drawn a sword on him. He took three quick strides and grabbed Jillian’s throat with his powerful right hand.

			“Papa!” screamed Natalia.

			Jillian squeezed out a raspy whisper. “There it is. We’ll show her what happened.”

			“Papa! Let her go!” The Old Lion was in a rage and ignored Natalia. She took a spear from a mock warrior against the wall and pressed the spearhead into his side. “I said let her go!”

			The Old Lion came to his senses and released his grip. Natalia moved between them and pushed him back with the shaft of the spear.

			Jillian laughed, taunting their father. 

			“You too, Jillian,” Natalia cried. “Stand down. I’ve had enough of this. I want to know what happened. Right now!”

			“Allow her to leave with the prince, and it dies with me,” said Jillian.

			“Even if I allowed Natalia to go to Lucenze, she would refuse.”

			“That’s right. I’m not leaving you, Jillian.”

			The Old Lion continued before Jillian could argue. “I will have a male Heir, birthed by a Daughter.”

			Natalia and Jillian were both stunned to silence.

			“I’ve been too weak as a Lion. You Daughters have exposed me. I cared more for you than my duty. Now I’m too old. I’ve lost the seed. I have failed my ancestors. Lucenze will seed my Heir.”

			“What?” shrieked Jillian. “Lucine people are weak. They cannot defend their own border.”

			“All people are weak except us,” he responded. “But you are strong, and your blood will be dominant.”

			“Your warriors are not weak,” argued Jillian. “Let a warrior put the Heir in me, and I’ll give you your Heir. Natalia can go to Lucenze. Then you can do whatever you want with me.”

			“A Kark will never seed the Heir. The Lion must never have Kark blood.”

			“I will not provide the Heir unless Natalia goes with her prince.”

			“Then you’ll force Natalia to birth the Heir. Will she give up her child and allow you to be eradicated as a rival?”

			Natalia was weeping when she responded, “No. Jillian will go.”

			The Old Lion raised his voice. “That’s why you have no choice, Jillian. Natalia won’t let you be killed, and she’d never hand over her child. Do you think I don’t know my own daughter?” 

			“You don’t know this daughter if you think I’ll ever provide the Heir while Natalia stays with you.”

			“He’s giving you a chance to live and we’ll not reject it,” argued Natalia. “If your child must be here, then so will I. He’ll not be raised without a mother. I will be the mother to your child.”

			The Old Lion said smugly, “This is exactly as I predicted.”

			Natalia grabbed hold of Jillian, keeping her from going at their father.

			“She doesn’t know what she’s saying,” cried Jillian over Natalia’s shoulder. “I’ll never let her stay here with you. This isn’t over!” Natalia kept pushing Jillian toward their end of the corridor, but Jillian continued her rant at their father. “You need one of us. One of our wombs. Natalia would die before giving up her child. And I’ll die before I let her stay. Perhaps she and I will flee together, accepting our fate if we do. Wouldn’t that be an appropriate death?”

			Jillian laughed wildly as Natalia forced her onto the first step with more urgency. “You’re out of control!” Natalia shouted.

			In the stairway, Jillian continued yelling, “Wouldn’t that be something, Old Lion? If you chased us down and killed us?”
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			Natalia was awakened by leather armor being thrown on top of her. 

			“You’re wearing this today,” announced Jillian. “Just like old times.”

			She was surprised to see Jillian in a cheerful mood. Natalia had worried all night that Jillian had slipped back into her melancholia. “You’re up already?” Natalia sleepily asked.

			“I’ve made plans,” responded Jillian.

			“No plans,” groaned Natalia. “Unless it involves accepting Papa’s offer.”

			“I want to spend the day together. Only us. We’ll begin by sparring one last time.”

			“Last time?”

			“Then we’ll ride to see our lupines. The only place I can say farewell to my Natalia. And when we see Lorenzo ride up the mountain, you’ll follow him.” 

			Natalia couldn’t believe what Jillian was suggesting. “I told you I’m not going anywhere without you. Definitely not today.”

			“You will. Leave everything else to me. The Kheshkev will support us when I offer the Heir they wanted in the first place. They will be outraged at the idea of an Heir seeded by a Westerner instead of a Kark warrior.”

			“Jillian. You’re going to get yourself killed. Along with many others. Including Odani.”

			“There are secrets I’ve kept from you. I don’t want to tell you, but if you refuse to leave I’ll have no choice.”

			“This may surprise you, but you don’t get to decide what I’m doing. I’m not a piece on a game board for you and Papa to strategize over, moving back and forth.”

			“Leave this conversation for later. I want to spend the day without you angry.”

			“I’m already angry, Jillian.”

			“Come on. Spar with me. Take your frustration to the courtyard.”

			“You’d spar in the courtyard?” asked Natalia. 

			“We have to. Our last match has to be where it began.”
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			Lorenzo stepped over the threshold of the mostly dark room and saw the Old Lion ignoring his breakfast. The young guest respectfully stayed by the door while the Old Lion faced the open window, which gave the room its only morning light. Lorenzo heard the clacks of sparring and shouts from the twin sisters in the courtyard, who were under their father’s silent observation.

			Sitting at the table with his unkempt beard draped upon his rounded belly, which forced him to sit askew, the Old Lion looked more like a great warrior of a time that had passed. He appeared worn by his lifetime of battle. His leathery skin was darkened by the sun and seemingly held together by scars. His hands were large and still looked strong, though they trembled when he reached for his tea.

			Lorenzo had thought himself to be undetected, but the Old Lion surprised him when he patted the table and spoke without turning his attention away from the girls. “We’ve not scared you away?” 

			“No, Old Lion,” replied Lorenzo as he moved toward a seat opposite the Old Lion. As the elongated courtyard came into view, Lorenzo saw a gaudy arrangement of grand trophies. First, he noticed a full-scale bronze elephant placed at the far wall to the east. In the center, near where the girls fought, was an ancient stone obelisk. Along the northern limits of the courtyard was a colonnade with statues or carvings of various cultures positioned at each column. The southern wall was draped with dozens of contrasting carpets. Lorenzo wondered how many kings and queens had once walked upon them before they became coverings for a massive wall in Karkov.

			The Old Lion’s diverted attention gave Lorenzo time to watch the girls duel with long canes, moving nearly faster than his eyes could follow. He wished he could have spoken with the sisters again before his conversation with their father. He’d wondered all night what might’ve happened once the Lion and Daughters left the banquet.

			“I know it seems otherwise watching them attack each other, but when they spar together, all is right in Karkov.”

			Lorenzo nodded, but the Old Lion was paying attention to his daughters.

			“You think the Lioness is crazy?” asked the Old Lion, without interrupting his study of the fight.

			“No. I think she’s concerned for her sister. As am I.”

			The Old Lion turned to laugh before he replied, “That’s what makes her crazy. It’s always over her sister. An old fear which tends to resurface among those found to be dominant. I lost six siblings, so I understand her. She’s obsessed with her sister’s protection.”

			That made sense to Lorenzo. He knew many of the horrible traditions of Karkov, including the eradication of rival heirs. Lorenzo would have reacted the same way to protect his sister.

			“I’d never let anything happen to my Natalia.” The Old Lion said her name with a softness unlike anything about him. “She’s incredibly special. But I don’t have to tell you. I saw it when you looked at her. It was as if I watched myself.”

			“Am I allowed to ask about her? About Natalia?”

			“I expected this,” replied the Old Lion. His body twitched occasionally, reflexively avoiding a blow from a cane, as if he were in the place of one of the girls. Other times, his lips would be moving, as if to whisper instructions. Finally the Old Lion continued, “What did you first notice about Natalia?” 

			Lorenzo responded without hesitation. “Her eyes.”

			“Ah, yes!” responded the Old Lion with a jolting slap upon the table that rattled the porcelain tableware. “I feel for you, boy! They are a perfect reflection of her inner beauty.” The Old Lion laughed again. “I know how you feel because the same thing happened to me. Eyes like the pristine glacier pools of Fjordland. What do you know about her mother?”

			Lorenzo felt the need to be careful. The story of their mother was not without controversy, and he worried he might possibly upset the Old Lion. He also knew it would insult the Old Lion to pretend he knew nothing of her, so he mentioned the scar across the Old Lion’s cheekbone. “Is that the scar from your first meeting?” According to legend, she had challenged the Old Lion to individual combat in order to save her father’s village. In the duel, the Old Lion narrowly missed severe injury at the tip of her sword. 

			The Old Lion laughed as he touched the scar. “They were the first to have a warrior mother. She was a ferocious shield maiden.” Then the Old Lion returned his attention to Natalia seamlessly, as if discussing the same person. “She fights angry this morning. I’ve never seen Natalia fight like this.” 

			Lorenzo watched the old man as he sat with his arms crossed over his belly, his right elbow resting on the table. The Old Lion seemed comfortable with long pauses as his attention was divided. During the same long pauses, Lorenzo sat with anticipation, hoping the Daughters had changed the intention of their father. 

			The Old Lion pointed below, gently waving his finger to start another thought. “When they were young children, Jillian evolved into the dominant child and became Natalia’s protector. This had never happened before. Twins being reared as Lions. It softened Natalia, which is nearly unimaginable considering her upbringing. Consequently, I think Jillian was hardened excessively. I often wonder what Natalia would’ve been if there’d never been Jillian. Perhaps the perfect leader for Karkov. Instead, she is too innocent. Too soft to be a Lion.” 

			Lorenzo appreciated that Natalia was not meant to be a Lion. The qualities that made her wrong for Karkov made her desirable for Lucenze. 

			“Do their names sound Kark to you? They weren’t meant to stay here, so why give them Kark names? I bore no name until I was declared Heir. Then it was Lion. I didn’t know what to call my daughters. For many years, they were just Daughters. It gave me time to know them. To see who they were. As a small girl, Natalia reminded me of Lucenze. Her purpose was to love. To love me. To love her sister. She even drew affection from the most ruthless Kheshkev who worked with the girls. I gave her a Lucine name and for many years intended to offer her to you. But my plans for the Heir were forced to change. So, her duty remains at home.”

			Thoughts raced through Lorenzo’s mind. He struggled to understand what was keeping Natalia and him apart. 

			“While I am in need of an Heir, Lucenze is in need of security. I am the reason Lucenze still exists. The reason you remain alive. Who will protect your land after I am gone?”

			Lorenzo didn’t know what to say.

			“I will give you Jillian the Lioness and an entire generation of warriors. In return, you will provide your firstborn male as my successor.”

			Lorenzo slid his chair back so far that his arms straightened as he palmed the table edge. He was shocked and didn’t want his son to be a king of warriors. But he knew it would be required of him if the Old Lion demanded it. 

			Lorenzo assumed the Old Lion would accept the Heir at adulthood, until the Old Lion said, “Natalia will remain here and be mother to the child.” 

			“You’ll not have me raise my own child?”

			Again, the Old Lion pointed to the Daughters, but with more aggression. “Do you see them? Can Lucine farm children fight like this? The Lion of Karkov will be raised as a Lion. You must think only of your people. Your land. Lucenze requires this of you.”

			“Even if I accepted the terms of providing the Heir, why could it not be Natalia with me and Jillian in Karkov?”

			“Jillian would be a rival to the Heir, and the warriors she will take have already declared their allegiance to her. They cannot remain here. Natalia was meant to be a mother. She belongs here with the Heir.” The Old Lion’s expression became stern again. “You must get Natalia out of your head. She would never go with you. Not when it means giving up her child.”

			The conversation had grown so intense Lorenzo had forgotten the sparring, but the Old Lion rose to better see what was happening below in the courtyard. Their father recognized the bout was turning toward an unexpected outcome. “She baited her.” Natalia had purposely exposed her left side, willing to absorb a crushing impact in order to pin Jillian’s cane under her arm. Natalia rotated into the cane, propelling Jillian onward. While stumbling away, Jillian swung backhanded at Natalia. Natalia ducked under the swing and rose onto her lead foot, delivering a violent blow to Jillian’s face. The force propelled Jillian off of her feet. She landed on her side before rolling over with her back against the dirt.

			The Old Lion glowed. Despite his daughters being too far away to hear, he proudly offered praise. “Well done, Natalia.” 

			In the courtyard, Natalia dropped to attend to her sister. The defeated sister appeared to be smiling with more pride than her father. Lorenzo could faintly hear the girls laughing, before Jillian pulled her sister down by her arm and rolled on top to regain her superiority. 

			As the Old Lion looked on, Lorenzo could not stop thinking of how desperately Jillian had pleaded with him about Natalia’s leaving. “Has Jillian agreed to this?” 

			“Do they look upset to you?” 

			The Old Lion referred to the gleeful way the girls rose and walked toward the colonnade, embracing in happiness. They appeared to be satisfied. 

			“The Daughters didn’t know my plans when they spoke to you. The Heir changed everything. Jillian would never force Natalia to give up her child.”

			Lorenzo walked toward the open window as the girls were leaving his sight. “I’ll stay here,” said Lorenzo. “If I stayed here, Natalia could both provide the Heir and be mother to the child. And I can be father to my own son.”

			“Are you making a suggestion that is best for Lucenze or best for Lorenzo? You’re to be king of Lucenze. Your place isn’t here.” 

			Lorenzo was bewildered as he placed a hand on the sill, watching the girls walk under an arch of the colonnade. Unwilling to abandon his search for alternatives, he wanted to shout for Natalia’s attention, to determine whether she was willing to stand with him against her father. 

			“Lucenze owes this to me,” continued the Old Lion from behind Lorenzo. Lorenzo gripped the stone, leaned over the courtyard, and was about to call for Natalia. But he thought of her hand against his chest. She had told him not to interfere. How could he ask Natalia to defy her father? How could he ask her to give up her child? No one should have to do that. He had no other choice, but she did. And she had made her choice. 
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			The walls of the Old Lion’s study were covered with maps and bookshelves. Neither the maps nor the books had been used since Jillian’s war. The desk held no logs or journals, just a few relics important to her father. The table positioned below the largest of the maps, the surface once used for war planning, held the rifle and pistol gifted by Prince Lorenzo. 

			When Natalia walked in, the Old Lion was standing over the guns, rubbing his chin through his thick gray beard, as if contemplating their future use.

			“Will you acquire these weapons for the Kheshkev?” Natalia asked.

			“The wars of this Old Lion are finished. But the Heir will fight wars unlike any I’ve ever seen. These will fire once for every four strides of a gallop. What we do with our swords will be less important.”

			“So, you’ll not raise him as a swordsman?”

			“A Lion must always know the sword.”

			Natalia offered no response. She hadn’t come to talk about weapons.

			Her father said, “The Lucine prince has departed.” He looked sad and regretful for what was happening to Natalia.

			“We watched the party ascend the mountain from our lupine field.”

			“Are you angry with me, Daughter?”

			“No, Papa. I understand Lucenze is special to you. That’s why I’ve always desired to live there. And if the Heir cannot come from you, then it must come from the place which feels right to you. Even if you gave me the opportunity to provide the Heir, it’s not something I could do.”

			“Yes, I knew that.” There remained awkwardness between them, despite the kind words from Natalia. The Old Lion interrupted the pause by revealing what he’d seen that morning. “I saw you defeat your sister in the courtyard.”

			“She was distracted.”

			“Were you any less distracted than her?” he asked.

			“I thought she was better this morning. But it was all a ploy. Do you know the only reason she took me to our lupine field was to convince me to run away to Lucenze?”

			“Whatever she said proves she’s lost her mind.”

			Natalia’s lips trembled as she tried not to cry. “I told her as much. She’s extremely angry with me. Jillian said if that’s the way I feel, then she’ll live with Sokol, and I can live with my guards.” Finally Natalia was unable to keep from breaking down in tears. She was sobbing when she continued, “That’s when I did something terrible. All I can think about is getting her to agree to your offer. I knew the only way was to make her hate me.”

			The Old Lion seized the opportunity to comfort Natalia by taking her into his arms.

			Against the fur that covered his shoulder, she continued to explain, “I told her I didn’t want to live with her anyway. That I was tired of dealing with her madness. That I couldn’t take it anymore.”

			“You did the right thing,” said the Old Lion. “You must do whatever it takes to protect her.”

			Natalia pulled herself tightly against her father. She thought she’d never done anything worse in her life and needed his comfort. “Will she ever forgive me?”

			The Old Lion didn’t answer. He released his embrace. When Natalia turned around, Jillian was standing in the doorway. Natalia wiped her tears, unsure what to say. She fully expected another outburst.

			“Keep your hands off her,” said Jillian. She was peering into the Old Lion’s eyes as if they were about to fight to the death. “I’ll provide your Heir. But Natalia goes to Lucenze with me. She can marry her prince, and I’ll provide his son to Karkov.”

			The Old Lion’s face was red with anger. 

			Attempting to defuse the escalating tensions, Natalia responded, “I don’t believe this would be acceptable in Lucenze.”

			“And giving up a child is acceptable? He already forces them to do what’s unnatural. Would this be any worse?”

			“Whoever marries Prince Lorenzo will provide my Heir. That is final. And I’ll not send Natalia to Lucenze only to accompany you. But I will send the entire generation of warriors who betrayed me.”

			Natalia glanced at Jillian, hoping the offer of the Naveshkev, including Odani, would tilt her toward ceding.

			The Old Lion continued, “You would be your own Lioness. The Lioness of the West. With your own warriors.”

			Natalia was stunned when Jillian didn’t immediately accept. “Jillian. What else can he offer you?” 

			Jillian refused to look away from the Old Lion. “Natalia has to come with them,” she insisted.

			“Come on, Jillian. You have to be reasonable. He’s giving you all the Naveshkev. Every single one of the Naveshkev.” 

			“I didn’t want to do this,” Jillian said. “Natalia, it’s time for you to learn the truth about your papa. Ask your guards to take you to the woman he brought home from Passan. Find out how she has been treated. See if she is more of a prisoner than a mate.”

			Natalia couldn’t believe what Jillian was suggesting. She looked at her father with a devastated feeling of disgust when he failed to deny the accusation.

			Just as Jillian was about to divulge more, the Old Lion interjected, “Enough! Your stubbornness is not something I neglected to expect. Did you think I would enter this conflict without an alternative solution? There is a compromise that I hoped to avoid. It’s not what any of us would’ve chosen, but it may be the only thing we all can accept. Jillian, you’ll provide the Heir if your sister goes west?”

			“Yes.”

			“Natalia was born to be a queen. I will offer her hand to Verseine.”

			“What?” shrieked Natalia. He couldn’t be serious. How could she marry the king of Verseine? Not only was Natalia repulsed by him, but she had also ensured the disdain was mutual. “You want me to marry King Philip?”

			“You will wed his son.”

			“Then offer my hand to Verseine,” said Jillian. “And Natalia can go to Lucenze.”

			“Who’s providing the Heir? Lorenzo Fercisi will seed my Heir.” 

			Jillian walked to the map on the wall beside the table. “Verseine is only a short distance from Lucenze. Natalia, we’ll be close.”

			“No! This is not what I want. Jillian’s child will not grow up without a mother. I had Jillian, but he’d have nothing.”

			“He will have what I had and all before me,” responded the Old Lion. “I would’ve preferred he had you, but this is the Way. Lions of Karkov are not born to be nurtured.”

			“I will provide your Heir if Natalia goes to Verseine,” said Jillian. 

			“I don’t agree,” Natalia protested.

			“But I have two additional requirements,” said Jillian, ignoring Natalia. “I will not leave for Lucenze until Natalia has departed for Verseine. I have to see her leave.”

			The Old Lion nodded.

			“Second, the Passan queen will be set free. Returned to her palace. She’ll be escorted through the desert by fifty Kheshkev. They will stay with her permanently. To ensure she’s accepted back into her rightful place.”

			“It is done,” said the Old Lion.
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			Alone in the atrium of Sokol’s residence, Jillian worked on her physical conditioning. She had lived there for two weeks and hadn’t seen her sister during that time. Jillian had tried to visit Natalia two days after their argument, but Natalia’s guards denied Jillian access to her wing. Jillian left peacefully, knowing that Natalia would make her earn forgiveness. 

			After trying to think of what Natalia would appreciate, Jillian opted to write Natalia every day until she was forgiven. The ensuing letters were void of apologies, and the tensions between them were not referenced at all. Instead, Jillian playfully imitated the letters Natalia had written to Jillian when she departed for war. Jillian loved that her plan also gave her an opportunity to show Natalia how immature the letters sounded. Jillian expected that the first few would irritate Natalia, but eventually, they would win her over. It was all about sustained effort with Natalia.

			Letter writing only used a small portion of her otherwise tormenting days. Jillian occupied the remainder of her time with grueling workouts, both night and day, in an attempt to keep from thinking about how much she had hurt Natalia. Sweat dripped from Jillian’s nose as she attempted a maneuver she had not been able to execute since she was confined to bed for half a year. It was her favorite exercise, and she wouldn’t consider herself fully recovered until she completed it. 

			Riked had taught Jillian and Natalia many Eastern poses meant to strengthen the body and calm the mind. He had learned them from an old man he’d once known who lived in the lands between Oriene and Passan. The real reason the pose had become Jillian’s favorite was because of its name. The old man called it Kala Bhairavasana, which meant “Destroyer of the World Pose.” Jillian had dedicated herself to becoming the ultimate Destroyer of the World—so much so that after mastering the version of the pose that Natalia could also perfect, Jillian created her own version where only one hand, and no other part of her body, would touch the ground. Jillian wanted to call her variation I Am the Destroyer of the World Pose, but Riked didn’t know the old man’s language. Instead, Riked told Jillian how to say I am in the old Kark language, and from that day on the pose was called Ja Sam Kala Bhairavasana.

			Once in the original pose, with her right leg folded behind her right shoulder and her left leg straight, touching the ground, Jillian would have to elevate her left leg, making her body parallel with the ground. Her right arm was extended downward as she balanced herself over it. Her left arm, which was extended upward toward the sky, steadily moved to align with her body in order to counterbalance her raised left leg. Jillian used her core strength to stabilize the transition, and with her entire body trembling, she successfully accomplished the pose. 

			Jillian intended to hold her position until her body collapsed, but she released it to fall on her side when she heard clapping from the atrium steps. She quickly rolled onto her belly, hoping to see Natalia. “Odani!” Jillian jumped to her feet and ran into Odani with such zealous impact that he was knocked onto the stairs. She landed on top of him, kissing him so eagerly, neither of them could breathe.

			“I missed you so much,” she gasped. “Thought I would never see you again.”

			“I didn’t know how bad it had gotten or I would’ve come. Riked lied to me. Said you were hiding in Lucenze.”

			“You would’ve done something stupid.” After taking a deep breath, Jillian asked, “What’ve you heard?” 

			Odani’s response was an inquiry of his own, regarding Jillian’s bruised eye. “I haven’t heard what happened to your face.”

			“That was Natalia. She resumed training when I did. She’s better than she used to be.”

			He answered her original question. “I’ve heard we belong to you now. That’s why I was allowed to come home. And there will be two Lions. You will be Lioness of the West.”

			“So you know we’ll be in Lucenze?” 

			“I’m told you’ll marry their prince.”

			“What if I do?” she asked playfully.

			“Then your husband will be a lonely man.”

			She laughed and smacked his chest. “You’re very sure of yourself, Odani.”

			“I’ll not believe you’ll marry him until you tell me so.”

			“Then I won’t,” she responded. “It doesn’t bother you that I’ve forced you to leave Karkov?”

			“My Lioness is my nation. Wherever she goes, so will my nation’s borders.”

			“I have to leave here. Immediately. Take me where you’ve been.”

			“To the plains?” he asked. “I lived in a lookout tower.”

			“That sounds wonderful.”

			“It actually is.”

			Jillian explained, “Natalia may never forgive me. She’s so angry that she won’t even see me. If I stay here, I’ll go crazy.”

			“You need to make amends with your sister. If not, you’ll be miserable.”

			“She’s not ready. In the meantime, you and I have work to do. That is, if you agree.”

			Odani waited, but Jillian didn’t elaborate. “I’m supposed to agree without knowing what the work is?”

			“Yes,” she answered. Then Jillian asked, “You know I’m to provide Karkov the Heir?”

			He nodded.

			“If I give the Kheshkev the Heir they always wanted, then I’ll always be their ally. At the same time I will hand the Old Lion the Heir he feared the most. The whisper brought to fruition is the Heir that he deserves.”

			Odani appeared to be gauging her seriousness.

			“The Heir has to come from you, Odani.”
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			The Old Lion extended his offer to Philip, king of Verseine. With the offer, the Old Lion was sending his most adored daughter to a land with a tumultuous past. Before the Old Lion was born, the Verseine monarchy had been overthrown in a revolt of the people. At the peak of the uprising, Philip’s grandfather was publicly beheaded. Prior to that, however, a massive fleet of ships had escaped Verseine’s harbor. Among the cargo preserved from the revolution were the entirety of Verseine’s wealth and Philip’s father, who was only a child at the time.

			After the monarchy was ousted, the Verseine people attempted self-government. With the nation’s treasury held in exile along with the only surviving royal, the Versine democracy stood no chance. Many years later, in an attempt to repatriate the funds, a military was formed. The move would ultimately backfire when the army’s general took control of Verseine by military coup, leading to the execution of the democratic leaders.

			The coup happened during the Old Lion’s reign. Like all Lions before him, he was not concerned with how Verseine was ruled until the military leader became greedy. The Old Lion had opened his door to the West. In doing so, he had developed a great fondness for Lucenze. So, when Verseine invaded Lucenze, the Old Lion took Kark warriors west of the Axis Mountains for the first time in history. Lucenze was saved, and Verseine was returned to the way it had been ruled prior to the original revolt. Philip was brought out of exile and declared king by the Old Lion.

			Having been placed on the throne by the Old Lion had led King Philip to imagine a devotion from the ruler of Karkov that didn’t exist. In fact, the ostentatious king was the reason royal visits to Karkov had been ceased until their ill-fated resumption when Natalia hosted Philip. Neither of them had left the meeting with a speck of affinity for the other. After receiving the Old Lion’s correspondence requesting that his son marry Natalia, King Philip met with his top advisors, General Ordean and Chancellor Bellamy.

			“The letter is filled with insults,” said Philip, motioning for Bellamy to hand the parchment over to Ordean. “His preference of Lucenze over Verseine is offensive. Why would he not send his warriors to us? We are the monarchy he chose to restore.” Philip watched Ordean read the letter before continuing his rant. “And why would my son not be offered the famous one? It says she will become Lioness of the West. Everyone knows Verseine is the greatest city in the world. Why would the Lioness of the West belong anywhere else?” 

			Finally General Ordean responded, “This cannot be allowed.”

			“Of course it cannot be allowed,” agreed Philip. “I haven’t even begun to tell you about the one he offers to Francis. That girl is nothing except beauty and sass. I will not have her as my son’s bride.”

			“She is not your concern,” Ordean advised. “The ‘Lioness of the West’ is what must be prevented. What would you be if a Lion came west?”

			“I will forever hold the favor bestowed upon me by the Old Lion.”

			“He is preparing for the future,” suggested Ordean. “Will this Lioness favor Verseine over the country she marries into?”

			“If I cannot have the Lioness for Francis, then I would prefer they both remain in their ghastly nation. But what can we do to stop it?”

			“For many years, I’ve fantasized about avenging our loss,” said Ordean, referring to his time as a young officer when the Old Lion defeated the Verseine Army.

			Speaking for the first time since Ordean entered, Chancellor Bellamy opined, “Defeating Karkov’s army would be impossible.”

			Ordean responded, “Your counsel is wise as always, Chancellor, and I do not disagree. However, indulge me as we consider the two ways Karkov’s army might reach us. The first . . . Well, it is of no concern. Our navy dominates the sea.” Ordean grinned cunningly when his king nodded. “King Philip, could you inform Bellamy of the only other way to travel between our lands?”

			Philip replied, “A daunting traverse of the most terrible mountains.”

			“That is correct, Your Highness. Can you also remember passing through a particularly narrow chasm of granite walls?”

			“Absolutely. The royal carriage nearly was unable to squeeze through it.”

			“Now, let us consider something else,” continued Ordean. “What if I told you that those walls could be collapsed?”

			“Genius!” announced King Philip. “What do you think, Bellamy?” 

			“We would all be doomed if the Old Lion found another way.”

			“Bellamy the cynic,” said Philip toward Ordean.

			Coming to Bellamy’s defense, Ordean said, “He is not wrong. If my efforts failed, we would be defeated. But are we not doomed if nothing is attempted? I would rather not wait for the inevitable when it might be prevented.” 

			“Then I will allow the operation. It will be done at once. That way both of his daughters will be sealed off from the West.”

			“What is the rush, Your Highness?” asked Ordean. “In terms of strategy, I suggest this kind offer from the Old Lion should be considered.”

			“Nonsense,” barked Philip. “We are better off keeping that girl in Karkov.”

			“Your distaste for anything coming out of Karkov is warranted,” Ordean said. “But would it be prudent of us to deny receipt of a hostage?”

			Philip laughed, appreciating Ordean’s scheming.

			“We also need time to expand our army,” added Ordean.

			“The Old Lion will see it as aggression,” Philip said.

			“Not if we are only responding to unrest in the city.”

			“What unrest?” asked Philip.

			Bellamy interjected, “The pamphlets remain a nuisance.”

			“Ah, Bellamy and his pamphlets. I have told you countless times these pamphlets are harmless.”

			“Your Highness, I believe Bellamy may have stumbled upon the needed unrest. What if the printer of these pamphlets was hanged?”

			“Is there no end to your guile?” laughed Philip.

			“Unfortunately,” said Bellamy, “I have not been able to locate this printer.”

			“It matters not,” Ordean responded. “Pick one. His innocence would only ensure unrest. Choose the printer most liked by the people.”
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			Sixième Partie
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			Jillian was mesmerized once she was at the top of the lookout tower. The view of the infinite plains made her feel free. As Odani climbed onto the platform, Jillian ran to the other side, where she saw a distant watering hole teeming with wildlife. There were zebras, wildebeests, and an endless amount of birds.

			When Odani stepped close, she turned to him and placed her hands on his shoulders before connecting her fingers behind his neck. “I never want to leave here,” she said.

			“Then it’s official. You are queen of the plains.”

			“I don’t want to be a queen.”

			“What will you be?”

			During their travels south, Jillian and Odani had stayed a night among goat herders. Jillian had been fantasizing, since that evening, about being born into a simple life. “A goat herder.”

			Odani chuckled.

			Smiling at his amusement, Jillian explained, “I want to milk the goats.”

			Odani picked Jillian up and spun her around, laughing. After letting her down, he asked, “Wouldn’t you be a shepherd? No one would be better at protecting the goats.” 

			His suggestion made her frown. “All I wanted was an ordinary life of milking goats. Now I want to be something else.” She turned toward the watering hole. “I’ll be a zebra.”

			Odani moved behind her and looked over her shoulder.

			“I will look like every zebra on the plains. My only purpose will be to eat grass and drink water.”

			“And run from predators,” he added.

			“We will all run together, and I will survive many days. Until one day, a day no different than any other, I become prey. The herd will continue on, eating grass and drinking water.” 

			Odani remained quiet, contemplating her words.

			Jillian reached up to touch Odani’s face before twisting to kiss him. “Do you understand?” she asked.

			He nodded.

			Odani picked her up, sat her down on the rail, and moved between her legs.

			“Sometimes I think you understand me better than anyone,” whispered Jillian, before they kissed.

			Briefly separating from her lips, Odani smiled as he said, “Only some of the time.” 

			✴

			Days went by with Jillian and Odani secluded, living on a sheltered platform that overlooked Karkov’s southern grasslands. While Odani loved all aspects of Jillian, even her often imperfect behavior, the version of her that was far away from her troubles was much easier to love. Not once had she overreacted to an innocent comment or instigated an argument. Her only care was to experience profound intimacy with Odani.

			Many times Odani would catch himself on the verge of mentioning home. It wouldn’t necessarily be a subject to cause Jillian stress, but he wanted to keep her mind on the plains. With so many topics to be avoided, there would often be nothing to talk about during the less passionate intervals. Jillian always seemed comfortable no matter how long the quiet lasted. It was never awkward to her. She could look at him endlessly, without the need to speak or even make an expression.

			Odani, however, could not remain the object of her stare for very long without reacting. “What?” he asked, feeling like he was being examined.

			“Has it been long enough?” she asked, ready for the passion to resume.

			“No,” he snickered.

			As if pretending to be hurt, Jillian said, “You sound tired of me.”

			“Not you. Just that.”

			“Is that supposed to make me feel better? We have work to do.”

			“Calling it work doesn’t help. How many times is it supposed to take?”

			“How am I supposed to know?” she squawked, crawling on top of him. “I’ll let you know when I figure it out.”

			When Odani tried to move her away, Jillian resisted, and they began to playfully wrestle.

			“I should let you win so you might feel manlier. Would that help?”

			“You don’t have to let me win at wrestling,” Odani said.

			“Is that so?”

			“Come on, Jillian. I’m three times as strong.”

			“Maybe so. But I would win as long as we started on our feet.”

			“There’s no way.”

			“I don’t want to hurt you,” said Jillian. “Or your feelings.”

			Odani stood up to get dressed.

			“What’re you doing?” she asked.

			“I can’t convince you of anything. So, I’ll show you.”

			After getting dressed, they climbed down to the ground and immediately faced each other, ready for a bout. Odani was slightly crouched, trying to grapple, but Jillian kept swatting away his hands.

			“Look, Odani. I want you to win, so I’ll give you advice.”

			“Anything out of your mouth is an attempt to mess with my head.”

			“Maybe I want to be pinned to the ground. Have you considered that?”

			His attempts at grabbing her arms became more aggressive. Jillian easily evaded him.

			“You’re wasting energy,” she said. “I’m quicker, with better endurance. You have to take me down. It’s your only chance. Just go for it.” 

			Jillian was waiting for Odani to go lower and reach for her, but he was too patient. So, the next time he attempted to grapple, Jillian pretended to stumble while backing away. Finally, Odani tried to take advantage of what he thought was an opportunity. When he charged her, trying to take her to the ground, she pushed his right arm down with her left hand while grabbing behind his neck with her right hand. Using the leverage she’d created, Jillian somersaulted over Odani’s shoulder. As he instinctively rose, attempting to prevent her maneuver, she wrapped her arms around his neck as she landed behind him. Extending his body made him more vulnerable, and Jillian pulled his neck, causing him to fall awkwardly with his legs and back contorted. Jillian repositioned herself for a stronger hold on his neck and squeezed until Odani lost consciousness.

			“Odani! Wake up!”

			Odani was confused when he opened his eyes, trying to remember what had happened. Jillian’s howling with laughter helped him remember. When he tried to push Jillian away, Odani realized his back was stiff. “You could’ve killed me, Jillian.”

			“That’s right. I could have.” She was still giggling as she sat on top of him. “I forgot how much I enjoy beating you.”

			Propping himself on an elbow, Odani struggled to sit up. “You really hurt my back.”

			After Jillian began rubbing his back muscles, Odani seized her in a tight hold and rolled her over to the ground. “Now what will you do?” he asked, lying on top of her in the grass.

			She lifted her head and began kissing him.

			✴

			Not one day did the sun rise without Jillian’s waiting for it to appear. One morning, when the horizon provided only enough light to notice the contrast between movement and stillness, Jillian saw beasts creeping through the high grass. They were barely moving enough to keep her eyes trained on; she waited for dawn to reveal what she hoped they would be. The sky gradually lightened as the beasts crept closer, seemingly on their way to the watering hole. By the time they were at the closest point, before their trek would lead them farther away, Jillian was able to see four lionesses. 

			Three of the lionesses continued on, while one stopped with its nose lifted into the breeze, facing the tower. At first, Jillian assumed the lioness had picked up the scent of the horses, secured inside of stables at the tower’s base. But the longer it stood, frozen like a statue, Jillian wondered if her own scent was somehow being pushed down by the cool morning air. Her scent would be more peculiar than that of the horses.

			Jillian also stayed motionless, savoring the moment for as long as it lasted. Standing there naked, with an empty stomach, Jillian marveled at how she had become wild like the lioness. She had spent many days caring about nothing except the carnal desire to reproduce, only leaving the nest when it was absolutely necessary to satisfy her intense hunger. If Jillian could keep from thinking about the past or future, what would be the difference between her and the beast?

			Despite seeing the lioness’s belly contract long before the sound reached her, Jillian was surprised and amazed to hear it bellow. It roared three consecutive times. Jillian’s reaction was pure joy. She didn’t understand why it was so pleasurable, but for an instant, Jillian had never been happier. When the lioness resumed its stealthy walk, Jillian wished more than anything that Natalia had shared the experience, and she became less wild. 

			✴

			Odani woke to feel the warmth of the sun on his face. He rolled over to see Jillian’s body glowing red from the sunrise as she looked out over the plains. Odani took a deep breath. He wished they could stay there forever. Jillian was happy away from Karkov. But it was happiness accompanied by awareness that it was only temporary. Jillian had been more distracted in recent days, deep in thought, as if burdened with the need to reconcile with her twin. The end of their escape seemed to be drawing near.

			It wasn’t until he stood to walk to her that he noticed she had been crying. When Jillian heard him approaching, she quickly wiped away the tears. From behind, Odani wrapped his arms around her, and she rested her head against his chest. He did not ask what was wrong. He knew. 

			After a long, powerful silence, Jillian sadly whispered, “I have to go.”
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			It had been twenty-eight days. Natalia kept count of how many days she had gone to wait in Odani’s yurt, hoping that he would return with Jillian. Initially, it was Natalia who’d had the power to decide when to forgive Jillian. As was typical in their relationship, Jillian had found a way to take control, and Natalia had turned into the sister regretting how stubborn she’d been. Natalia worried she had given Jillian reason to run away with Odani forever. Her despondent thinking on the subject escalated each day until she was convinced that it was Fjordland they had fled to.

			Natalia’s most recent days had been spent poring over two letters that had arrived at the same time. One was from Verseine. Prince Francis had accepted the proposal of marriage, or rather, King Philip had accepted on his behalf. Despite being personally impacted more by the Verseine letter, it was a letter from Lorenzo Fercisi to Jillian that she couldn’t stop reading. There wasn’t anything special about the contents of his letter. He was simply informing Jillian that her warriors could not be supported until after the harvest. But Natalia became infatuated with his handwriting and obsessively practiced writing in the same style. Once Natalia mastered writing in Lorenzo’s hand, she began authoring versions of the letter that she wished he had written.

			With Lorenzo’s letter displayed for reference on Odani’s desk, Natalia was writing a satirical letter from Lorenzo explaining the many reasons he could never marry Jillian when she heard Jillian interacting with her guards. Natalia was overjoyed to hear her, but she also frantically tried to hide what she was doing by stuffing the fake letter into her dress. 

			After standing, Natalia was making sure her dress was in order when Jillian ducked into the yurt. Natalia felt guilty and must have appeared awkward, because Jillian snickered.

			“No,” scolded Natalia. “You don’t get to laugh at me. When your stupid letters stopped coming, I was afraid something was wrong. Imagine my surprise when I discovered you were no longer living with Sokol.”

			“Natalia—”

			“I’m not finished. Do you know how upset I’ve been? I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again.” Natalia’s shoulders trembled as she began to whimper. “I didn’t even know if you were alive.”

			Jillian quickly went to Natalia and briefly embraced her, before letting go to wipe away Natalia’s tears. Then Jillian kissed Natalia all over her face until she finally giggled. It felt too good to receive Jillian’s affection, and Natalia reacted by hugging Jillian tightly.

			With her head resting on Jillian’s shoulder, Natalia said, “Verseine accepted the proposal.” 

			“I’m sorry, Natalia. I really am.”

			“He’s coming to retrieve me in two weeks. I need every remaining second spent with my sister.”

			“There’s nothing I want more,” Jillian responded.
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			Two weeks later, in the twins’ chamber, Natalia prepared for the arrival of her betrothed by brushing her hair in front of the mirror. Jillian was watching while seated on the edge of the bed until she stood with her hand out for the brush.

			“You’re going to brush my hair?” asked Natalia with disbelief.

			“Of course,” laughed Jillian.

			“You don’t even brush your own hair.”

			Gentleness was not a trait Jillian often displayed, and Natalia’s head was pulled with every stroke. But Natalia didn’t mind. 

			“Let’s talk about your new palace,” said Jillian. “It’ll be an adjustment for sure. Getting accustomed to luxury.”

			“How will I ever manage?”

			“You’re taking it lightly,” Jillian said. “Think of everything you’re used to and then imagine the opposite.”

			“Since you’re the only thing good about my life here, I suppose the opposite of everything else will suit me fine.” 

			“But you’re also trading me for a different companion. Who is going to let you know when you’re being obnoxious? Bad habits may return when you’re constantly pampered.”

			Ignoring Jillian’s attempt to annoy her, Natalia asked, “What do you think he looks like?” 

			Jillian answered the question enthusiastically. “He’s obviously fat.”

			“Why?”

			“Wouldn’t he look like his father?”

			Natalia argued, “We don’t look like ours.”

			“I’m just worried. That’s all. About your wedding night. Won’t you be crushed?”

			Natalia smiled into the mirror, shaking her head at Jillian’s horrible teasing. “You won’t stop until I’m angry,” said Natalia. 

			“You mock his father.”

			“Nothing to do with his size. It was the gestures he made with his hands. Who would act like that in Karkov?”

			“So dignified,” said Jillian in a snobby voice. Jillian took a few steps away from Natalia’s chair. “I’ll be Francis,” she said as Natalia turned to watch her. “What kind of a name is Francis anyway?” Jillian held up her left hand and then pulled her right hand down over the left, down to her wrist. “I’m wearing white gloves,” she announced, wiggling her fingers. 

			Natalia chuckled, “So dignified.”

			Jillian ran the backs of her hands gently down her face. “Also, my complexion matches my gloves. I never leave the palace.”

			“We have much in common,” responded Natalia.

			Being mockingly elegant, Jillian held out her open palms and crossed her feet. “I’ll greet you like this,” she said, bending her knees and bowing with a twirl of her hands. “Natalia, my fair wife, oh how I love thee.”

			Natalia stood up to play along. She politely gave Jillian her hand. 

			Jillian took her hand and closely examined her arm. “Natalia, my beautiful wife, I immediately see a problem.”

			“What is it, dear husband?”

			“Your muscles . . .” Jillian started laughing as she tried to continue. “How can I be your husband when you are manlier than me?” 

			Natalia yanked her hand free and clenched her fists. She lunged at Jillian with a lead punch and then a second. 

			Jillian grasped both fists before Natalia started crying. Jillian embraced her. “I’m sorry, Natalia. I shouldn’t upset you. Not today. This is my way of concealing sadness. I’m trying to deal with this too.”

			“I know.”

			“Listen, Natalia,” continued Jillian. “When you leave here, your focus needs to be on your future. You’ll be a queen in a few years. And you must rule by your greatest strength.”

			“A queen isn’t the ruler,” sobbed Natalia.

			“If that’s what you think, then I don’t know you at all. What’s your greatest strength?” 

			Natalia shrugged.

			“Your greatest strength is the effect you have on the people around you. Your own life is proof that you change the unchangeable. You should’ve never survived early childhood. If you can cause the most ruthless men in the world to break a tradition which lasted hundreds of years, then imagine the change you could make in Verseine.”

			Natalia looked up with teary eyes and responded with a playful retort. “Oh, how I love thee, sister,” she said with a curtsy. They laughed and hugged. “Surely, my husband will let me attend your wedding,” continued Natalia. “If he won’t take me, I’ll run away.” 

			“None of that husband let me nonsense. If he has a problem with you doing as you please, then he’ll pay when I arrive with my warriors.”

			“You’ll attack my kingdom?”

			“I will attack all around you and leave only you—”

			There was a knock on the door. “Daughter.”

			Natalia turned away from the door in order to wipe her tears. She heard the door open, followed by the first words spoken between her father and Jillian since the day Lorenzo had departed.

			“Leave me with your sister.” 

			Instead, Jillian defiantly walked to Natalia and whispered, “Dry those eyes, sister. The most precious eyes in the world must be clear for your husband’s first glance.” 

			Natalia smiled at her and nodded. 

			Jillian ignored the Old Lion, who waited at the door, and continued her private conversation. “I can’t go out front with you if he’s there.”

			“You have to, Jillian.”

			“What if I do something insane to embarrass you?”

			Jillian was being serious, but Natalia laughed unexpectedly. Natalia’s reaction seemed to ease Jillian’s stubbornness, and Natalia recognized it. “Just be there until I meet him. Then you can leave, and I’ll tell you everything else tonight.”

			Jillian reluctantly nodded. “Do you wish to speak with him now?” 

			They hugged as Natalia whispered, “I have to say farewell. I know he won’t be there tomorrow morning.”

			Jillian refused to look at her father as she passed by, leaving the door open as she left. 

			Natalia kept her back to her father. The Old Lion appealed to his distraught daughter. “Will you not see me before you’re in the company of your husband?”

			“I don’t wish for you to see me weak.”

			“My Natalia is not weak.” 

			She finally turned to face him but repressed the urge to go closer. 

			“We must talk now, Daughter. The party’s been seen coming down the mountain.” 

			All of a sudden it was real to Natalia that she was leaving. She didn’t like the feeling. 

			“Through your life I’ve taught you many lessons. I want you to listen to this last lesson most of all.” 

			The concern and seriousness in his tone made her more uneasy. 

			“Never let Verseine change who you are. You be the one to change Verseine. Do not fall victim to their way. Don’t trust anyone there. They’re all frills and veils. Nothing more. Of you two girls, your will is the strongest, and it will take all you have to evolve this young prince into the ruler you wish him to be.”

			Natalia smiled at the similarity between his words and Jillian’s. Many times Natalia had thought there was always conflict between them because of how alike they were.

			“This wasn’t my wish. My wish was for your duty to be at home. Verseine doesn’t deserve you. But now this is your duty for Karkov. Do you understand?” 

			“Yes, Papa.” 

			“Listen to me closely still, for this is the most important part of what I say to you. Your sister doesn’t understand what she’s done. Jillian is ready to be Lioness of the West, but she’ll be in Lucenze, with an army, while you’re in Verseine with only eight warriors.”

			“Is Verseine dangerous?”

			“No, it has not been so for many years. Because of what I did to settle things in the West, Verseine has thrived and perhaps has become the greatest city of all. Philip will adore you as the Daughter of the Lion who installed him on his throne.”

			“I don’t think that will be the case,” remarked Natalia, referring to their previous encounter. 

			“He will,” the Old Lion assured her. “But I want you to watch for signs of regression. Many years ago, there was a revolution in Verseine. There was incredible violence against the royal family. If you see any sign of this, then know it could endanger you, and escape immediately with your Kheshkev.”

			“I’ll watch for this,” said Natalia.

			“I especially want you to observe the man who is chief of the military. Write me to explain your view of him. I want to know this man, and you’ll be my eyes and mind.” He stepped forward and grabbed her arms to ensure he had her attention. “Do you understand me, Natalia?”

			“Yes, Papa, I will.”

			“Do these concerns frighten you? If so, just remember you can always return home. Jillian can’t control you forever.”

			It agitated Natalia that the Old Lion was using what would be their final moments together as an opportunity for triumph over Jillian. But Natalia refused to leave her father on unpleasant terms. She stood tall and kissed the scar above his beard that her mother had given him. “Farewell, Papa.”

			The Old Lion’s reaction was very odd. It was as if she’d startled him. He walked backward a few steps before turning quickly to leave the room without another word, unable to return the farewell to his daughter.
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			The bulky, ornamented carriage, which had prolonged their descent from the pass, approached the castle. It was followed by servant carriages and a large escort of mounted riders. Inside the royal carriage, Francis slid close to a window, shifting the bottom of a curtain enough to sneak a glimpse of the Kark royals. At the top of the stone steps stood a large bearded man who looked more like a barbarian than a greatly respected king. Behind the vulgar-looking man was a girl dressed in his image, except she was saved by femininity. Next to the pretty barbarian girl was an altogether different version of her, wearing a simple white dress. It was as if she was the purified form of the other. She had golden hair down to her elbows. Her smooth neck was bare, but she did not need jewelry. She was adorned with beauty. Surely the idyllic girl was his.

			As the carriage turned below the castle steps, the prince let the curtain go so as not to appear improper. He stayed seated facing the front of the carriage until an attendant opened the carriage door. Not until Francis had stepped down and formally turned to his hosts did he see the twins had moved closer to their father. The girls were motioning to each other, still behind their father’s back. Their behavior was completely unrefined, but he knew they were reacting to seeing him for the first time. When they returned their attention to him, both girls displayed gorgeous smiles, making Francis forget any complaints about their conduct.

			Francis was almost sure the girl in the dress was his, but he still worried it might be the other. How offensive it would be if he were given the other. His anxiousness was overwhelming, until he heard their father say, “Daughter, go to your husband,” and the girl in the dress smiled, moving forward.

			Francis, who had remained stately through all of his suffering, allowed himself to smile as she charmingly made her way down the stone steps. The simple dress was conservative, unlike those of Verseine, but he could discern the shape of her body. She was desirable yet strong, unlike the dainty girls of his home. But he had not seen the ultimate exemplification of her magnificence until she reached the bottom steps. Her light blue eyes nearly brought him to tears. They were piercing and commanded his attention as she walked to him. When she stepped in front of him, his knees were weak. It was all Francis could do when he lifted his hand for hers. When she obliged and gave her hand, he was strengthened.

			“I am Natalia.”

			Everything about her astounded Francis: the feel of her hand, her beautiful eyes, and her pleasant voice. After a moment, he heard her precious laugh for the first time.

			Francis ended an awkward silence by finally mustering the words, “Forgive me, Princess Natalia. Your beauty causes my behavior to be undignified.”

			Her sister burst into laughter from the top of the steps. Francis was offended, until Natalia turned back to him after glancing at her sister. Her smile toward him was lovely and nothing else mattered.
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			“He’s not gruesome at all,” remarked Jillian. “It’s a different handsome than Lorenzo. Francis is more boyish with his freckles and sandy hair. Francis’s hair is more . . . orderly.”

			“Everything about him is more orderly,” quipped Natalia. “He’s more boastful than I would prefer.” 

			“What did he boast about?” Jillian asked.

			“He said my ‘woman’—which, first of all, he called the lady my woman—would bring me the ‘latest and grandest Verseine fashions.’”

			“There was a time when you would’ve only heard the part about the fashions and nothing else.” 

			“I’m certainly not dreading the part about the fashions,” Natalia admitted.

			Jillian smiled mischievously as she prepared to give Natalia instruction. “As far as the poor behavior, you must correct anything you don’t like.”

			“How do I correct a prince?” 

			“Give him a thump on the nose.”

			Natalia laughed. “He’s not a horse, Jillian.”

			“Is the ass not a close relative? He shouldn’t behave like an ass if—” Jillian stopped when there was a knock on the door, and the girls snickered at the possibility that they’d been overheard.

			Natalia opened the door, revealing a narrow-nosed woman with delightfully styled light gray hair, more white than gray. She wore a black ribbon tied snugly around her neck and a fitted dress, with sleeves that flared out from the elbows to the hands. Her bodice had black and gold vertical stripes. The skirt was solid black. She wore a matching miniature hat, which was too small to provide any benefit of wearing a hat, especially indoors. The woman was captivatingly confident and had a warm smile. As she approached Natalia, Jillian wondered about her age, but her unfamiliarity with women made it difficult to guess. 

			“You are Natalia? My dear, I am Marie Marchand,” she said as she stepped close to Natalia, kissing each side of her face, before entering the room. Jillian giggled at the greeting Marie gave her sister. “I hope my informality does not cause offense.” 

			“No need to be formal in Karkov,” responded Jillian. “Though you may be asked to prove your worth in a duel.” 

			Marie held up fists as if she were ready for a challenge. “Only if someone offends your sister.”

			“I like you already,” Jillian responded. “Natalia, I think I’ve been replaced as your protector.”

			“And you must be the Lioness,” said Marie as she greeted Jillian with the same kisses. “Oh, you both are so dear.”

			Behind her came four Verseine servants, carrying various wardrobe items, which they spread neatly on the bed. Then two servants returned to the hall to carry in a small linen-covered table. After placing the table, the servants exited the room, closing the door behind them. The girls were intently looking over the items on the bed when Marie placed her hands on her hips with a quick raise of her heels. “Darlings, I am Princess Natalia’s new governess.”

			Jillian looked at Natalia. Natalia shrugged.

			“You’ve had governesses before?” asked Marie.

			“We don’t know what that means,” replied Jillian.

			“It doesn’t matter. Besides, I’m not a traditional governess. Natalia will need a quick education in what I know best: Verseine elegance. Well, second best. She’ll have to learn the other on her own. I’ve been personally plucked from the columns of the high-society pages by the fat king and swept into the regal palace, where everyone always knew I belonged.” 

			The girls turned to each other and laughed at Marie’s calling the king fat. The woman seemed without either fear or care that she might be overheard. Jillian liked her, whichever was the case.

			“It is my duty to make the most beautiful girl in the world look like the most beautiful girl in the world.”

			While examining Natalia’s new apparel, Jillian noticed an undergarment intended to cover a woman’s breasts. “She’ll certainly be found desirable in this,” she said, shaping it around her own breasts.

			“Ah, darlings, this is a brief corset. It’s my own invention. A youthful woman like yourself doesn’t need the whole corset. I call it a short stay, for it shows your breasts so pleasingly your man will not let it stay for very long.” 

			Jillian held it over her sister. “Let’s see how it looks.” Natalia showed no modesty as she removed the dress and chemise, leaving her naked except for her drawers. Jillian smiled at Marie’s funny reaction to how abruptly Natalia undressed. 

			Marie stepped behind Natalia and tied the garment in the back. The short stay covered only her breasts, while leaving her lower torso exposed. After looking at herself in the mirror, Natalia asked, “Marie, do you have more than one?”

			“Yes, darling.”

			“Can you give one to my sister?”

			“My dear, they are not for me to give.” 

			Natalia appeared disappointed. 

			“They are yours to do with as you please. You may give one to your father if you wish. But first, darlings, allow me to explain my other gift. I do know the bond between sisters and how it feels to be removed from that bond. I thought tomorrow might be difficult for you. So, my dear Natalia, I wanted to bring the best of Verseine for you to first experience with the greatest love you will ever know. And no, I’m not referring to myself.” 

			The twins appreciated that the woman, a stranger, had the forethought to understand the girls would be dreading their separation. Jillian put her arm around Natalia as Marie took hold of the linen before turning back to the girls. “Now, we are best known for our fashion and art, but below is something I find more pleasing than the firm grasp of a man’s hands . . .” The girls started laughing. “Darlings, I see you get the picture,” she said, and she removed the covering to expose an odd-looking wine bottle, fat at the bottom, its cork fixed by twisted wire. Surrounding the bottle was a variety of scrumptious-looking pastries and sweets. “Tonight, you are together in Verseine. Listen closely. Can you hear the street music just outside? Can you see the flickering streetlamps or their reflection on the river? Or feel the cobblestone beneath your feet?”

			When Natalia began to sample the sweets, the aroma made Jillian queasy. She had to abruptly turn away to gather herself. 

			“My dear, please forgive me for broaching the subject of the sadness of tomorrow,” said Marie.

			Natalia shook her head. “That’s not it. Jillian hasn’t been able to keep any food down for days.”

			Marie placed the back of her hand against Jillian’s forehead. “Is the nausea your only symptom?” 

			Jillian nodded.

			“Hmm.” Marie sounded puzzled.

			“I believe she’s ill over my leaving,” suggested Natalia.

			Jillian wanted Marie to know her gesture was appreciated. “The gift is incredibly kind. Your thoughtfulness is more than we’re used to.”

			Natalia explained, “You’re going to find it strange, but we’ve never been cared for by a woman. No other woman has set foot in this room.”

			“Impossible,” responded Marie.

			Jillian added, “We’ve never really felt what we’re feeling right now. From you.”

			“Oh, my darlings.” Marie extended her arms. “Would it be acceptable?” Both girls stepped into her embrace. The mood returned to cheerful, and soon the twins were in matching undergarments asking all the questions they could think of about Verseine. They indulged in the company of the warm, compassionate woman they’d only just met, who cared for them in a way that was strange to them. And for hours into the night, the daughters who had never known a mother, with a mother who had never known a daughter, adorned themselves in Verseine fashions while discussing Natalia’s new life. 

			The topic of the heralded Verseine wedding arose, and the girls frowned at each other. “Natalia is upset with me,” explained Jillian. “I refused to leave before her and will miss her wedding.” 

			“She could still go. But she has more important matters to attend to.”

			Marie jumped from her chair and put a finger to her lips. “I don’t have it with me, but I have a way for you to see her at her wedding.”

			Marie left the room. It was unusual for anyone to walk the halls of the castle so late at night, especially anyone female. After a short while she returned with a flat leather pouch, out of which she removed sketches of the wedding gown she had designed for Natalia. She showed the renderings to the girls. “The fabric has been woven and will only need to be fitted. It is woven from strands of gold. There will be a silver gown underneath to create a sparkle like the stars.”

			“Natalia, look at that,” said Jillian, amazed at the drawing.

			“It’s lovely, Marie,” said Natalia.

			Marie asked, “What do you think of your husband-to-be?” 

			The girls giggled together before Jillian answered for her sister, “We didn’t find him as disgusting as our imaginations led us to fear. But he’ll never be her olive-skinned dream.”

			“Oh?” said Marie.

			“Shut up, Jillian.”

			“She fell in love with the Lucine prince when he came here. Actually she’s been in love with him since we were children. But she wasn’t able to marry him.”

			Natalia became expressionless. 

			“Oh, darling, the loss of Lucenze is my gain. May I ask . . .?”

			As Marie sought the words of her question, Natalia coldly replied, “The new Heir to Karkov is to be seeded by Lorenzo Fercisi.”

			Jillian continued the explanation. “Since Natalia would never give up her child and send it to be raised in Karkov, I am the one who will be sent to Lucenze.” 

			Marie reacted to Jillian’s words by covering her gasp, then asking, “You would do this?” 

			Natalia, still emotionless, answered for her sister, “She’s made it her duty for Karkov.”

			It was a spiteful remark, meant to anger Jillian. Natalia remained bitter over being forced to leave. With Marie noticing the tension between them, Jillian chose to divert Natalia’s mood. “What will Marie think of us if she witnesses an argument? The truth is our fights can be rather volatile. The last time we fought, Natalia gave me a black eye.”

			Marie playfully scolded her charge. “Na-ta-lia.” 

			With a wry smile, Natalia said, “It was long overdue and thoroughly deserved.”

			“Tell me more about Natalia’s wedding,” Jillian begged.

			“Don’t tell her anything else,” snapped Natalia, lightheartedly, but trying to hide her hurt. “She can be there if she desires to know more.”

			“I’ll not participate in depriving one sister of information about the other. In the papers it’s being called the wedding of the century. Dignitaries are already arriving from around the world.” 

			“Around the world?” Natalia said.

			“You’ll be as famous as me,” teased Jillian. 

			“Our grand cathedral is draped with banners of Verseine blue. The nave roof is higher than this castle, and the banners cascade between the windows from floor to ceiling.”

			“What’s a cathedral?” asked Natalia.

			Marie explained the building was older than the conquerors, before continuing with more details. “Natalia will be adorned with royal jewels as she processes to the altar amid the gentle strains of the Verseine Orchestra.”

			“What’s an orchestra?”

			Jillian rolled her eyes at Natalia’s maddening curiosity. After Marie explained what an orchestra was, Jillian suggested, “You may want to leave out anything Natalia wouldn’t know. Unless you want to answer questions all night.”

			“I know you have swordsmen in Karkov.”

			“That, we know,” snickered Jillian.

			“After the wedding, we’ll return to the palace for a grand ball. Natalia will receive guests from many lands. There will be cakes enough to feed the entire city, but only the elite will be present. But the swordsman is what I promised to tell you about. There will be a toast, and it is tradition for the top swordsman in Verseine to open a bottle of champagne with his sword.” Marie closed her left hand and swiped it across her body while mimicking the sound of a bottle neck being chopped. 

			Jillian responded with enthusiasm, “Natalia will be the top swordsman in Verseine.” 

			The women laughed together happily, and Marie told them more about the ball. When Jillian convinced Marie to demonstrate how ball dancing looked, Natalia quietly stretched out over the Verseine dresses atop the bed and was soon asleep.

			Marie’s joviality transformed to a sigh once she saw Natalia was dozing.

			“I’m surprised she lasted this long,” remarked Jillian. “Will you sit with me a while longer?”

			“Of course, darling,” answered Marie, sitting in the chair across from Jillian. “I wish I could take you with us. There’s a trunk large enough to stow you.”

			“I’m glad to have met you. It gives me comfort with her going to a strange place. I trust you to look after her.”

			“As you should,” Marie responded adamantly.

			“Do you know how we were raised?”

			“Somewhat,” replied Marie.

			“It was brutal. As hard as it was, the worst suffering for me was having to watch Natalia endure it. A few years ago she was removed from training, and it changed her. She became spoiled. You wouldn’t know it now. She’s grown out of it. But I fear it could happen again in Verseine.”

			“I will always look after your sister. You have my word. My loyalty will forever be with Natalia. We’ll let the king think it’s with him, but just between us, my devotion will be to her. Besides, the fat-bellied king is about the only Verseineman I’ve never admired. And I’ve admired them all, from lawyers to street shovelers. But as agreed, that also is only between us.” After a long pause Marie joked, “And the shoveler.”

			“You’re what I always wanted for Natalia.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“I’ve always wished for Natalia to have a mother.”

			“But not for yourself?”

			“I used to convince myself that Lions aren’t supposed to have mothers. Most of my life has been wasted trying to prove I was a Lion.”

			Marie deliberately closed her mouth instead of speaking, making it clear she wanted to say something.

			“You can say anything, Marie.”

			“I’m not sure I can. It is very personal and quite a bit prying.”

			“If there’s something you need to know about Natalia, I’ll tell you.”

			“It’s about you, darling. And I don’t require any response from you. But it’s occurred to me that you haven’t had a woman around to ask questions or to teach you certain . . . There is something I feel obligated to say. Although I have no reason to suggest it is possible. It’s none of my business. Even if I learned some of your private matters, they would remain between us.”

			“On with it, Marie.”

			“It’s just that women who are early in pregnancy often have lengthy periods of nausea.”
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			Natalia saw Francis patiently waiting as she turned her gaze from the carriage window. His hands were properly folded, as if he was posing in anticipation of the moment she would see him next. Natalia realized she might’ve been rude as she stared out the window watching her previous life recede into the distance, while her new life hoped for her attention.

			“I’ve not been a pleasant companion,” she acknowledged.

			“Your beauty far exceeds any of your faults,” responded Francis, with a quick downward glimpse. 

			Natalia clearly recognized that Francis had looked at her breasts, but she didn’t know how she was supposed to react. Modesty was not something she had learned from a life spent secluded with her twin. And it certainly didn’t seem that hiding the body was the primary aim of her new attire. 

			Francis claimed his fascination was due to her clothing, rather than what it failed to cover. “The Verseine fashion . . . on you. It has been meant for you the entire time. Now all the Verseine women will know how inadequate they have been.”

			Mercifully for Francis, Natalia was eager to discuss Verseine. “I look forward to seeing Verseine. Marie has told me of pleasant walks along the river which runs through the city. And of children playing in gardens. Will you take me for a walk in the city once we arrive?”

			“There is all of that within the safety of the palace. Less the children, of course.”

			“Verseine is unsafe?”

			“It is safe now. Prior to my father’s reign it was a menagerie of slum-riddled awfulness and violence. Perhaps there has never been a place improved so much in a twenty-four-year span. The slums have been removed, making way for lovely gardens. The grandest of all gardens is named in honor of my father. Our beautiful old buildings can once again be seen from the palace, while new buildings of equal splendor have been erected. Like the opera house. The people now have a hospital and untainted water. Yet, as delightful as it all sounds, a princess walking among the undesirables of any city would be at some risk. Verseine is no exception.”

			“I can defend myself.”

			“I am quite sure of that, but you have to understand my family is leery of mixing with the citizens because of events from the past. However, I assure you that from the palace you can capture the city at its best, without any of its unpleasantness. Every evening, from the eastward windows, I watch as hundreds of illumineers go about their duty lighting the gas lamps. It is magical to watch from the palace.”

			“I’ll watch this with you every night.”

			“Verseine is a brilliant city. We are fortunate to have access by sea to at least some of the marvels of progress. My father has been able to take Verseine from its horrible past, but I will lead it into modern times.” 

			Despite the conceit she found unfavorable, Natalia appreciated his ambition to make improvements and wanted the freedom to discover her own role in Verseine’s future. “I want to experience the city. To know the people and for the people to know me.”

			“You need not worry about being known. You will be the object of all things written, drawn, or discussed. Your beauty and position will guarantee this, not walks among the commoners.”

			Natalia tried to mask her disappointment. But even through his unrelenting self-focus, Francis determined she was not taking his counsel as she should and tried to offer compromise. “When we arrive, I will have the carriage detour quickly through the city. It will be night, but night is when Verseine shines. We will drive through the Philippe Gardens. From there you can see the opera house and any other building worth seeing. I will show Natalia her Verseine. It will be a worthy spectacle.” 

			Natalia saw that he expected a response, but she did not recognize his offer as genuine compromise. It sounded as if she would be isolated, just as she had been her entire life.

			Francis seemed to be perplexed and thinking of how to remedy the situation. “I do understand.” 

			She looked at him doubtfully. 

			“I have made Verseine sound so amazing. Your excitement about living in such a place has made you unable to comprehend the palace will provide everything you desire. Given time, you will see. The most luxurious gardens are on the palace grounds. I already know the East Gardens will be your favorite. They are bounded by a walk atop the palace wall which curves along the river. Guess what is just on the other side of the river from this path?”

			Natalia shrugged.

			“The Philippe Gardens. Directly in line with the palace. That is why my father razed the slums and built the gardens there. We have the finest view. And you will see everything that interests you about the city. The people will see you taking your walks there, and you will be able to wave at them. This is where I take my rides upon the cycle.” 

			“What is that?”

			“Have you never heard of a cycle?”

			“You’ll learn there’s much I haven’t heard of,” admitted Natalia.

			“Well, it is fairly new. It is like a horse with wheels, but it is a machine.”

			“Why not ride a horse?”

			“Because the cycle is better.”

			“If the cycles are better, then why do they not pull our carriage?”

			Francis laughed. “They require a rider. The rider supplies the power. And we only need the carriage in the first place because we do not have the trains of our Western friends.” Still laughing, he continued, “I suppose the cycles are only better than horses within Verseine.”

			“Does everyone in Verseine have the machine horses?”

			“Only the ones who matter.”

			“If they’re meant to show you’re better than others, then I’d rather stick to horses. If you speak this way to impress . . . Well, you do make an impression upon me, but not a flattering one. Besides, I don’t think I could give up riding actual horses.”

			Francis was quietened after her minor scolding. They rode in silence for a while, as Natalia wanted it, but she kept thinking of the cycle until she resumed the discussion. “I’ve been thinking about the machine horse and suppose it would have some advantages, like eating fewer oats, and not producing what comes of the oats.”

			Francis laughed again.

			“But I really love horses and hope I’ll be allowed to keep one.”

			“The cycle has not replaced the horse. It is only to further our leisure. We still have our royal stables. You will be allowed to keep as many horses as you wish.”

			Natalia smiled, and Francis relished her joy. “Then I’ll be excited to also ride the cycle with you,” she declared.

			“They are not actually for women. Although, I am sure from what I have heard of your abilities and training, it would be nothing for you to accomplish riding sufficiently.” 

			“My training has not prepared me for the life I’ll live. I feel foolish with all I don’t know. I’d like to be educated once in Verseine.”

			“Your woman will teach all you need to know. How to behave in society.” 

			Natalia wanted to teach him how to behave. 

			“I am concerned, though, that all of these new experiences converging at once may be overwhelming for you,” he said. 

			“It will be different for me, but I’ll not be overwhelmed.”

			“How can you be so sure?”

			“My instincts have been honed. More like manipulated. I was trained to remain calm and logical, no matter the chaotic circumstance.”

			“Can you tell me how this was done? I am quite intrigued, and we have an incredibly long and boring journey otherwise.”

			“I’d rather you not know these things. It’s not how a Verseine queen would’ve been prepared.”

			“Am I not to know my bride? I should know even the things she wishes to leave forgotten. Perhaps if you would tell me one example of your imperviousness to being overwhelmed, I will be satisfied that I know you a bit better than I do now.”

			Most anything from her childhood would have been shocking to him, and Natalia did not enjoy being an object of curiosity. “I shouldn’t have suggested I won’t be overwhelmed. I have no idea what Verseine is like. I may very well be overcome by my new surroundings.”

			“While I do not understand your reluctance, allow me to propose a deal. I had intended to save a certain surprise for after we had completed this journey through nothingness, but if you will give me one tale of your upbringing, then I will unveil the most wonderful news you could never have expected.”

			Francis became overly zealous when mentioning his secret, and Natalia knew he would be devastated if she did not find it irresistible. “If you insist, Francis, I will give you one example.”

			“Very well indeed. Please go ahead.”

			“When I was young, maybe ten, I was taken from sleep in the middle of the night by Kheshkev. You know who the Kheshkev are?”

			“Yes. Yes. The threatening creatures who trail our carriage as we speak.”

			“I was wearing only a sleep gown. And it was in the worst of winter. I was thrown in a wagon with foreign prisoners captured in war. They were shackled, but you can imagine how I was threatened.”

			“A young girl should not know such vulgarity.”

			“It was a long ride into the Kark wilderness, and the wagon wasn’t enclosed. The convulsing of my body told me I wouldn’t survive without finding warmth against a prisoner.”

			“Ghastly! This is outrageous.”

			“I had to stay alive. Have you heard enough?”

			“There is more?” cried Francis. “Now I must hear how it ended. The rest will be better. A happier tale since you are with me now.”

			“The true test was yet to come. Shortly after daybreak, we were unloaded and brought onto a frozen lake. After I was blindfolded, I heard the prisoners being unshackled. They were promised freedom if I was drowned. I was dragged by my hair over the ice.”

			“This could not have been allowed by your father.” 

			“It was probably his idea. And no training was solely for the education of one Daughter without the other. Mixed within the harassing shouts of the prisoners was the voice of my sister, Jillian, but as if she were running toward me. Despite what was happening, she had to maintain her composure to give me instructions. I had to ignore everything else in order to hear what had to be heard.”

			“What did she say?”

			“That they would throw me below the ice. I was taken up by the arm when she told me I would have to swim to another opening in the surface. They spun me round to create confusion, but I heard her call loudly before I was thrown in, ‘Listen, and I will lead you!’ The freezing water shocked me, but I had to recover instantly to find Jillian’s signal. With her boot she made a tap-tap on the ice. Once the prisoners saw what she was doing, they attempted to sabotage her plan by stomping all around me. But Jillian’s taps remained rhythmic and consistent, allowing me to follow her path to save my life.”

			On the edge of his seat, Francis took Natalia’s hand and said, “Surely you would have been saved regardless of the exercise.”

			Natalia did not want to explain why he was wrong. She was embarrassed at how easily her death would have been accepted and justified, that she was not worthy of being a Lion. “It all happened within seconds. If either of us had been overwhelmed we would have failed. Being trapped below ice should have caused panic, and the painfully frigid water made it almost impossible to think clearly.” 

			The look on Francis’s face was familiar to Natalia. She never forgot seeing the same expressions from foreign visitors, during her childhood, when her father forced the twins to perform exhibitions of skill and sometimes cruelty. The Old Lion wanted to ensure foreign lands would remain intimidated by Karkov, even if under female rule. “I see how disgusted you are. I’ve seen this look on people’s faces before. It makes me ashamed. This is why I wished not to tell you these things.”

			“Not about you, Natalia, I am only troubled at how a father could do such things to his daughters.” Francis stroked her hand, as if comforting Natalia, despite his own troubled state. “I take solace in knowing I have removed you from this dreadfulness. Ah, and there could not be a more perfect segue into my wonderful surprise. As I understand it, your sister was able to travel east while you remained at home. We cannot allow you to be outdone by your sister, now, can we?”

			“Jillian was at war,” said Natalia.

			“Where she found adventure and fame,” he responded. 

			“You don’t intend for me to go to war?” 

			Francis laughed so boisterously that it felt condescending. “One can visit other lands without attacking them. I had hoped you would be interested in travel. After the wedding, we will commence a royal bridal tour, where you will see more lands than you have ever dreamed of.” 

			“I’ve dreamed of visiting Vestra.” 

			“It would not be a proper bridal tour without sailing to Vestra. And when we return from the West, it will be time to go east. I will be the first Verseineman to visit Oriene.”

			“I don’t think the Old Lion’s daughter would be kindly received in the East.”

			“We have to make peace if we are to make riches,” responded Francis.

			To Natalia, it began to sound as if Francis’s interest in her mirrored that of his father. She did not want to be a reason for Verseine to be allowed trade with the East. “Now I understand.”

			“Understand what, lovely?”

			“I wondered why your father would even accept me as your wife. After the way I treated him last year. I was possibly rude.”

			“My father is delighted that I might have the most beautiful—”

			“Your father is delighted he might be granted access to the East. Because of me. Is that all I am to you?”

			“Of course not. We do not have to go east in our first year. We will never go there unless it suits you. You cannot fault me for wanting the entire world to know I have been found worthy of the most beautiful prize.”

			It annoyed Natalia when Francis bragged. Speaking of her as an accomplishment was not better than using her for business dealings. Part of her wanted to leap out of the carriage and gallop home with her Kheshkev. However, another part of her remained captivated by the idea of travel. “As long as we don’t go east,” she said with a brief smile. 

			“You name the destination, and I shall take you there.” 

			She observed the effect of her smile, the way it seemed to make Francis more affectionate.

			“We will leave the morning following our wedding,” continued Francis, intent on keeping her engaged in joy.

			With mention of the immediate departure, Natalia worried the tour would conflict with Jillian’s wedding. She had hoped to convince Francis to attend the wedding in Lucenze. Natalia wondered if he would be willing to postpone the tour but didn’t want to be ungrateful. 

			“Please do not be troubled. If there is a dream I have failed to acknowledge, the world shall be yours, my lovely.”

			Natalia hadn’t intended for her expression to change as it had while she thought of the Lucine wedding. “I’m not troubled. I am truly happy.” 

			“Not as happy as you will be. I have yet to reveal the grand finale of my surprise. Although it is at the beginning. Our first destination will not be temporary. It will be as frequent as we wish. I have acquired a second home which you can visit as much as you please. And you will want to visit it often. A wedding gift for my exquisite bride.”

			“But I haven’t anything to give you in return.”

			Nearly everything Natalia said made Francis laugh. “You still haven’t heard what makes the gift so remarkable, for I have put much consideration into what would seal your love for me.” It seemed as if he was playing with her, wanting her to want more. “The home itself is not what is significant, although I am told it is rather exceptional.”

			“You purchased a home without seeing it?”

			“Of course. But in its land, it is referred to as a villa.”

			“The home is not in Verseine?” 

			“It is a villa.”

			“Is it unusual to have a villa in another land?” she asked.

			“In this circumstance it makes sense.”

			Natalia finally showed the lack of restraint that Francis had been striving for. She shifted forward to the edge of her seat and touched his knee. “I’m ready for you to tell me. Please, Francis.”

			“Oh,” he groaned with fake suffering. “I am not sure you are ready just yet, because you will have no choice but to love me forever.”

			Again, Natalia began to play the game as he hoped. “I may sooner hate you if you don’t tell me.” 

			“See how you repay my kindness? What has your mother taught you?” His face paled immediately; he was humiliated by his dreadful error. “Oh, please pardon me, Natalia. I foolishly lost my head.”

			“I’m not offended,” Natalia assured him. 

			“I should not have erred in this manner. It makes no sense that I would have said it, as I also have been raised without a mother.”

			Natalia had not been aware of this, and he suddenly became more relatable. She sat wondering how his mother had been lost, contemplating how it might have impacted his personality.

			The enjoyment they had shared was dulled, and Francis seemed unwilling for this to be the moment he unveiled his magnificent gesture of love. When they emerged from the spruce forest, Natalia looked wistfully toward the mountain peaks. She had spent much time gazing upon the gray-faced granite from the lupine field. It was a monumental point in her life, as she approached an entirely different existence. 

			With the passing of much time and little being said, the pace of the carriage slowed due to the steepened ascent. Francis looked as if he were in anguish. “Don’t you think you’ve tortured yourself enough?” she asked.

			“I had in my mind how perfect the moment would be, and then I ruined it.”

			“You’ve ruined nothing, Francis.”

			Her comforting words renewed his ambition. “You are right, Natalia. For revealing this treasure will make any moment perfect.”

			“This time, just tell me.”

			“I have been terrified that you already guessed my secret. Have you not been wondering?”

			“I’ve been thinking about you. And us. Not the gift.”

			“Surely you would have discovered it, if you had thought about where. Since it is not in Verseine.”

			“This is better. I will remain surprised.”

			“Are you sure you are ready to love me?” 

			She gave him a glare that he seemed to enjoy. 

			“With my gift, I will allow you to keep what you thought you left behind.”

			“Karkov?”

			“No,” laughed Francis.

			“Jillian! A home with Jillian?”

			“A villa,” Francis said, correcting her, as he relished her reaction. “And no, not with her. But very close. Atop a hill with a view of the Lucine capital.”

			Natalia stood up with her left hand touching the carriage roof for support and her right hand covering her open mouth as she absorbed what she’d been told. At the moment she recalled it would be their first destination, she elatedly squealed and jumped up and down before landing in Francis’s lap, facing him, with her hands on his shoulders. “We go there first?”

			Francis was stunned and failed to respond. 

			“Her wedding?” Natalia blurted. 

			His smile gave the answer, and she responded with a kiss to the side of his face, which shocked them both. Natalia was unsure of what she’d done. Francis tried to kiss her lips, but she shied away. Natalia saw that she had embarrassed him. She knew she’d invited affection by kissing his cheek. Mostly because she felt bad for him, Natalia moved close again and gently kissed his lips.

			It was a strange experience to Natalia. As Francis kissed her with full intensity, Natalia’s thoughts drifted. Jillian had often told her about kissing Odani, explaining it as a passionate exchange of instinctive interactions, not something she’d have to think about. But Natalia found it rather boring. Would it have been different if it were Lorenzo? Natalia had imagined kissing Lorenzo, passionately, as Jillian described. Natalia thought of giving in to Lorenzo, as if it were him touching her.

			The two learned to breathe in unison with their kissing as they maneuvered about each other with youthful intrigue. Every so often, the carriage would turn sharply as it made its way up the switchbacks, jostling them from one place to another, but they were not interrupted until the carriage came to a halt as it reached the pass. The young couple smiled and blushed at each other as they returned themselves to order.
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			While waiting for the carriage door to be opened, Francis explained the reason they were stopping on the dangerous mountain edge.

			“I neglected to mention. We had incredible difficulty making this turn. The men will have to unhitch the horses, take hold of the carriage, and force it around the corner by hand. It is monumentally unpleasant, but I am afraid it would be quite perilous to remain in the carriage.”

			“I’m excited to tell Marie we’ll be attending Jillian’s wedding.”

			“Anything my lovely shall want. Take a blanket since it will be cold. I have fashioned you as a Verseine royal when a Kark is better dressed for the mountains.”

			After the carriage door was opened, Natalia was the first to be assisted out. Marie was already present and appeared suspicious as she watched a footman assist Francis down the steps. Natalia turned to look at Francis in order to determine what had Marie’s attention. His hair was untidy, and one side of his collar didn’t match the other. Being discovered by Marie only amused Natalia, and she happily tossed the blanket over Marie’s shoulders and pulled her up the road past the carriage. 

			“Come, Marie, I want to see if Jillian’s watching from the field. We always watched visitors leave. Now I’m the one leaving.”

			Natalia assisted Marie up to a granite shelf, above the carriage, that overlooked Karkov. Natalia kept going toward the edge until Marie resisted by pulling against her hand. 

			“Marie, come sit with me.”

			“Darling, I am your governess, not your nanny. Definitely not your nanny goat.”

			“If I come back to you, will you sit with me?”

			“I took this position thinking I’d be teaching posture, language, and sophistication. Look at me now. Fighting gusts of wind on the edge of a mountain. I shall sit my rear on bare rock for you. Anything to get you away from the verge of falling.”

			Natalia helped Marie sit before nestling beside her. Despite the bulky dress, Natalia sat in her usual way with her chin resting on her knees. After searching below, Natalia was disappointed to discover Jillian hadn’t ridden out to watch her ascend the mountain. People always knew when Natalia was sad, and it was obvious Marie had read her expression.

			“That’s our lupine field,” said Natalia, pointing at the purple vegetation at the foot of the mountain. “I thought for sure Jillian would be there.”

			“It must’ve been too painful for her,” suggested Marie.

			“I wish that was it, but I have a feeling I know where she is.” Natalia worried about what could happen without her there to contain Jillian’s otherwise-boundless chaos. “She’s not always the pleasant version of her you met last night. That’s why it’s good I’ll still be able to watch over her. Oh, Marie! I can’t believe I failed to tell you the best news! I started worrying about Jillian and somehow forgot.” Natalia chuckled. “It doesn’t seem possible this could’ve slipped my mind.”

			Marie attempted to speak, but Natalia didn’t give her a chance to respond. “Really, it’s two pieces of wonderful news. We’ll attend Jillian’s wedding in Lucenze.”

			“Oh, darling, I hoped for this.”

			“We leave immediately after our own wedding to begin a bridal tour, and Lucenze will be the first destination. The first of many. The other part is, while in Lucenze, we will stay in a villa near my sister which will be my own. My own Lucine villa to be with my sister as much as I please. Can you believe it, Marie?” Again, Marie tried to respond, but Natalia wasn’t finished. “Oh please, Marie, tell me you’ll be with me on the whole tour.”

			“Darling, I’ll always be with you.”

			“How long is the ride to the Lucine capital from Verseine?”

			“Barely more than a day, my dear.”

			“Then I could do it in a day,” vowed Natalia as she turned within the blanket and hugged Marie. “Oh, Marie, I’m so happy.”

			“It shows, and it pleases me to no end.” 

			Natalia released the embrace and returned her chin to her knees. A fierce wind interrupted the pleasantness. 

			“Whew.” Marie shuddered. “We’ll be blown back to Karkov if we stay here.”

			“We can get down,” offered Natalia.

			“Yes, but first, dear, I must ask you if he treated you well. In the carriage, I mean. I noticed his clothes were messy. Did he come at you? I’ll toss the little shit from this cliff if he harassed you. What? Why are my darling’s cheeks turning rosy?” 

			“Don’t blame him for what happened. It was me.” 

			“Na-ta-lia! You little vixen.”

			Natalia tilted her head atop her knees and looked back at Marie with a shy grin. “I’m not whatever you called me. It just sort of happened. Accidentally. But then it got rather desireful.”

			Marie hooted loudly. “I love a good romance. Especially those involving unexpected desire. I must hear every detail.”

			“I believe you’ve heard enough.”

			“Not nearly,” responded Marie.

			In order to defend her actions, Natalia did attempt to explain how what began innocently had turned into something else.

			“So you let him kiss you out of pity? I will have to teach you what is and isn’t desireful.” Marie’s laughter had brought tears, and she politely dabbed her eyes with a kerchief. “Oh, darling, I love you more already than I ever thought possible. My life was dull before yesterday. I feel it will never be again.” 

			“I suppose I know the reason why I already love you so much. Because you constantly tease me like Jillian does.”

			“We cannot help ourselves when you give us every reason to.”

			After Marie finished a long sigh, Natalia asked, “Do you know how Francis’s mother died?”

			“She didn’t,” replied Marie. “As far as I know she remains very much alive in exile.”

			“Exile?” 

			“King Philip is a jealous man. A classic result of insecurity. Rumors say there was nothing more than innocent flirtation involved, and the boy’s mother was shipped off to her Acadiene homeland. Francis was very young when it happened.”

			Natalia was disturbed. Would she need to learn to tread delicately around the insecurities of these men?

			“Darling, do not let me ruin your day of desire. So, you’ve found him pleasing?”

			“I was unaccustomed to someone other than my twin putting such thought into my happiness until I met you and Francis. I am inspired to return the kindness to Verseine. They will never know a more loving and devoted queen.”

			“Remarkable,” uttered Marie. 

			Their conversation was interrupted by shouts. “Whoa!” was heard from below, and “He has fallen!”

			Natalia sprung to her knees and crawled to the ledge. “Francis!” 

			“What do you see, darling?”

			“The carriage was being maneuvered. It’s stuck, hanging over the drop.” Natalia called again loudly, “Francis!”

			Francis answered from below. “It is fine, my lovely. A man has fallen.”

			Natalia stood and ran past Marie, jumping from the outcropping of rock. “Darling, be careful!” 

			The carriage was still being wrestled around the edge. Having followed Natalia to the mountaintop, all eight of her warriors were at the front of the carriage. When she grabbed hold of a rail to assist, she ordered, “Half of you crawl under to push!” 

			Four warriors got behind the carriage, and it was soon brought to level enough ground to scotch the wheels.

			With the carriage stabilized, Natalia turned her attention to the man who’d fallen. While running down the road, she heard, “I see him. He’s below.” 

			Another called, “He’s caught on a ledge.”

			The Kheshkev started strategizing with Natalia about how to reach the fallen man. Then Francis brushed past them to take Natalia by the arm. 

			“Natalia, you should not be exposed to this,” Francis said. “Listen, go to the top with your woman, and this will be over soon. The last carriage is small like the others ahead and will easily make the turn. The horses are being harnessed to our carriage now, and we will be on our way, leaving this awfulness behind.”

			She quickly pulled her arm free. “What do you mean leaving this behind? This man is injured. He’ll likely be unable to ride and will need the carriage more than us.”

			Distracted by the incident, Natalia’s guards didn’t follow her to the carriage. Marie was there and watched cautiously as Francis became more admonishing. “I will not have you make a mockery of me. And a servant will not ride in the Verseine royal carriage. Would you have him sleep in it too? Or maybe he can take the palatial tent which I have prepared for you. Perhaps you would have him in mine while I sleep on the ground like a peasant.”

			“Fine by me!” 

			“What about when we reach Verseine? Would you have the first time Verseine sees my princess be with her propping up the bloody leg of a servant? Or would you rather be seen in a servant carriage with your woman?”

			“Yes, I would rather. Either would be better than being seen with an uncompassionate brat. And she is not my woman or your woman! Her name is Marie!”

			“Know your place, girl!” hissed Francis, and he struck Natalia’s cheek with his open hand. Natalia turned with the blow, spun, and backhanded him across the face with such force he was knocked onto his back. Francis cowered when she stepped over him with a foot on each side of his body. Natalia reached past his flailing arms as he attempted to protect himself against another assault. She grabbed fistfuls of his coat and shirt, heaved him upward, and slammed him against the carriage. 

			Natalia had forgotten Marie was there until she gently pulled Natalia’s hands off of Francis. Marie was in shock, and Francis was trembling with fear. Natalia, on the other hand, remained levelheaded. “You should be glad I’m not my sister,” said Natalia, reaching to adjust his disarrayed attire. Francis flinched when her hands went toward his collar. “No, don’t be afraid. There’s no reason to fear me because you’ll never raise another hand to me.” While Natalia worked Francis back into order, two Kheshkev returned from where the man had fallen. They recognized trouble, but Natalia motioned for them to stop. “You’re right, my love,” said Natalia with an unconvincing glare. “I make a fool of you and should really learn my place.” 

			Francis showed no sign of believing her words. 

			Natalia continued, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “Because of your abundant compassion, this terrible thing has put great stress upon you, and I’ve only made it worse. I should’ve given you proper time to find a just solution.”

			Francis reached to soothe the redness on her cheek. Natalia shied away slightly, but then she reluctantly allowed his touch. “I should not have,” admitted Francis.

			“Right so far,” she responded.

			Giving his coat another straightening, Francis stepped away from the carriage, seemingly looking to see if any of the servants had witnessed the occurrence. “Ah, the carriage is ready,” stated Francis awkwardly. “We will split the travel party. Twenty soldiers will stay to retrieve the injured man. A servant carriage will be left to make his travel more bearable. We will be deprived of the proper amount of soldiers guarding the palatial tents tonight, but we will have your warriors. Are not a handful of Kark warriors equal to a small army? There, in the East Village, I will commission a room of the inn for the injured man. And once we reach Verseine, a physician will be dispatched for his care.”

			“Why, Francis, I find your suggestion adequately reasonable. Perhaps even approaching humane.”

			Francis motioned to a servant. The man who came to open the carriage door stopped when he noticed blood trickling from Francis’s nose. Marie jumped forward, extending her kerchief. As Francis accepted the cloth, Marie rebuked the servant, “Have you never heard of the altitude causing a nosebleed? Quit your gawking and assist the lovely princess into the carriage.”

			With the kerchief pressed to his nose, Francis nasally suggested, “Natalia. Why don’t you ride with your . . . Madam Marchand? Please, take the royal carriage with her. It has been far too long since I sat in the saddle. It will be good to get exercise and fresh air.”

			Natalia looked at the servant who was waiting for her hand. “It hasn’t been a day, and he already seeks time away from me.” The servant smiled as he assisted Natalia. Natalia looked back to Francis, who remained unsure of what to do. “Come on, Francis. I won’t bite. You’ll have plenty of time for exercise on your machine horse.”

			Francis also accepted the man’s assistance and sat across from Natalia as they previously had done, except he was preoccupied with his bleeding nose. From the window, Natalia watched Marie reluctantly walk to the trailing carriage. Natalia exhaled a sort of laugh, suspecting Marie’s fears had reversed and she viewed Natalia as a potential assailant rather than a victim. 

			When she returned her attention to Francis, he was still fretting over the trivial bleeding with his head tilted back. “Here, let me,” offered Natalia, moving close and taking the kerchief. She twisted one corner of the fabric, plugged the nostril, and brought his head back to level. They were face-to-face with Natalia holding the kerchief in place. “I suppose we have learned a great deal about each other.”

			Francis’s eyes were fidgety, showing he was nervous.

			“Who’d you think you were bringing home?”

			He didn’t reply.

			“Now you have a better idea. What I’ve learned about you scares me just as much. More so having to do with your complete disregard over the accident. As you can see, I’m able to deal with the other problem. But if you’re truly so coldhearted that a man being injured and stuck on the side of a mountain is nothing more than a disruption to you . . . then you are not someone I can love.” Though her words were very direct, her tone stayed gentle and she continued to tend to him. “I’ll not love someone as pompous as your father. If that is who you’ll be, they might as well stop the carriage and let me out.”

			“It’s not,” Francis assured her.

			“You wouldn’t want to be married to me otherwise.” After removing the cloth, she examined him. “There,” she said, handing the bloody cloth back to him. She sat on the edge of the seat across from him and said, “You should think it through, Francis. Now’s the time to be completely honest. Honest with yourself. I would accept the blame. We’ll say I was unable to leave the only home I’d known, parting on good terms as allies.”

			Francis briefly lowered his head, as if he was hurt by the suggestion. Then he steadily looked upward and said, “I want to be someone you could love.”

			Natalia was just as surprised by his sincerity as she’d been by his poor behavior. There were no better words he could have said to make her unwilling to give up on him. The character she witnessed was not worthy of what she had to give. Some of it was understandable. If she had grown up without a sister and her father had been the only model for her behavior, Natalia would have been an entirely different person. She would be the good influence Francis had never had. It had become her duty for Marie and Verseine. 

			When the road began its descent, Natalia scooted to the end of the bench and leaned against the carriage wall. Before long, the terrain steepened, and the carriage entered a chasm flanked by twin granite walls. Natalia continued to maintain positive thoughts until Francis interrupted her silent efforts. “This groove was cut through the granite thousands of years ago by a glacier,” stated Francis, as if to create conversation.

			Knowing the darkness of the chasm would conceal her expression, Natalia allowed herself the most emphatic eye roll she could muster. Natalia knew about glaciers. She’d urged her father to describe Fjordland in every conceivable detail. He had often told tales of vast glaciers that had cut entire valleys through mountains, not narrow paths barely wider than a carriage. Why couldn’t Francis have stayed authentic? Most everything that came from his mouth annoyed her. Her newfound duty would be more challenging than anything she’d trained for.
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			Jillian had been sitting on the floor of the yurt for some time before Odani entered, carrying a basin of steaming water. She was hidden beside the cot, so he didn’t notice her while he set the basin on the high table. While he removed his armor, she stayed back, watching him. He splashed his face and neck with the hot water before she heard the straight blade removing the day’s stubble.

			She wasn’t sure when he’d become aware of her presence, but he didn’t react to her touch upon his back. “How do you do that without a mirror?”

			“Plenty of practice,” he answered.

			“Here, let me,” she said, and took the blade and moved between him and the table. Jillian worked the razor down one side of his face and then the other side, occasionally sloshing it in the water. “Why do you keep doing this when I’ve already told you to stop?”

			“I’m proud to be Naveshkev. Naveshkev belong to you.”

			“You’re all proven to me,” said Jillian. “I want you to stop shaving as if you’re not.”

			“While still in Karkov?” 

			“It’s my decision. Why would I adopt the old rituals?”

			“Will you tell the others?”

			“You do it,” she answered. “Tomorrow.”

			After she finished shaving below his chin, Odani asked, “Natalia is gone?” 

			She nodded.

			“Now you need me again for your scheming?”

			“No. You’ve done your job successfully. I just need somewhere to sleep.”

			Odani backed away, looking confused, and grabbed a towel to wipe his face. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

			“About the Heir or somewhere to sleep?” 

			“How do you know?” 

			“A woman told me. Natalia’s governess.” Jillian chuckled. “Apparently there are ways to know.”

			With an elated grin, Odani reached to touch her belly, but Jillian smacked his hand away. “Don’t!”

			“I can’t touch my child?”

			“It isn’t your child. And don’t look like it gives you joy. This was a strategic move. Nothing more.”

			“You’re cruel, Jillian. I never should’ve agreed to this. I’m not cold like you. The child matters to me!” 

			Jillian swiped the razor blade across Odani’s shoulder before he could react to stop her. 

			“You’re crazy!” he shouted, putting the towel against the gash as it started to bleed.

			“A warrior should have scars. That’ll go well with your beard. You’ll look like a warrior even if you don’t act like one.”

			“Should I be glad to give up my child? Would that finally make you happy?” Keeping the towel pressed against the wound, Odani darted out of the yurt, leaving Jillian alone.

			Jillian began crying, and with no one left to hear, she asked, “You think it doesn’t hurt me?” 

		


		 

			Chapter 72

			Late in the evening, the royal carriage turned off the main road and approached the first inhabited place outside of Karkov that Natalia had ever seen. The village consisted mainly of two rows of buildings with a path between them. Francis was waiting for her reaction to the extravagant set of canvas tents erected off to the west of the village.

			“It looks as if much effort went into the tents, when much less would have been sufficient,” suggested Natalia. “Actually, I would have preferred to stay in the inn.”

			Francis seemed disappointed but was reluctant to express his thoughts.

			His willingness to withhold comment satisfied Natalia, and she decided to reward his improved behavior. “But I’ve never slept in such an enormous tent—”

			“Palatial tent,” interrupted Francis. “You will see the difference. It is floored with lush rugs. Decorative lamps hang from the structure. There are more pillows in your tent than you have ever seen in your life.”

			Natalia realized he was attempting to improve, but his excitement had overcome him and he’d returned to showiness. She looked out the carriage window while Francis continued to boast about the number of servants and the forthcoming dinner. There was a barn down the hill from the village with connecting corrals and pastures. In one of the corrals, Natalia recognized a horse she had seen before. It had a unique color. It was almost yellow with a white tail and mane that matched the blaze down the front of its head. She knew right away when she’d seen the horse. It was the day she and Jillian had watched Lorenzo ascend the mountain leaving Karkov.

			“Look at the beautiful horse, Francis.”

			Francis leaned to her window but obviously wasn’t struck by the horse’s beauty. “A fine animal,” he commented.

			“You said I’d be able to keep a horse.”

			“Yes, of course. But we have horses of appropriate pedigree. We can trace their lineage farther than many men’s.”

			“You wouldn’t mind if I see it before it gets dark?”

			Francis again was suppressing what he wanted to say. But he hadn’t learned how to hide his expressions of repugnance. With a sigh, he assented. “It will give me time to ensure everything in the palatial tents is suitable. You will take your bodyguards?”

			When the carriage halted, Natalia opened the door and alighted before waiting for assistance. She immediately realized her action was improper, but she kept walking briskly toward the stables to avoid reprimand. Halfway down the slope, Natalia determined the horse was younger than she’d realized. She guessed he was around three years old, still a colt. The colt greeted her at the railing along with two others, a chestnut and a sorrel. The colt eagerly nuzzled his admirer and showed his age by nibbling at her hand.

			“No!” she stated firmly with a quick tap to his nose. The colt immediately recognized her authority.

			Her disciplining the colt was reflexive, and Natalia was embarrassed when she saw the colt’s owner approaching from the stables. Natalia smiled as she observed that the man had a scraggly beard but was dressed in trousers and a coat like a Verseineman. It made him look like a man trapped between two lands. 

			“Pardon me, I shouldn’t have corrected your horse,” said Natalia.

			“Not at all, Princess,” said the man, bowing. “We all should be so fortunate.”

			“Unless I’m mistaken and this color is simply common on this side of the mountain, I believe I’ve seen this horse before.”

			“You are not mistaken, Princess. We call this a palomino. And, indeed, his color is somewhat rare. He also recently made his first trip over the mountain. I lease mountain-worthy horses and teams. Mostly for the seldom-run post to Karkov. It has always been a humble enterprise, until recently. I believe I owe two beautiful royal sisters much gratitude for the increased business.” With his last words, the man gave another bow.

			Natalia laughed. When he rose from his bow, the man introduced himself. “My princess, I am Reginald Dawson. At your service.” 

			Natalia blushed, not knowing how to return a proper greeting. 

			The man eased her discomfort by continuing, “I believe you are Princess Natalia of Karkov.”

			“‘The post’ means delivery of letters?” she asked.

			“Yes, my princess.”

			“I have a letter from my sister to Prince Lorenzo Fercisi.”

			“Yes, of course. I met her suitor on his way to court the Lioness. And he is why you’ve seen the palomino colt. He had the same keen eye as you.”

			Natalia blushed again.

			“I am impressed with people who’re able to spot the best horses. He asked to take the palomino, but I told him the colt had yet to be tested for the whole traverse. I gradually introduce the mountain to the green ones.”

			“Palomino,” she repeated. The word seemed strange to say. “Is that from the old language?”

			“Indeed. But not the same old language as Karkov. We had different languages on our side of the mountain. Your sister will hear it more frequently in Lucenze. They hold on to more of the old ways. I like that about them. I suspect it might’ve had something to do with the prince’s attraction to the palomino. I could see how he fancied the colt and couldn’t break his heart. So, I let him take him. The two days he was gone, I tried to determine if I’d sell the colt to him. I thought for sure he’d not be able to part with him. But when he returned, the prince didn’t seem as in love with him as before. I fear the colt may have had too much youthful energy for the grueling ride. Or perhaps his love had transferred to someone else,” said Reginald with a wink.

			Natalia knew Reginald referred to her sister, but she nonetheless blushed for a third time.

			“You can hold on to your letter until you reach Verseine,” said Reginald. “But it’d arrive quicker if given to our carrier. Your father’s correspondences arrive here first.”

			“I’d rather it arrive sooner. I suspect my sister has secret plans to surprise me by attending my wedding.”

			“Then it’ll go out at first light,” vowed Reginald.

			“Thank you,” she responded. The colt resumed nosing her, competing for her attention. “Do you think you would’ve sold the palomino to Prince Lorenzo?”

			“He has the potential to be the finest horse I’ve ever owned. But I never would’ve been able to refuse the prince.”

			“I’ve been told I may keep a horse in Verseine. I wouldn’t want you to feel obligated to sell him to me—”

			“Pardon me, Princess, but I could never sell the colt to you.” 

			“Oh,” responded Natalia with disappointment.

			“You will one day be my queen. The colt is yours.”

			Natalia couldn’t keep from smiling while refusing the offer. “You must be paid.”

			Reginald waved his hands, closed his eyes, and shook his head.

			“I don’t have money, myself. But I can send one of the Kheshkev to my father. He would acquire the colt for me.”

			“Why would you ask your father for something which already belongs to you?”

			“But I couldn’t . . .”

			“This colt will never carry another person than Natalia of Verseine,” promised Reginald. “You haven’t considered how much this would honor me.”

			“I understand what you say and now realize it might be disrespectful for me to refuse a gift. But I also understand this is a young horse meant to replace ones near the end of their use. He’s vital to your occupation, and I couldn’t allow you to make such a sacrifice without proper compensation. Let us agree that if he’s ever sold, it would be to me. And allow me time at my new home to think of a proper exchange.” 

			“Of course, you might need time to settle yourself without worrying about the colt. But he’ll be here waiting for you to send for him. And he will only see a lead rope for exercise. No one else will be on his back.”

			“Will you show him to my sister?”

			“I will allow the Lioness to see her sister’s horse, but if she falls in love with him . . .”

			“She already has a fine horse. The finest. Is a roan also rare on this side of the mountain?”

			“Roans are about as common as the palomino.”

			“But this one is gray instead of red,” said Natalia.

			“Oh, Princess, you mean she has a blue roan.”

			“There are blue horses in the West?” she asked.

			Reginald chuckled. “Does her roan have a base color of black underneath his gray hair?”

			“Yes.”

			“And he has black lower legs, mane, and tail?”

			Natalia nodded.

			“Here we call this horse a blue roan.”

			Natalia imagined Jillian’s reaction when that was repeated to her. She laughed but decided to save her new friend from Jillian’s tongue. “Reginald, I’ll caution you: in my sister’s presence it would be best to compliment her gray roan.”
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			Marie had just changed into her nightgown when she was summoned to Natalia’s chamber. Her concern for Natalia had only increased since they had arrived at the palace. It was late when they arrived. Marie figured the darkness would add to Natalia’s discomfort in this new environment, which would be strange to her. Marie’s thoughts raced as she wondered what might be wrong. She was relieved to see two of Natalia’s guards, at ease, outside her doors.

			“Well? What’s wrong with our darling?”

			One of the gruff-looking warriors looked down at her, but neither responded.

			“Has she killed someone already?” quipped Marie.

			Both of them grinned.

			“Move aside or you’ll be the first,” continued Marie.

			The guard who had looked at her first opened one of the doors. Natalia was not burning a lamp, and Marie stepped into complete darkness.

			“Natalia?”

			“Here, Marie. I’ll come get you.”

			“No. No. No. I’ll find my way.” Marie shuffled forward, feeling for unseen obstacles with her hands. “Like a blind piglet finds the teat.”

			Natalia laughed.

			“I’ll find that lovely voice,” said Marie. Her eyes adjusted as Natalia took her hand, leading her onto the bed. “What’s the matter with my darling?”

			“I can’t sleep.”

			“Natalia. It hasn’t been long enough to know.”

			“But I know I won’t be able to. I’ve always shared a bed with Jillian. Except for when she was away. And I couldn’t sleep then either.”

			“Oh, poor dear,” said Marie sarcastically. “Are you not exhausted from our journey? If you can’t manage sleep tonight, then you’re without hope.”

			“Just sleep with me, Marie. Only for seven nights. Then I’ll have Francis.”

			“That’s not true, darling.”

			“I counted them.”

			“No, I mean Francis will keep his chamber, and you’ll keep this one. He will only come here for . . . you know.”

			“No, that won’t work for me.”

			“Darling, I did not create the rules.”

			Marie listened to Natalia huffing with agitation. She wanted to laugh as she imagined Natalia’s attempt to convince Francis to share her bed.

			“All right. One night, Natalia.”

			Natalia’s abrupt hug nearly forced Marie off the side of the bed.

			“Careful, darling.”
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			Septième Partie
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			When Francis abandoned his compulsion to be prideful, Natalia found him charming and enjoyed whatever time she was able to spend with him. She was surprised, however, at how seldom they were actually together. Natalia’s first full day in Verseine was dedicated to lessons. Despite her many requests to see Francis, she had to settle for a note assuring her he would meet her as planned to watch the lighting of the gas lamps. Their brief viewing of the city lights was the only time she spent with Francis on her first day in Verseine. Natalia had expected to dine with him afterward. Instead, to make amends, Francis offered to show her the East Gardens the next morning.

			After breakfast that morning, Natalia was escorted to the East Gardens. She waited for a lengthy time on a lawn hidden by hedges as tall as walls. When Francis entered from a break in the shrubbery, Natalia excitedly rose from the bench she had been sitting on and met him with a kiss on the cheek. Her gesture pushed his top hat askew, so Natalia affectionately straightened it with both hands.

			“I do not deserve such a wonderful greeting after causing you to wait.”

			“You deserve it less for hardly seeing me at all. Is this how you will treat your wife?”

			“The groom is also busy in the days leading to the wedding.”

			“And what is required of the groom?”

			“You may have learned that I enjoy surprising my lovely.”

			Natalia responded, “You will learn I do not enjoy being lonely.” 

			Francis offered his arm so that they might begin their stroll. “Ah. But I imagine it presented you ample time to learn many necessary facets of our life here in Verseine.”

			“I am not sure anything I learned is truly necessary. And I could already do everything I was asked to. Marie says what I really must learn is what not to do.” Natalia reacted to Francis’s amusement by giving an example of her elocution lessons. In an excessively eloquent manner, she asked, “Shall we take our walk beyond the hedges?”

			Motioning with his hand toward the gap in the shrubbery, Francis asked, “Have you been out to the terrace yet?”

			“Not without the gentleman,” she answered, attempting to converse properly.

			At the break in the shrubbery, Francis stopped to inspect Natalia. “Did Madam Marchand not outfit you with a parasol?”

			“Believe it or not, I am quite capable of dressing myself,” retorted Natalia, but then she lost her confidence upon realizing she didn’t know what a parasol was. She fluffed her dress with her hands. “Is this not appropriate for a walk?”

			“It is astonishingly appropriate,” he replied, and gestured for an attendant. “Fetch a parasol for the princess,” Francis ordered.

			Natalia frowned at having to wait for something she had neglected. She still did not know what her error was.

			Seeking to lighten her mood, Francis asked, “Have you had any difficulties with your lessons?”

			“Marie says I contract my words too often. That is more difficult to change than the rest. Have you noticed any difference?”

			“Incredible improvement,” he replied. “I have also observed your excellent posture.” 

			“How can walking with a few books balanced on one’s head be a challenge? Marie did not appreciate my suggestion for how to make it more exciting.”

			“What was your suggestion?”

			“I told her I could walk across the balcony railing while balancing twice as many books.”

			Francis chuckled, “I hardly know when you are only being clever.”

			A marble railing was across a gravel road from where they waited at the hedge break. “If I were not in this dress, I’d show you the balancing I’m capable of. I could walk that railing on my hands.”

			“Which one of us is boasting now?” asked Francis.

			During their dinner at the East Village, Natalia had continued to work against his boastfulness. Changing her strategy to be less direct, she’d admitted to Francis that she’d once been conceited and spoiled. She explained how the fear of losing Jillian had humbled her and made her understand what was important. Natalia smiled, hopeful for Francis’s development. At least he recognized boastfulness.

			Francis continued, “I am confident that would be an example of what not to do. What else have you learned?”

			She replied, “Perhaps I could show you my dining etiquette tonight?”

			“I have an obligation.”

			“Another surprise?”

			“The same one,” answered Francis.

			“At this point, I’d be more surprised by your company.”

			He grinned before responding, “Your wit is both endearing and never-ending. I will see what I can do.”

			Natalia looked forward, as she could not hide how much she cherished her minor victory.

			“How is your ball dancing?” Francis asked.

			“It will be fine.”

			“What do you mean will be? Did you not begin last evening?”

			“Marie fancies Jean-Michel, the instructor.”

			“Ah, yes. I was also taught by Jean-Michel. Quite a dashing man.”

			“Knowing of Marie’s fancy, I explained to both of them how I learned swordwork by mimicking my teacher. And that I would be more comfortable memorizing Marie’s movements. So, I spent the evening watching Marie dance with Jean-Michel.”

			“Witty and treacherous,” said Francis.

			“But it is the truth. I have already learned how to dance.”

			“Only by watching?”

			Natalia nodded.

			“It is vital that your dancing be exquisite. Not a glance will be given to anyone else during the ball.”

			“Come to my lesson, and I will show you.”

			Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of a fabric-wrapped cane. Natalia watched with wonder as it was opened outward, creating a canopy atop the cane. An attendant offered it to Natalia by lifting it over her head.

			“What am I to do with it?” she asked.

			“Carry it as we stroll,” answered Francis.

			“Why?”

			“To block the sun.”

			“I don’t want to block the sun. The sun will feel nice.”

			“It is only proper,” he responded. “Once at the railing, you will see a multitude of Verseine ladies, all with parasols.” 

			“Any time I ask ‘why,’ the answer is always ‘because it is proper.’” Natalia took hold of the parasol. “I knew there would be much to learn but not so many things which make no sense.”

			Francis and Natalia made their way across the road, the fine gravel crunching beneath their shoes. As they stepped up to the marble railing, the Philippe Gardens came into view. Natalia had already seen the gardens at dusk, but in the late morning they were teeming with activity. Below the railing was the river, and the park began on the other side. Every tree in the garden was aligned perfectly with the others in rows. Immediately across the river was a lawn featuring a gigantic statue.

			“What is the statue?”

			“Do you not recognize him?” laughed Francis.

			“No,” she replied.

			“That is my father.”

			“Not recently,” remarked Natalia, looking at the sculpture, which immortalized a slender man.

			Deviating from his usual propriety, Francis laughed rather boisterously.

			“He placed a statue of himself in the gardens?” Natalia asked incredulously. 

			“Should he not be honored for providing the people with such pleasure?”

			Instead of continuing the debate, Natalia was distracted by a large circular pool of water directly beyond the statue. The pool was surrounded by dozens of children, either waiting for or reaching for miniature boats. “What are the children doing?”

			“Sailing their ships,” Francis answered.

			Natalia watched them with delight before asking, “Will they become navy men?”

			Francis seemed amazed by her question. “Natalia. The ships are only toys. Children are free to play without its serving any other purpose. Although I doubt they are experiencing even a fraction of the joy you are. Did I not promise this would be your favorite place?”

			“I would much rather be over there,” she responded. “Our children will be allowed to play with the toy ships, just like the others. You will have to accept this.”
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			On a cot next to Odani, Jillian’s body convulsed with a sudden terror. While trying to fall asleep, she had been trying to imagine Natalia in her palace when her slumbering mind gave her a fright.

			“What’s wrong?” asked Odani. 

			“I keep thinking about Natalia, trying to picture her in the Verseine Palace. But the only palace I know is Passan. Obviously that’s not an ideal place to imagine her. It’s all this lazing around. Idleness is never good for me. The darkness comes out.”

			“Go to Natalia’s wedding. There’s still time.”

			“I can’t.”

			Jillian tried to find peace but couldn’t take her mind off Natalia.

			After listening to Jillian’s restlessness, Odani asked, “Why didn’t you tell Natalia what happened in Passan?”

			Jillian was annoyed and ignored the question.

			“I believe it would help you,” he suggested.

			“Why would it help me to hurt her?”

			“Share the burden with her, instead of facing it yourself.”

			“You know about it. And that doesn’t help.”

			“She deserves to know.” 

			“Do you think Natalia is more hardened than me?”

			“No,” replied Odani.

			“Look what knowing did to me. What would it do to Natalia? Why would I want her to know she’s the product of rape? Or that he killed our mother? Not to mention the rest.” 

			“Natalia is tougher than you suggest.”

			Jillian jumped from the cot in a rage. “Oh! You know my twin sister better than I do?”

			“I didn’t say—”

			“Let me tell you what had me bedridden for so long, to the point I no longer wanted life. It wasn’t my pain that overwhelmed me. I still feel it each time I close my eyes. I see my father overtaking me. I’m still powerless. Can’t move. Except it’s not me. It’s Natalia. Can you imagine experiencing this over and over? It’s like I’m no longer Jillian. Jillian died in bed last winter. Now I’m only the hurt of Natalia. I know exactly how she’d feel if told the truth because it consumes me. Each day. Every night. I will gladly accept her pain so she doesn’t have to know it. But go ahead and lecture me on what she can handle.” 

			“I’m only trying—”

			“Tell me this, Odani, since you know Natalia so well. Would Natalia stand by while the child was handed over, if she really knew who we were handing him to?” It infuriated her that Odani thought she had not considered any and all consequences of telling Natalia. “Believe me. Many times I almost told her. She never would have left.”

			Odani asked, “What about Lorenzo?”

			“What about him?”

			“Will he believe the child is his?”

			“Natalia wouldn’t want me to deceive him.”

			“Will you marry him?”

			“I’ll never truly be anyone’s wife. Not yours either. It only matters who I love. That will always be you.” Jillian moved close to Odani, and he accepted her into his arms. “Why would he want me after I tell him about you?”

			“A king must have a queen.”

			“There’s only one man foolish enough to love me. I’ll make sure Lorenzo realizes it.”
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			Attempting to show Natalia the complexity of ball dancing, Jean-Michel scheduled a dress rehearsal. Strangers were present wearing gowns and suits to allow Natalia to experience the marches, salutes, and, most important, closed waltz in rhythm with adjoining partners. 

			Natalia did not enjoy the company of strangers. They were constantly whispering and looking at her as they did so. Natalia was standing as far away from the others as possible when Marie came to force her into joining. “Darling, you underestimate how complicated this is.”

			“That’s why you should show me one more time,” Natalia responded.

			“Absolutely not. I will not allow this behavior to go on. If you won’t practice for me, then think about Jean-Michel. How will it reflect upon him if you cannot dance at the ball?”

			“These other people have their partners,” argued Natalia. “I don’t have mine.”

			“Jean-Michel will be your partner.”

			Natalia smirked. “I could never do that to you.”

			“Enough playing, Natalia. This is serious. I must insist that you dance tonight.”

			With a sly grin, Natalia admitted, “You’re right. I am only stalling until my partner arrives.”

			Marie put her glove-covered hand to her mouth. “Oh, dear, what’ve you done?”

			“Everyone wants proof that I can do this. So, I’m going to do as you all require.”

			“Tell me Prince Francis isn’t coming.”

			“I can’t tell you that,” laughed Natalia.

			“Darling, you have not tried this one single time. The first attempt cannot be with the prince.”

			“Marie. Do you trust me?”

			“Yes, of course, darling. But I must consider the possibility there are deficiencies in relating ball dancing to sword fighting and all the other activities you have known.”

			“I’ll not cause you or Jean-Michel to be humiliated. I only want my first dance to be with Francis.”

			“Are you sure he will be here?”

			“If he doesn’t show, you are the only replacement I will accept.”

			“Impossible. I only know the woman’s steps.” Marie didn’t see Francis enter the room and had begun a mocking impersonation of a man’s role in a waltz.

			Natalia chuckled before clearing her throat to signal Marie.

			Instead of being embarrassed, Marie set herself to ensuring Natalia’s gown was in order before stepping out of the way in time for Natalia to be greeted.

			“I hope that I am not earning the reputation of always being late,” said Francis as he extended his hand to take Natalia’s.

			Natalia gave her hand to Francis, and he escorted her onto the parquet. While the corresponding partners readied themselves and the music began, Natalia locked eyes with Francis until he reacted with a smile. When the other couples began the Grand March around them, Natalia briefly found Marie. She was fretting anxiously beside Jean-Michel.

			After the last couple passed, Natalia and Francis took up their positions at the rear of the procession. At half a revolution, the couples split to march in single file, but her attention never left Francis. Even during Les Visites and Le Cotillon, when she met the touch of other young men, she found a way to keep everyone anticipating the moment when she would reunite with her partner. Her mastery of the preliminaries was only the beginning. All were captivated during the closed portion of her waltz with Francis. Natalia glided effortlessly and twirled on her toes with the elegance of a seasoned ballet dancer. Most of all, Natalia was telling a story. There was an intimate attraction developing between her and Francis. By the end of her story, everyone could sense the romance, especially Francis, who did not want to let her go.

			“Bravo!” shouted Jean-Michel, clapping his hands and walking onto the parquet. “Bravo, Princess Natalia. How foolish have I been, thinking you were a novice!”

			Francis defended Natalia. “I assure you Natalia did not learn this where she comes from.”

			Natalia kissed Francis farewell before leaving him with a quip: “Jean-Michel. Prince Francis will take what remains of my lesson. I believe I counted two missteps.”

			As Natalia strode from the parquet, she walked past a young woman standing with her arms crossed and discontent expressed on her face. Natalia had an unsettling feeling about the woman, who was known as Lady Bruchard. She would have to be watched closely.
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			The Old Lion requested a meeting with Jillian to discuss the impending Naveshkev demobilization. Jillian refused the meeting until she received confirmation that Riked and Sokol would negotiate on the Old Lion’s behalf. To avoid unwanted suspicion from his father, Odani agreed that Jillian should attend without him. 

			Jillian’s nausea had only gotten worse, and she was afraid of becoming ill in front of Riked and Sokol. Despite not eating for an entire day before the meeting, Jillian refused to leave any chance of revealing her pregnancy. So, after leaving Odani’s yurt, Jillian forced herself to vomit as many times as she could and continued to try long after she couldn’t.

			Her actions made her late to the command post, and lateness was unusual for her. It felt as if they were inspecting her more closely.

			“You look pale,” noted Sokol as Jillian sat across from them.

			“You still look bald,” snapped Jillian.

			Riked said, “Now that we’re finished with pleasantries . . . The Old Lion wants to know why you haven’t departed. He wants to fill these grounds with youth who remain uninfluenced by traitors.”

			“Hello, Riked. Unwavering as always, I see. Loyal to your Lion no matter what.”

			“Just tell us when,” urged Sokol.

			“When is the grain harvest in Lucenze?”

			He answered, “I don’t know, Jillian.”

			“Neither do I, so I cannot tell you when. Lucenze cannot support us until that time.”

			“When were you going to inform us?” asked Riked.

			“After the harvest.”

			In response to Jillian’s continued insolence, Riked suggested, “Lucenze has enough grain to feed one Lioness.”

			“Are these your words, Riked? Or is your head so far up his ass that you can’t keep his shit from your mouth?” 

			Jillian’s outburst gave her a rush of dizziness. She looked down at the table, hoping her condition might go unnoticed. 

			The pause gave Sokol a chance to intervene. “He’s right, Jillian. The Old Lion will not let you stay.”

			The lightheadedness reminded Jillian to keep her composure. She needed to speak calmly and without agitation. “I’m not departing without my warriors. It’s why I won’t attend Natalia’s wedding. If I separate from my warriors, he’ll keep them until I hand over the Heir.”

			Riked reiterated, “The Old Lion wants the Naveshkev zone vacated.” 

			“Not as much as he wants to see me powerless. He wants triumph over me above anything else.”

			“As enjoyable as this negotiation has been,” said Sokol, “I suggest we finish our business to avoid another meeting.”

			Jillian nodded, still feeling unsteady.

			Sokol gave his spectacles a wiggle before commencing to read notes, undoubtedly taken at the Old Lion’s strategy table. “The yurts, and all necessary furnishings and contents of the yurts, remain.”

			Once again, Jillian nodded.

			The quick glance above his spectacles let Jillian know the requests were about to be less agreeable. “Their horses remain.”

			“Absolutely not. The bond between warhorse and warrior is never broken.”

			Undeterred, Sokol continued to read from his notes. “The warriors are allowed to take their swords and armor, but the Old Lion expects compensation.”

			“With what?” she exclaimed. “Does he expect us to go on raids?”

			“Where would you raid?” asked Riked. “The East already belongs to him.” 

			Jillian slid her chair back and rose quickly. She slapped the table and shouted, “He wants to humiliate them!” Her head was spinning as she tried to continue, “He wants them to walk from here . . .” Jillian suddenly blacked out and collapsed.

			✴

			When Jillian came to, Riked was carrying her. She could see yurts all around her. “What happened?”

			Riked ignored her.

			“Let me down. I can walk to Sokol’s residence on my own.”

			“Don’t lie to me, Jillian. Odani is my son. Do you think I’m not paying attention?”

			“I don’t know what you’re insinuating.”

			“What’s done is done,” said Riked. “It definitely appears to be done. Odani’s place is by his Lioness, no matter what that means for him.” They reached Odani’s yurt, and he gently lowered her feet to the ground while keeping her balanced. “If he is to die for standing at your side, then that is his obligation.”

			Riked kept hold of Jillian’s hands to ensure she was steady. Jillian felt fine but did not pull her hands free. “Does he know?” she asked, referring to the Old Lion.

			“Odani would not be living if he knew. If you stay long enough, everyone will know. Odani is not just one of the Naveshkev. And you are not just another Lion. Discretion does not exist when you attempt to break the Lineage of Lions.”

			When Riked let go of her hands, Jillian abruptly kissed his cheek. She was saying farewell to her mentor. 

			Riked said, “If we were from any other land, there is no one I would rather my son love. But we weren’t born anywhere else, were we?”

			His words were kind and hurtful at the same time. 

			“Do you hate me, Riked?”

			He looked down, not wanting to answer.

			“Go ahead. I need to hear it. I’ve given you every cause to hate me.”

			“It is yet to be determined. If my son is killed, my hatred for you will never end.”
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			The first thing Marie noticed upon entering Natalia’s chamber was the dress lying on the bed. It was the same dress she had put on Natalia that morning. Marie looked around for Natalia but couldn’t find her. She panicked when she saw that the balcony doors were open. She had already scolded Natalia for talking of standing on the railing once before. Marie apprehensively stepped toward the balcony, expecting to find Natalia’s mangled body on the ground below. Marie hadn’t passed the doors when something landed on the balcony in front of her. As she was already in an anxious state of mind, the shock of the falling mass gave her a fierce startle and she screamed loudly.

			Marie retreated into the room during her screaming fit but was relieved to hear Natalia’s precious laughter. 

			“I’m sorry to scare you, Marie. I didn’t see you coming.”

			Marie recovered from her relief at finding Natalia safe and was ready for a reproach. “Darling. For the life of me. I cannot imagine.”

			Natalia was giggling. “Sorry, Marie. I was on the roof.”

			“Oh, of course,” said Marie, sarcastically patting her own head as if she should’ve considered that. “The roof. But, darling, if I might beg for more information . . . Why were you out of your dress and on the roof?”

			“Because I couldn’t be on the roof wearing the dress,” laughed Natalia. “I’m very fond of all the gowns and dresses, but when will I get something that doesn’t drag the ground when I walk? There’s got to be trousers here somewhere. I’ve been told I can ride horses.”

			“There will certainly not be any horse riding this week. And whenever you do, you’ll be expected to ride in a sidesaddle.”

			“Sidesaddle? In a dress? I don’t think so. I’ll definitely need some trousers for horse riding.”

			“And apparently for other adventures,” quipped Marie. “My dear, if we might return to the question that remains unanswered, why were you on the roof?”

			“I know it might’ve gotten you in trouble. But some things are difficult to unlearn.”

			“You were taught to play on rooftops?”

			“I wasn’t playing. It’s called reconnaissance.”

			“Well I hope you’ve learned Verseine etiquette as well as you learned reconnaissance. Tonight will be your first great test.”

			Natalia’s face brightened with anticipation. “What is it, Marie?”

			“The Vestran secretary of state has arrived for your wedding and has asked to attend tonight’s opera. You will accompany Francis at the opera tonight.”

			“At Opera’s house?”

			“The opera house,” Marie said, correcting her.

			“Francis told me about this house. And then we drove by it. Opera must be a very important person for King Philip to have built such a wonderful house for him.”

			It was Marie’s turn to laugh.

			“You’re laughing at me,” said Natalia.

			“Yes, darling,” chuckled Marie, pinching Natalia’s face. “Oh, Natalia, sometimes I can’t determine if you’re playing or really this innocent.”

			“This time I am obviously not joking,” responded Natalia, offended at first, but then she also began to laugh along with Marie.

			“Darling, the opera is not someone’s home but rather the place where we wear our best gowns and flaunt our finest style.” Natalia’s display of confusion was enough to elicit more laughter. “You will watch a performance.”

			“Oh,” said Natalia, as if suddenly understanding. “A fight.”

			“No, my dear, not a fight.” Marie had to push in her side to fight off the pain from her excessive laughter. “You’ve never seen actors in Karkov? Maybe reenacting a famous battle?”

			“No,” she answered. “So, an actor shows us something that happened?”

			“Sometimes. Or it could be something that never happened. It doesn’t matter. The actor puts on a dramatic show. To entertain.”

			“He pretends.”

			“Yes, that’s it. But in this case the star will be a diva, and she will tell you her story through song.”

			“That sounds wonderful,” said Natalia.

			“It is very beautiful. Especially since it is in the old language.”

			Natalia appeared disappointed and deep in thought.

			“What now, darling?”

			“I don’t know the old language,” answered Natalia.

			“Who does?” Marie responded.

			“But, Marie, I won’t know what’s happening. I want to understand the story.”

			“You will. Mostly.”

			“How?”

			“The performers will exaggerate their emotions and interactions with one another. But that’s not the point. As I said, the point of the whole event is to display our glamour. And no one will be more glamorous than my darling.”

			Natalia smiled.

			“You know, I heard this Secretary Arnold has met you before,” said Marie.

			“Really?”

			“It’s what the chancellor told me. Secretary Arnold met you on a diplomatic mission to Karkov when you were only a child. Do you remember him?”

			“No,” replied Natalia, looking sad again.

			“One thing I say excites you. The next makes you glum.” 

			“Marie, I’m humiliated.”

			“Oh, poor darling. Why are you humiliated?” 

			“I don’t remember this man specifically. But all the visits were awful.”

			“Why?” asked Marie in a serious tone.

			“Now you’ll hear about a Karkov performance. They are not glamorous. When we were children, my father would show us off to his guests.”

			“Well that’s all right, darling. All kings are proud—”

			“No, Marie. Papa is not like any other king. He would have us display our ruthlessness. Not just our skill, but also what we were capable of. As if to make the rest of the world fear us. Oh, Marie, I hope he wasn’t the one with the hyenas.”

			“Hyenas?” Marie almost laughed at the absurd mention of hyenas, until she saw how disturbed Natalia was.

			“It’s still one of those memories which causes me to lie awake with humiliation. One time Jillian and I were taken into Papa’s throne room, where he was hosting a large group of foreigners. We were given spears and thought we were to spar in front of our guests. But then a clan of hyenas was released into the room.”

			“Hyenas inside the castle? Surely you’re exaggerating.”

			“My father never misses a chance to be symbolic. Hyenas are the natural rival of the lion. Papa wanted to display what would happen to our future rivals.”

			“Did they attack you?” Marie asked.

			“If we’d been in the courtyard, they might’ve behaved more naturally. But in the throne room, they were frightened and noncombative.”

			“What’d you do?”

			“Nothing. We knew killing meek animals wasn’t the point. But one of the Kheshkev who was protecting the guests came and yelled at the hyenas, waving his spear. The hyenas cowered in a corner until he ran his spear through the backbone of the smallest. The instincts of the hyenas turned immediately to fighting. Jillian and I were forced to slaughter them. I can remember the faces of the visitors. They were horrified. Blood everywhere. Papa’s laughter might’ve been the worst part of it. The disgust of the foreigners gave him the greatest pleasure.”

			Marie couldn’t conceal how the story affected her, despite Natalia’s expression of shame.

			“See, Marie, you’re also appalled.”

			“Yes, but not because of something you were forced to do. It sickens me that your own father put you at risk like that. What if you’d been killed by the beasts?”

			“We were very skilled by that age. That risk was nothing compared to what we survived in our real training. But I don’t want to speak of it. I don’t want to see you look at me like that ever again. Now I’m a lady of etiquette.”

			“Proper behavior means you stay off the roof. It especially requires you to remain in your gown tonight.”

			Natalia smiled.

			“But you’re actually not a lady. You’re a princess. The distinction matters.”

			“Marie, I surely am a lady.” 

			Marie laughed. That time she could determine Natalia understood the reference and was only playing.

			“I can show you, Marie,” laughed Natalia.

			“Proper etiquette, my darling. Proper etiquette.”
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			At the Lucine royal estate, Thomas waited in the parlor for his friend. As he waited, he gazed out at the vineyards in the hills. He’d seen many paintings of them and heard Lorenzo’s description, but seeing the full depth and expanse of their beauty gave a perspective beyond his expectation.

			“Thomas? What’re you doing here?” The two young men exchanged embraces. “The one time you arrive early for something . . . I must say, I’m glad to see you.”

			“It doesn’t look like it. Lawrence, you look miserable.”

			“I am. Still, I’m better with you here.”

			“Please don’t tell me the Lioness didn’t satisfy her legend. If she’s a mere case of exaggeration . . .”

			“It’d be difficult to exaggerate anything about Karkov,” Lorenzo assured him.

			“But the Lioness?” asked Thomas.

			“She and her twin sister are remarkable. As much as they say, if not more.”

			“Two Lionesses? One for me and one for you! Did you tell her about your red-haired friend from Vestra? I’ll be an exotic species she’s never seen. Irresistible.” Thomas went to the window and leaned out to shout ironically for all to hear, “I shall do my duty and wed a Lioness! A bond between Karkov and Vestra which will span the sea!”

			Lorenzo pulled Thomas away from the window. “I don’t think you’re noble enough to represent Vestra. Your behavior certainly is not.” Laughing, he led Thomas toward the parlor chairs and pushed him into a seat. “I don’t think I’ve laughed since the last time I saw you.”

			“Then it’s a good thing I came when I did.”

			“You have no idea,” said Lorenzo, taking a seat across from Thomas. “There should be a letter in your postbox telling you not to come.”

			“Nonsense,” Thomas responded. “Your previous letter is why I’m early. Your information was vague, at best, so I had to see for myself.”

			“I have more questions than answers. What I do know couldn’t be put in letters. And until now, I thought the wedding was postponed.”

			“Postponed?”

			“Five days ago, Jillian wrote that she wouldn’t come until after the harvest. But today, a Kheshkev warrior arrived here with an urgent message from the Old Lion demanding that I come get her immediately.” 

			With a playful smile, Thomas said, “At least you won’t be one of Karkov’s stolen queens.” 

			“You’ll regret joking about this when you hear the rest.” 

			Lorenzo told the story of what had happened in Karkov, culminating in what was expected of his firstborn son.

			Thomas uncrossed his legs and sat forward. “You didn’t agree to this?”

			“This isn’t Vestra, Thomas. As I told you before, the Old Lion is supreme over all things east of the sea. Whether it’s written that way or not, Lucenze belongs to him. But he actually cares for us. It’s why he wants his Heir sired by my father’s line, since the Heir cannot come directly from him. He’s also sending an entire generation of his warriors to ensure we’re protected after he passes. He says this is because of his love for Lucenze. But I believe it’s in exchange for the child.”

			“An army will come with her?” Thomas asked. 

			Lorenzo nodded. 

			“Real Kark warriors in Lucenze?” asked Thomas again, more to convince himself. Karkov had never seemed real to Thomas, and it felt as if Lorenzo had become trapped in the pages of a fantastical story. “This is tragic,” said Thomas. “I don’t see how you will give up your child.” 

			“There’s another matter . . . Please don’t think I suggest it makes it acceptable in any way. But if I’m honest it had given me some comfort. The Old Lion told me that Natalia would remain in Karkov to act as mother to my child. She and I had this immediate, strong connection. She was the Daughter I felt I could love. Even Jillian said the same. But what I saw in her also meant she’d be better for my son. For this child, whom I must hand over to Karkov. Would it not be better for Natalia to be there, with him, rather than here? She would allow me to know my child will be loved in the manner I must be able to believe. And in a way even more difficult to explain, it’s like she and I would be tasked together with something more important. Over there instead of here. Instead of loving each other, we each would love this child.”

			“I understand,” said Thomas.

			“But then Verseine announced the wedding of Prince Francis and Natalia of Karkov. Their wedding is in two days.”

			“Verseine probably heard of your engagement and offered a fortune for the hand of Natalia. Not to be outshined.”

			“If the Old Lion wanted Verseine’s wealth, he would’ve taken it already.”

			“But if the Old Lion told you Natalia was to raise your child, then he has broken his deal.”

			“It doesn’t matter. He does as he wishes. And should Natalia be denied her own life just to make me feel better about what I’ve done? It has made me realize the inappropriateness of my thoughts.” 

			“If I felt guilty every time I was inappropriate within my inner thoughts, I’d be too weighted down to be myself.” 

			Lorenzo detached from his sorrow and smiled faintly. “I’m glad you arrived before I left.”

			“When will that be?” asked Thomas.

			“Tomorrow,” answered Lorenzo. 

			“Then I’ll also keep you in good humor during your travels.”

			“You should attend the Verseine wedding with my uncle Aldo. He just departed, but he’s staying the night with friends in the north. You could easily catch him. A close friend of mine is a guardsman. Rafael would be more than pleased to escort you. He about died when I told him we were returning to Karkov. The wedding will be a typical Verseine spectacle, giving you plenty to write about.”

			“No way, Lawrence, I want to see Karkov.” 

			Lorenzo shook his head. 

			“What? You’ll keep me from seeing the Lioness in her den? This is what I want to write about. Not Verseine.”

			“Someone with such loose lips as yours should not be around the Old Lion. You’d get both of us killed.” 

			Thomas frowned. “You know I can behave when it’s absolutely required.”

			“For the Old Lion it’d absolutely be required all of the time, and your good behavior comes more in spurts.”

			“Still, I must boycott the Verseine wedding. I’ll not celebrate my friend being wronged.”

			“Natalia did not wrong me.”

			“The Old Lion wronged you by allowing it. If I cannot go with you to Karkov, then I’d enjoy seeing more of your land. Perhaps Emilia could show me around.”

			“Ah! Now I see why you won’t go with Aldo. My sister is the lure for you to stay.” Lorenzo’s younger sister, Emilia, had visited him often in Vestra. Initially, Thomas had treated Emilia like a sister of his own, but in recent years his interest had changed.

			“I’m confident Aldo is less pretty.”

			“Then Rafael will stay to escort you and Em.”

			“A chaperone?” asked Thomas. 

			“Emilia always has a guardsman, and Rafael is more likely to accept your personality. And if your real motive is to see Emilia, it’s almost time for dinner.” Lorenzo stood, ready to leave the parlor.

			“First, I have something to show you,” said Thomas. 

			The two friends walked out to the wagon that had brought Thomas from the coast. Once they arrived, Thomas removed the cover, revealing several crates of cargo.

			“Weapons?” asked Lorenzo.

			“I told Uncle Franky you wanted to buy rifles for your men. He wanted to ensure every Lucine guardsman was appropriately armed. He said something about defending his investment. Of course he didn’t know about the Kark warriors.”

			“This is incredible. I’ll write a letter for you to return to Mr. Hartford. And maybe send a shipload of wine.”

			“He wants something else. He insists you visit, along with your bride, when you’re able.”

			Lorenzo noticed the legs of a contraption between the stacks. “Thomas, is that a daguerreotype camera?”

			“Not everything’s for you, Lawrence. And a daguerreotype can only be sold once. This is for the masses. It produces a calotype negative, which can be contact-printed onto paper after paper after paper.” 

			“I see. For your book. The first true image of the Lioness.” 

			“She’ll compensate for my poor writing skills. And for my somewhat boring friend. Her image will make it sell as fast as it can be printed. I happen to know for a fact that young men will buy two copies. If Vestra wishes to see a real picture of the Lioness, they’ll be required to purchase my book.”

			“Wouldn’t she be photographed if we visit Mr. Hartford?”

			“Then you need to allow me time to finish,” chuckled Thomas. 

			“When would that be? Your schemes are always plentiful, but I can’t recall any seen to their end.”

			The two made their way back across the rounded drive of finely crushed stone. “You know, Lawrence, the image of your wedding will make me tolerably comfortable in wealth, but an image of the Old Lion in Karkov would make me richer than Verseine.”

			“Then tonight we shall toast to your future, which shall remain merely tolerable.”

		


		 

			Chapter 80

			[image: ]

			Waiting for Francis was becoming routine, except Natalia had reason to be impatient. She couldn’t wait to see his reaction upon seeing her opera gown. In her wildest fantasies, Natalia could never have imagined being donned in such extravagance. The gown was deep blue. It fit snugly through her torso and tapered outward below her waist. Thousands of sapphires were used to trim the gown, creating beautifully sparkling patterns. Her shoulders were bare, elegantly displaying her dazzling blue diamond necklace above her breasts.

			She heard Francis before she saw him. His steps were making a clacking sound from a distance. Natalia became curious when the sound stopped and peered around a corner to see Francis adjusting a medal on a military uniform he was wearing. Not wanting to be caught peeking, Natalia hurried to stand beside the royal carriage.

			When Francis appeared, he was beaming with anticipation of being seen in his military attire, until he saw Natalia. “Absolutely gorgeous,” he uttered as he stopped in awe. He chuckled joyfully. “This was supposed to be my grand unveiling. I should have expected to be outdone.”

			“I was not aware you were a warrior, Francis.”

			“An officer,” he said, correcting her. 

			Natalia was assisted by a footman into the carriage, followed by Francis. Once seated, Francis was excited to resume the discussion.

			“Is it not a tremendous surprise?”

			Having spotted a beautifully decorated box on the seat beside her, Natalia thought the gift was what he referred to. “May I open it?”

			“Not that,” said Francis. “It is only a pair of opera glasses.”

			“A spyglass? I’ve always wanted my own.”

			“No, my lovely. This is the surprise.” Francis waved his hand from his shoulders down to his waist to draw attention to his uniform. “I have made the rank of lieutenant colonel in the Verseine Army.”

			“You are the commander of the army?”

			“No, but it has only been a few days. Lieutenant colonel is a very high rank indeed.”

			Natalia couldn’t help but giggle until she saw Francis was stung by her reaction. When Natalia realized why he had so often been absent, she also became aggravated. “This is what you have been doing?”

			“I thought it would be appreciated,” he bitterly responded.

			“Perhaps you should have used the time to get to know me better. You might have learned how much I hated when my sister’s military obligations took her away from me. Now you have done the same.”

			A crowd of people waiting outside the palace gate was a pleasant distraction. They cheered and ran after the speeding carriage. Natalia smiled watching the jubilant onlookers, until she returned her attention to her gloomy fiancé. 

			“I will resign my position,” Francis offered.

			“No. You cannot do that.” Natalia wondered about his level of skill but had to be careful not to offend him. “Do I have any reason to worry?”

			“About what?”

			“Have you been properly trained for combat?”

			“Oh, Natalia. There will not be combat. There have been some trivial protests in the Textile District. A most insignificant area of the city. Nothing to concern yourself with.”

			“Why do they protest?”

			Francis shrugged. “I do not know.”

			“It is your duty to know. Not because of some uniform you have found your way into, but because you are prince of Verseine.”

			“Fine. I will ask Bellamy tomorrow.”

			“Is he the commander of the army?”

			“No. He is my father’s advisor.”

			“Tell me about your commander,” said Natalia, seeking to follow through on the request of the Old Lion.

			“No one is my commander. I am the future king.”

			“It does not work that way,” said Natalia.

			“It does for me. Certainly, I will not be a subordinate to General Ordean.” 
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			Marie made her way into the slums, which reminded her of Verseine’s past, vastly contrasting with the grandiose city it had become. She hurried toward a warehouse with a forgotten cellar. Her time was limited, and she’d already trekked the Textile District seeking Warren Sherrot at his house and the tavern. If not in the usual places of their home neighborhood, she expected to find him in the cellar. 

			The cellar had been long abandoned as it was useless to most enterprises due to its narrow access and damp interior. However, she did not refer to it as the useless cellar, because the unlikeliness of its housing a press made it the best kind of forgotten cellar to Marie and her fellow patriots. And the vengeful son of an executed printer would have the expertise to reassemble a small press once he was past the narrow stairs. Neither was the moisture a concern, because they could not chance allowing the paper being printed in the cellar to sit long enough to dampen.

			Finding the dutiful boy Pierre standing watch atop the narrow stairs meant she’d also found Warren. “Pierre, my dear, you are not often seen apart from your horde of scoundrels.”

			“They deliver the king’s press. I’m waiting for another version.”

			“What? You let your minions do all the work while you stand here supervising an empty street?”

			Pierre responded with a cunning grin. “The chief scoundrel picks his own task.”

			“Such an adorably mischievous darling,” said Marie.

			“Warren postponed the pamphlet for days, hoping to hear from you, but you’re barely too late. He’s been printing for nearly an hour already.”

			“Then I’ve still arrived in time.”

			“I’ll go down with you. He’ll want me to take the wheel.”

			The cellar stairs were dark, but both walls were plenty confining enough to guide them. “Careful, madam,” said the boy.

			Despite Pierre’s measured gesture at the low entrance, Marie did not duck far enough under the lintel for the adornments of her hat to clear it. When Warren looked up from his task, he laughed at her skewed hat. “You should be careful, madam,” called Warren. “We can’t lose our ear within the palace before we have any information at all.”

			“You just worry about keeping those pretty little artistic hands from being crushed by the bobber.”

			Warren laughed again. “It’s called a jobber, Marie.”

			“Why would I call it jobber when it bobs about constantly? But I’ll not tell a printer what to call his machine.”

			“I’m still a painter, Marie. Only a printer when it’s demanded of me. Perhaps one day I’ll have time to pick up my brush. Maybe you bring insight which will expedite that day’s coming. Will we be running on consecutive nights?”

			Warren kept at his work with the machine but looked at Marie while moving a strand of his long brown hair that had come loose from its tie. He smiled and went back to placing papers and operating the press. Marie was not a tall woman, but the low wooden beams running along the ceiling made her feel as if she needed to slump, mostly due to her evening hat. She looked at the floor beside the machine. A considerable stack of completed pamphlets was accumulating next to the press, with Pierre inspecting their quality.

			“I had rather hoped you would cease tonight’s running,” said Marie.

			Warren was perplexed and invited the boy to take up operation of the press, studying Marie during the transfer. 

			“I wanted to come sooner, but I couldn’t get away until now. Though I’ve known since my first night in Karkov.”

			“Known what, Marie?”

			“Known what she is like. That she’s incredibly special.”

			“I’m sure the daughter of a Lion is far from ordinary, but why would it call for a stoppage of the literature which has been much of your life’s work?”

			“This girl is not just some object of ceremony or some symbol of alliance. Natalia is not something which can be injected into a place without there being some effect. What I’ve heard her say has amazed me. She is wise and full of contagious zeal. Wholly confident and humble at the same time. You should hear her ambition of servitude toward the people. How could she have learned that in a land which only knows to take? It’s impossible to justly explain how I know it, but Verseine will be changed.”

			“By the young wife of a boy royal without authority of his own?”

			“She’s already made change. When’s the last time a royal has been among his people?”

			“I wouldn’t know,” retorted Warren.

			“It has been years since either has alighted from a speeding carriage on this side of the gates. Yet, I’m here now because Natalia and the prince have attended the opera with the Vestran secretary of state.”

			Warren shrugged. “So she’s a tool of politics.”

			Marie stepped toward a damp corner, motioning with a hand for Warren to follow. “If you require it, I’ll tell you of something more monumental. But only for your ears, as Pierre and his newsboys are the best sort of transmitters of information. It’ll show you what she’s capable of, because if not for me, the royal tree would have been pruned down to only one fat limb before we’d even crossed the Axis Mountains.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“There was some trouble at the pass, and Francis was displaying particularly bratty conduct. The girl told him it wouldn’t do, and he responded by raising his hand to her.” Warren widened his eyes, and Marie confirmed it with a nod. While still whispering, she enthusiastically waved her hand across her body and said, “That’s when she walloped him good.”

			Warren was shocked.

			“All the way onto his back.”

			“No!”

			“Didn’t stop at that either. She picked him up like a sack of potatoes. Slammed him against the carriage.” Marie continued to act out Natalia’s motions and portray her fierce look before she added, “The boy was about to soil himself.”

			“What’d she do next?”

			“It’s what she would’ve done, had I not taken control of the situation.”

			“Why’d you stop her, Marie?”

			“She would’ve killed him. I made an instant call for our cause. Not out of my own concern. Nothing so selfish, though I already care deeply for this girl, as if she were my own daughter. But no. I reasoned that if she killed him on the mountaintop, then Natalia would never see Verseine, and we might miss the greatest opportunity we’ve yet had.”

			“And what opportunity is that?”

			“I don’t yet know what it will mean, but Natalia coming here is good for us.” Marie emphatically straightened her posture and nodded, as if to coax Warren to believe.

			“To me, it sounds as if she was an opportunity, but now one that was missed. The Old Lion would’ve brought his army to wipe out the monarchy.”

			Marie angrily turned away and walked to a spot where water was trickling down the gigantic chiseled stones of the foundation wall. Warren had become the charismatic leader of the opposition to the crown. He was the only one who could calm the unrest. She felt somewhat guilty asking that of him, however, since she was the one who had originally directed his grief into motivation. After collecting her thoughts, she renewed her attempt to delay Warren’s efforts.

			“If all you can see in her is a reason for the Old Lion to intervene, then we could always spread word of the fact that he raised his hand to her. But first, we should let this marriage proceed.”

			“How is King Philip even letting this proceed?”

			“He doesn’t know what happened. As far as I can tell the boy is in love and would never jeopardize his future with Natalia.”

			“In love? With the crazed Kark who nearly killed him?”

			“She is incredible.”

			“Is she so incredible they would lay down their crown? Because otherwise, I’m not interested. For the same reason you likewise shouldn’t be. Though my father had nothing to do with this and was wrongly accused of printing your pamphlets.” Both of their fathers had been executed as revolutionaries, although Warren’s father had been innocent.

			“Warren Sherrot,” scolded Marie. “Though your father was not of this movement, I knew him plenty well enough to be certain he’d not approve of you making it seem as if his death were my fault.”

			“I wish he was here to tell me himself.” 

			“I do as well, Warren.”

			“Please do accept my apology, madam. This army expansion has me on edge. I already know the guilt I’ll feel when they’re sent into the Textile District. That’s where they’ll make a show of force. Will your Natalia stop them when the army begins to torment us? You should be aiming to expose these royals rather than protecting them. We must encourage the people to stand against the soldiers if they’re deployed against us.”

			“My Natalia now resides in that palace and in two days will be part of that family. I’ll make no endeavor which might place her at risk.”

			“Listen to your own words, Marie. You’re a different person.”

			“That’s correct. I am. Because of her. She is my life now. She’s where I place my future. The army will have no reason to come into our neighborhood, if you do as I ask and stop the pamphlets.”

			“Marie!”

			“Only for a while, until you can see with your own eyes. Besides, the people have no interest in rebellion. You wouldn’t believe how many were congregated at the gates, just trying to catch a glimpse of her.”

			“Yes, a distraction. They’re duped. Like someone else I know.”

			“I only ask for time. For you to meet Natalia. That’s all it’ll take for you to understand.”

			“No sweet and pleasant girl, no matter how beautiful, could ever cause me to forget Verseine has already purchased its freedom. It was paid for seventy years ago. And there have been more recent payments, like that of your father. Did he not pay with his life? I cannot ignore what those patriots earned at the ultimate cost.”

			“If you think that’s my suggestion, then you’re not hearing me. Natalia doesn’t inspire me to forget about my father or his sacrifice. She lets me see a different path to achieve something they all would want for Verseine.”

			“A Verseine free of the crown? Because that’s clearly what they wanted.”

			“Maybe. I don’t know. As I’ve tried to explain, she’s not predictable, nor will her effect on Verseine be. Even if it’s still under the crown, I say she would make it better than the revered patriots ever could have wished.”

			“Marie, I can find one of your pieces which would argue against that exact notion. Do you not remember what you’ve written?”

			“Of course I do.”

			“Then you’ll recall that you’ve already stated there can be no freedom for Verseine under the monarchy and admit that you have abandoned your cause.”

			“Just meet her, Warren. If you’re not convinced it’s best to watch for a moment, then we’ll determine our next action together, provided she’s not endangered. But not until you talk to her.”

			“Fine, Marie, but I don’t know how you’ll bring her to the Textile. Nor do I recall receiving any invitation to the palace.”

			“I’ve already schemed a way, but you’ll have to travel to Lucenze.”

			“Lucenze? I didn’t agree to this.”

			“Lucenze will be good for you. A nice respite. You can paint Lucine vineyards. I’ve already written an old friend of my father who fled during the coup. He’s been in Lucenze as long as you’ve been alive, but he remains Verseine by blood and cause. He owns a wood shop that shares his name, Georges. He makes oaken casks. Be at this shop by the third day following the wedding. Francis has purchased a Lucine villa as a gift for Natalia so she can be nearer her twin. I’ll have a better opportunity to bring her to you when she’s there. Georges will house you while you await my earliest chance.”

			“Marie, how do you even know she’ll see me?”

			“Let me be clear. I’ve been careful not to influence her with my own ideas. And I will not ask her to covertly meet Warren the agitator. I’ll tell her of my father’s friend, whom I have always sought to visit, and she’ll wish to meet Georges. From there, it’s up to Natalia what happens. Let’s not introduce thoughts, but she’ll be curious as to why Georges fled to Lucenze. Then I’ll no longer withhold the circumstances of my father’s death. Let us observe Natalia and how she reacts.”

			“I’ll be at the cask shop. But I can’t promise anything further.”

			“My dear, I don’t ask for anything further. I’ll not be required to. But I swear on my father’s name, I didn’t expect this degree of stubbornness from you. I must return before my darling does, or she’ll have her Kark warriors searching the city for me. But, actually, I do ask something further of you, as this has been my first opportunity to take leave. As you well know, it might draw attention to the recipient of this letter if it were posted from the palace. I’ve been thoroughly dying to tell my sister, Jane, of my darling girl. And that we’ll tour Acadiene after Lucenze and find the means to secretly visit her often.”

			“Please be careful with all your clandestine rendezvous, and do not forget the peril of your company,” advised Warren.

			“First of all, my dear Warren, no peril would prevent me from seeing my sister again. It’s been two and a half decades since we’ve been together. And, also, you’re not listening to what I say about Natalia. When she learns of my sister’s banishment, Natalia will not be satisfied until Jane and Denis are pardoned of any wrongs and are returned to Verseine.”

			“Denis Chastain is plenty intelligent enough to know he’d be returning to some other erroneous accusation, likely finding the same fate as my father.”

			“Warren, there’s nothing more I can do at this time which would enable you to understand that the way it’s been will not continue. Your course of thinking is governed by what you know of the past and present. But soon enough, you’ll also see our future. My darling Natalia is a leader, and you will go in the direction in which she takes you.” 
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			When Natalia was introduced to Secretary Arnold, outside of the royal loge, she could feel a difference in the way he looked at her. Sure, he remarked about her beauty in the manner typical of everyone else, but he also seemed to be amazed at the contrast between the Natalia of the present and that of the past.

			Despite her concern, Natalia enjoyed the company of Secretary Arnold. She liked how different he was from the men of Verseine. He was short and balding, with wildly flared white hair on the sides of his head. While other men wore top hats and pointy-tailed coats, Arnold was hatless and the front of his coat extended almost as far as the tails of the more typical coats. The collar of his shirt stood up, leaving the wide band of his tie visible around his neck. Not only did he dress differently, but the accent of his speech was amusing, and Natalia thought he seemed forthright. 

			Upon their introduction, Secretary Arnold had mentioned visiting Karkov when she was only a child. Natalia was glad he did not go into detail. When they were left alone to converse, Natalia whispered to Arnold, “I did something awful, didn’t I? When you saw me as a child.”

			Arnold displayed a warm and sympathetic smile. “There is no need to regret what you had no choice in doing.”

			“Still. I am embarrassed.”

			“No need for that,” he assured her. “A secret kept is an ally gained.”

			Natalia grinned. “Then would not our alliance be one-sided? Unless I also have a secret of yours to keep?” 

			“Ha,” chuckled Arnold. “I suppose you are correct.” He thought for a moment. “How about this? I would not be here if not for you. You are the only draw that could have brought me back to Verseine so soon.”

			“One of our secrets out-measures the other,” she noted.

			“The reason I was disinclined to return is what I actually must confess. I have grown tired of the king’s bellyaching.”

			Natalia was confused by Arnold’s odd last word, and he must have realized it due to her expression.

			“He complains constantly,” Arnold explained. “For a year now, I’ve had to persistently hear about the telegraph cable.”

			“I, too, was subjected to the bellyaching about the cable.” Natalia relished using the newly discovered Vestran word. “Last year, when I was the sitting Lion, it was the first thing out of his mouth, after he made it obvious he did not want to speak with a girl.” 

			“I would much rather speak with you than Philip any day. Especially this day. That’s why I requested your company instead of his. The king cannot get past his wounded pride at the fact that the telegraph line will terminate in Lucenze. He insists on having his own cable beneath the sea instead of listening to reason. Hartford Rail Company has offered to connect Verseine to the telegraph terminal and build a rail line at the same time.”

			Overcome with enthusiasm, Natalia released a little squeal. “A locomotive between Verseine and Lucenze?”

			“Yes.”

			“I would be able to visit my sister with less difficulty.”

			“You could depart in the morning and arrive by supper.”

			There was another word Natalia didn’t know, but she deduced that the trip would be all in one day.

			“Not only that,” continued Arnold. “You could send her a telegram within an hour. A clerk would take your communication from the wire, copy the message, and deliver it to your sister.”

			“I do not believe this clerk will like me very much,” Natalia joked. “Another message will be waiting when he returns from delivering the last.”

			Arnold laughed exuberantly. “We will first have to convince King Philip.”

			“Do not worry, Mr. Arnold,” said Natalia with confidence. “That rail will be built.”

			“We are already allies,” Arnold declared. “Working together and bound as confidants.”

			With a gleaming smile, Natalia was willing to confide once more. “Would you believe it is a duty of mine?”

			“You’ve only been here for a few days, and they already put you on assignment?”

			“No,” she chuckled. “It was part of how I was prepared to go west. I was to ensure an alliance was made between Vestra and Karkov.”

			“Oh, I see. You have accomplished your duty well.”

			“That was when my sister was to be—” Natalia’s attention was diverted by an uproar down a corridor from where they stood.

			“The doors have been opened,” said Francis as he approached to join the conversation. “And the multitudes have arrived.”

			“It is very loud,” remarked Natalia, placing her hand on Francis’s arm.

			“The grand staircase is a spectacle in itself,” Arnold said. “Have you not seen it, Princess? People-watching is my favorite way to pass time when in Verseine. There is no better place to witness Verseine on display than the grand staircase of the opera house.” 

			“Go ahead, my lovely,” offered Francis. “It is obvious you are more interested in the commotion than our company.”

			“Would it be impolite?”

			“Nonsense,” replied Arnold. “You have not experienced the opera until you’ve seen the grand staircase.”

			“Will you come with me, Francis?”

			“I have matters to discuss with Secretary Arnold.”

			After spotting a brief frown from Arnold, Natalia worried that Francis might pester Arnold about the telegraph cable. Natalia knew it would be better to stay, but she truly wanted to see the grand staircase as well as the people. 

			“Be warned,” said Francis. “You will become the spectacle once you are spotted.”

			Natalia yielded to her curiosity and eagerly followed the noise. Despite the lure of watching people climb a staircase described as grand, it was the massive openness of an interior space with a stunning ornate ceiling that caused her to skip a breath. Glimmering gold and lustrous marble décor were everywhere. The grand staircase was teeming with delightfully clad opera-goers having a wonderful time.

			Heeding the advice of Francis, Natalia did not want to reveal her presence. She hid behind a marble column to allow uninterrupted observation. The scene was perfect as it was. Surprisingly, the staircase wasn’t used for climbing as much as it was a place to meet communally. Natalia had never viewed a gathering full of cheerful people.

			Her own cheerfulness faded when she looked across the way. On the same floor, but on the other side of the grand staircase, Natalia recognized the woman who had given her an unfavorable feeling at the dress rehearsal. It was especially upsetting to see who Lady Bruchard was speaking with. She was amid an intimate discussion with a man in a much more decorated uniform than Francis’s. He had to be the commander mentioned by Francis, Ordean.

			Using her opera glasses, Natalia tried to decipher some of their conversation by watching the man speak. The first word she was sure of was Lucenze, and a few moments later he seemed to say Lioness. The villainous-looking antics of Lady Bruchard after the commander referred to Jillian were extremely disturbing. Why would they be discussing Jillian at all? 

			Natalia had been asked by her father to study the commander of Verseine’s military. After her first impression of him, she could see plenty of reasons for concern.
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			Natalia pressed the silver fabric of her gown’s underlayer against her belly. Marie, with the help of two women, arranged a gold mesh overlay to cover the silver. Natalia wished Jillian were helping Marie drape the gold fabric instead of these strangers. She’d thought about Jillian endlessly over the last two days, hoping her sister had decided to attend the wedding. When she had woken that morning, still in a state of mind where anything seemed possible, Natalia expected to see Jillian sitting over her in bed. And just before the fabric was placed over her head, she had looked at the doors to see if Jillian would burst through.

			“This fabric is heavy,” said one of the women.

			“It’s worth more than my husband will earn in his lifetime,” said another.

			“More than your husband would earn if he lived three lifetimes,” responded the first woman.

			Natalia noticed Marie was not joking with the women. After the overlay was on and straightened, Marie dismissed them. “I can attach the train without assistance. I’ll have a moment alone with the princess.”

			“A train?” asked Natalia as Marie worked to attach a long run of matching golden fabric to the back of the gown. Normally, Marie would’ve enjoyed Natalia’s question about the funny wording, but it was as if Marie hadn’t even heard.

			For quite some time Marie worked arranging the train to her liking, even though Natalia still had to be driven to the cathedral. When Marie finally spoke, her words didn’t seem to reflect her thoughts. “This will detach, for later. So you can dance tonight.”

			“Marie, I can see you’re worried. I won’t embarrass you. You’ve taught me so much.”

			“Oh no, darling. Oh no. I’d never worry about that,” responded Marie, putting both hands gently to Natalia’s face. She was about to cry when she turned away quickly.

			“Marie?”

			“Darling, I have to tell you something.”

			Natalia turned her around. 

			“I’ve been told I’ll not attend the wedding,” said Marie.

			“What?” shouted Natalia. She tried to reach back for the train. “Then I’ll not attend the wedding either. Take this thing off!”

			“Listen to me, Natalia.”

			“I’ve already made it known to Francis that I’ll not be some . . .” Natalia was so angry she couldn’t find the word.

			“Francis had nothing to do with this.”

			“Then I’ll make it known to the king,” said Natalia furiously. “And why’re you not with me on this? Marie, you promised to always be with me. And that helped me leave Jillian.”

			“Oh, darling, you break my heart. It’s not anything I can control.” 

			“But I can. And I will. They’ll see who’s been brought into their palace.”

			“I know you can, Natalia. But I ask that you don’t. For me. And my people.”

			“It’s for your honor I won’t allow this.”

			“It’s just a few hours, darling. I’ll be waiting when you return to the palace.”

			“No! I won’t let them think they can treat you this way.”

			“Natalia, you’ve been taught strategy, correct?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Didn’t your father teach that you might purposely lose some battles in order to win the one which matters most?”

			“No.”

			“Then I get to teach you something besides etiquette. I will teach my darling strategy. If you want to honor me, then you’ll not fight this battle. Let them win this one. And maybe there will be others. I assure you, there will be plenty of injustice which will anger you. But you will embed yourself in a position to make a real difference. One day Philip will be gone, and you will be queen. Do you see what I’m saying, darling? Appear to be obedient so one day you may roar.”
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			Roles were reversed as Francis was the one waiting for Natalia to appear. It would be impossible, he thought, for her to surpass the beauty she’d exhibited in the dark blue gown trimmed with sapphires. Yet, Francis was learning to never doubt any possibility with her. In all respects, forming expectations of Natalia’s capabilities, whether physical or mental, was a venture into futility.

			When the orchestra transitioned to “La Marche Nuptiale,” Francis began watching the cathedral entrance with great anticipation until pleasant sighs harmoniously greeted the bride’s arrival. There she was, shimmering with gold and silver sparkles in a gown styled as if she had stepped from a century before. Natalia was a perfected fantasy of Verseine’s past. 

			Her march was gentle and deliberate. Each of her steps allowed Francis to reflect on his incredible fortune. Beauty was only the beginning. To justly appreciate Natalia, one had to consider the effect of her love. When she was playful, he wished the moment would last an eternity. Any flaw discerned by her had to be amended. And the warmth of her affection inspired in him the belief that he would never be cold again. He felt he could have searched the world ten times over and counted every star without finding something more brilliant than Natalia.

			The closer she came to Francis, the more he was overcome with sentiment. His knees felt weak, and tears of joy welled in his eyes. At the point when she was finally by his side, they were meant to face steadfastly ahead, but neither could cease looking at the other. Ceremonial decorum no longer mattered to Francis. He had never known happiness before Natalia, and being next to her, to be unified in an act of love, was bliss not to be wasted with formality.

			Never in his life had Francis been ardent enough about anything to search inward and know his desire would never lighten. Natalia was altering his convictions, like everything else about him. Before they offered any spoken vows in the cathedral, Francis made an inner resolution to love Natalia for the remainder of his life.
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			 Despite his lack of understanding as to why the Old Lion had changed his mind, Lorenzo knew there was no other explanation for the Verseine wedding announcement. Logic told him Natalia was marrying the prince of Verseine. Her wedding had been on his mind during the entire day of travel, but the overarching theme of his thinking was that it didn’t seem real. He’d expected his unwillingness to believe she was married would continue until he arrived in Karkov and saw for himself she was already gone. But when he approached Reginald, the stable proprietor, it occurred to Lorenzo he was about to hear resolute evidence of Natalia’s departure.

			“What a magnificent horse,” said Paolo, the captain of the guard, who’d replaced Rafael for Lorenzo’s second trip.

			Reginald had the palomino colt gently loping in circles, within a corral, adjacent to the stables. Keeping the rope in his left hand, the horseman took off his hat and lifted it to greet Lorenzo.

			“This’s the horse you took last time?” asked Paolo.

			Lorenzo nodded. His mood was somber as he anticipated what he was about to learn. If not from Reginald, surely someone in the East Village would speak of the lovely sister, of his own betrothed, who had already been through their town. It didn’t take long for what he dreaded to become reality.

			“I’m afraid I am about to break a prince’s heart,” Reginald called out to him as Lorenzo dismounted at the railing of the corral. “Natalia of Karkov has claimed him!”

			Lorenzo indeed felt the heartache just as freshly as when his father had handed him the announcement from Verseine. But the stable proprietor would not understand his inner thoughts.

			Reginald gathered in the colt and walked him toward the railing before explaining his comment. “I cannot let you take the colt this time. He belongs to the future queen of Verseine.”

			Hearing Natalia proudly referenced as Verseine royalty hit Lorenzo like a punch to the stomach.

			“Such a beautiful and pleasant girl,” continued Reginald. “It only made sense that he belongs with her.”

			For a moment Lorenzo was confused, and Paolo echoed his confusion, asking, “The prince or the palomino?”

			Reginald laughed. “I don’t think Prince Francis even knows about him. Despite being the daughter of a Lion, she showed nothing but consideration for me, a common man. A stranger she’d just met. I refused to accept payment for the colt. But she thought of what it might mean for my livelihood if she were to take the horse as a gift. Would you’ve ever expected that from the daughter of a Lion?”

			“She bought the horse without the prince’s knowing it?” chuckled Paolo.

			“Neither of us is willing to budge on whether he’s a gift or a purchase. But we still have an agreement in place that the colt is hers. That’s why I cannot allow—”

			“I will purchase the colt for the princess,” said Lorenzo, interrupting Reginald. His statement seemed to surprise both Paolo and Reginald. “I’m sure Jillian will agree when she sees him. Then it will be a wedding gift for her sister.”
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			The feel of a soft kiss on her cheek briefly made Jillian think Natalia was with her, until the putrid smell of meat stew quickly erased the pleasant fantasy. “Get that away from me,” Jillian growled.

			Odani responded, “Sokol said I must keep you eating.”

			“Smelling days-old stew is supposed to help? And why’s Sokol saying anything about me?” 

			“I was worried about you. All you want to do is sleep. After speaking with Sokol, I’m more concerned. Why didn’t you tell me about your fainting?”

			“I fainted in front of your father. Happy now?”

			“Sokol says your melancholia has returned.”

			“Is that right? By waiting to see me until I was almost dead, he became an expert on my melancholia?”

			“That’s when you began to mend,” said Odani.

			Jillian was infuriated with the ignorant men who thought they knew what ailed her, and even worse, what should be done about it. “You think I don’t want to live? That’s what you’re implying by saying I’m the same as before. Stop thinking anyone else is going to know what’s wrong with me better than I do. The reason it’s different now is because I want to live. I want nothing more than to leave here with you and get this child out of me. So, if you want to know what’s wrong with me, first, it’s the Lucines and their inability to feed my warriors without their stupid wheat harvest. More than that, it’s Natalia’s wedding day, and I know she’s disappointed with me.” 

			While she spoke of Natalia, Jillian was quiet and thoughtful. But when thinking of what upset her most, she became hostile again. “Do you want to know what else?” Letting free all her agitations had Jillian seething. “It’s having this wretched thing in my belly. I wasn’t meant for this! Just thinking of how much longer I have to put up with this misery has me about to explode. If you don’t mind, I know what I need, and I’m going to go back to sleep before I do something both of us will regret.”

			Jillian slammed her head back onto the cot, thinking she’d made her point. Soon, however, the pungent odor had returned. When she opened her eyes, she saw the bowl of stew being held in front of her face and slapped it away. Stew sloshed onto the cot and all over Odani.

			“Do you want me to vomit?” shrieked Jillian.

			“It’s not just for you. You have to feed the child.”

			“I eat what it allows me to eat.”

			Odani calmly responded, “It’s not enough.”

			“Lions aren’t meant to be helped. They must survive on their own.” To get away from the stew on the upper edge of the cot, Jillian moved her head to the foot of the cot and lay down again. There was no sound coming from Odani. When she opened her eyes, he was still kneeling with the bowl of stew. Jillian jumped aggressively toward Odani. She snatched the stew from him, spilling more. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to eat this entire bowl of stew. By the time I’m finished you’d better be gone. If you’re going to be a nuisance, do it somewhere else.”

			Jillian grabbed the spoon, eating as wildly and as fast as she could manage. There was a bone with goat meat obstructing her shoveling. She grabbed the bone and took a gigantic bite of the meat while snarling at Odani. Imitating a wild beast, she pulled a huge chunk of meat from the bone with her teeth. But as she chewed, she began to struggle. Being forced to breathe through her nose increased the nausea. After shoving the bowl into Odani’s grasp, she turned to flee. Jillian stumbled through the tent flap at the same time she vomited. When she landed on her knees and hands, the heaving continued.

			Even before finishing, Jillian realized she was being watched by a crowd of her warriors. She started to wipe her mouth but saw the meat-covered bone was still in her hand. Jillian looked at the dirt stuck to the meat as she stood. Instead of wiping the vomit from her chin, she gnawed another bite from the bone, dirt and all. She remained under the observation of the warriors until she finished chewing and swallowing the meat. After tossing the bare bone, she went back into Odani’s yurt.
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			As Natalia followed the distinguished ladies of Verseine through the palace corridor, she thought of how her sister would react to seeing their absurd bell-shaped gowns. The hallway was broad enough to drive a carriage through, but due to the ridiculous gowns, the ladies barely fit two by two. Natalia amused herself by wondering: if not for the ceaseless racket of gossip and giggles, might she hear the ringing of their legs striking the bells? 

			Natalia, at the end of the line, had been paired with the youngest of the women, whom she recognized from the ball rehearsal. That lady seemed to rank last in her group, and they were both left behind the conversations. Natalia could not stop gazing at the young woman’s oddly swaying gown. Being inquisitive, Natalia gently touched the part that was formed like a bell and felt something more rigid than fabric. Her curiosity heightened, and Natalia gave it a firm nudge, making what appeared to be a large hoop around the girl’s body swing forward. The girl responded with a “humph” and quickened her pace until her gown crashed into another.

			Natalia had disregarded the conversation while thinking of the gowns but noticed the distinguished ladies had rudely ventured into matters not of their concern. They were debating Francis’s prior experiences with other women. Natalia believed the girls to be purposely discussing this subject only to trivialize her. And the way they gossiped, as if her presence among them had no matter, brazenly told Natalia they considered her to be nothing more than a foreign prize to Verseine, rather than one of their class.

			The most outspoken of the women was the already distrusted Lady Bruchard, who led the procession to the ballroom until she stopped with her hands out to ensure everyone was attentive. “No matter his experience, one thing is certain about tonight. Verseine will invade foreign lands for untouched treasure.” The pack of ladies erupted into unrestrained cackling, like hyenas encircling their prey. That was exactly what the terrible ladies were like. And Lady Bruchard was the queen of her pack. 

			“Do you speak of our new acquaintance?” asked a hyena. “Or are you giving away state secrets again?” 

			“We all know who Lady Bruchard is known to share a bed with,” added another. “She has more knowledge of state affairs than the king himself.” 

			“Someone check her crinoline for a stowaway,” one of them said, followed by more laughter. “General Ordean might be under there.”

			“All of you ladies should not forget the bearded barbarians following close behind us,” cautioned Lady Bruchard. “Your jest could cause war.” 

			“Who’s joking?” 

			“Will the brutes always be with us, everywhere we go? They are entirely uncivilized.”

			As the gossip echoed from the corridor walls, Natalia again thought of her twin. Many times over the prior week, she had been thankful it was not Jillian in her place, or war would surely be imminent. Natalia realized a slight smile was upon her face as she imagined the result of mixing Jillian with Lady Bruchard and the hyenas. It was a vision she did not hate to imagine. 

			Although more patient than her sister, Natalia still longed to be with Marie rather than these horrid girls. The younger lady next to her behaved differently than the rest, and she remembered the lady’s enthusiastic applause of Natalia’s performance at the rehearsal. She turned to the quieter girl and whispered below the laughter, “Would you know when I might be reunited with Madam Marchand? Or do you know where she may be found? I have not seen her since before the ceremony.” 

			The young lady seemed pleased with the question. She smiled, turned to those in front, and announced her newly received information as if it finally gave her something to contribute to the pack. “Our foreign princess asks about her woman.” The laughter erupted almost as obscenely as before. 

			Bruchard turned, stepping backward into a space that opened up in width and height like a large room within the corridor. Natalia had not yet been in that area of the palace, but the room appeared to be the foyer of the ballroom, with a pair of gold-enameled doors to her right most likely the entrance. Straight ahead, the corridor continued. To her left was an exterior wall with tall glass windows that allowed the evening light into the foyer. The walls of the room were clad with colossal oil paintings, and marble carvings sat atop pedestals in every corner.

			Lady Bruchard leaned to whisper loud enough for the rest to hear as her hyenas filed around her into the foyer. “Princess of Verseine, it would not be proper of me to divulge secrets, now, would it?” Another burst of laughter preceded the noise of whispers as gossip was conveyed throughout the pack. “You will have to ask your husband what became of your Madam Marchand.”

			Finally, Natalia began to grow angry. Previous remarks she had brushed aside, but with the ladies seemingly laughing at Marie, Natalia aimed to confront the arrogant lady. As Natalia inched closer to Bruchard, the clacking sounds of forceful walking on the marble floors arose. The demeanor of the girls instantly changed to the friendliest glee as they bowed, welcoming the arrival of Prince Francis and his attendants. Francis led the way, proudly wearing his formal military garb. His shiny jackboots clicked with every step, and a gold-handled sword swayed at his side. 

			“Prince of Verseine, we are truly honored to have accompanied your glorious Kark bride,” said Bruchard. 

			“I am quite sure you meant to say my glorious Verseine bride,” responded Francis. 

			“She is the most beautiful woman in Verseine,” stated Bruchard as she touched Natalia’s right arm. 

			Francis said, “I trust you will aid Natalia in making the proper acquaintances after we have received our guests.”

			Then Chancellor Bellamy urged the girls to leave for the opposite corridor. Giggles echoed from the far corridor as the distinguished ladies made their way to another entrance of the ballroom.

			Natalia was glad to be with Francis again and placed her hand on his chest, which was draped with medals. “I wish I could remain with you for the whole evening, instead of those detestable girls.”

			Francis laughed. “That is no way to refer to your court. These detestables will be your company from now on.”

			“Francis, I hope you are teasing me. I do not care for these girls. They are of vile spirit and purposely try to demean others.”

			“Is it not wonderful?”

			“What is wonderful?” gasped Natalia.

			Francis returned her affection by brushing her cheekbone with his thumb. “To be the root of jealousy among the most elite of society.”

			“Francis, stop boasting. I would much rather be with Marie when not with my husband.”

			At that, Francis removed his touch from her, frowned, and quickly redirected the attention of his bride. “I imagine you are disappointed that your sister did not come today.”

			“In some ways it is fortunate she didn’t. Jillian should never meet these ladies you call the most elite.”

			“I never expected such wit to come from Karkov. You are truly pleasing to me in every way.”

			“I am not being witty. My sister would not kindly accept how these girls treat me.”

			“She will see, just as I do, that they only wish to be you.”

			“What do you mean she will see?”

			“Natalia, we will have much company on our bridal tour. Did you think it would only be us?”

			“Yes, and Marie, of course.”

			Francis quickly walked toward the doors. Natalia attentively followed him, trying to read his expression. Men were set to open the doors, and Chancellor Bellamy positioned the young royal couple as they should first be seen. Bellamy addressed the prince: “The king has said that the bodyguards must remain in the foyer.”

			“Natalia, if you could have your guards remain here, these will also be the doors we use to exit,” said Francis. 

			She nodded to him, then again to the Kheshkev, who stood along the wall below an oil painting of a naval battle. “Francis, I have not seen Marie since she put me in the gown.” She saw him twitch his lips, but that was his only response. “What is it, Francis? Why do you avoid speaking of Marie?”

			“It is never enough for you,” he whispered. “Natalia, I really have tried to be . . .” He hesitated before scowling. “Are you even content with what you have been given today?”

			Chancellor Bellamy disrupted Natalia’s attempt to find words as he placed her arm on that of Francis, opposite the sword, and motioned for the doors to be opened. Natalia could hear words being announced loudly on the other side. 

			As they waited, Francis continued, “Madam Marchand has prepared you for this as best she could, but now her duty is complete. If you are fond of her, then honor her and her work, and present yourself to the world as a true princess of Verseine.”

			“But where—?” The doors opened, interrupting Natalia with an onrush of applause, softened by the polite playing of an orchestra. Francis smiled as if they had been discussing the most delightful topic and led his bride into the ballroom. A passageway formed among the crowd, flooding Natalia with attention. She could hear remarks on her eyes, her hair, the golden gown, and her figure. Natalia had once assured Francis she would not be overwhelmed. Yet, simultaneously hearing thousands of people commenting on her, as if some novel specimen, was something she was not prepared for.

		


		 

			Chapter 88
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			Francis and Natalia were brought to a line of three chairs. King Philip was standing in front of the larger chair, which was spaced a few strides apart from the bride and groom’s chairs. Guest after guest, both Verseine nobles and foreign dignitaries, greeted the royal family, presenting many gifts. Natalia had already become fondly acquainted with the diplomat who was clearly given the most esteemed recognition. In a rather conceited tone and at an ample volume, Chancellor Bellamy announced him as Marcus Arnold III, secretary of state of Vestra. 

			“Natalia, here is your dear friend Secretary Arnold,” said Francis.

			“How nice to see you again, Mr. Arnold,” Natalia greeted him.

			“Secretary Arnold,” Francis said, correcting her. 

			Natalia smiled, not concerned with her error.

			“I could not have imagined you could be more lovely than you were the other night, but I have been proven lacking in imagination. Prince Francis, your bride may call me Mr. Arnold, Marcus, or Old Secretary Ugly, for all I care. Just as long as she continues to call on me at all. And I must confess my gift is more for her, if you would oblige me.”

			Francis nodded. “We cannot help ourselves, can we, Secretary Arnold?”

			Men accompanying Secretary Arnold carried a stand with three legs and placed it in front of the royal couple. The gift was covered with black velvet.

			“A gift from Vestra for Princess Natalia,” stated Secretary Arnold as the men waited to unveil the gift. “This was created during our diplomatic mission to Karkov, many years ago, and has been on display in our National Museum ever since. There is a humorous story which comes with the gift, if you will indulge me.”

			“Of course,” replied Francis.

			“We intended for the artist to paint the likeness of the Lion. But your father could not understand why. He said, ‘Aren’t paintings for beauty? Why would you paint me?’” Arnold paused as her father’s joke from many years ago drew laughter. “We were not aware of you. Imagine our surprise when two sweet little girls entered the room.”

			Natalia did not recollect the story Arnold was telling, but she definitely remembered the brutal demonstration that would prove the girls were far from sweet. She was relieved when Arnold was ready to unveil the gift. He nodded to signal the men and said, “Now you will be reminded of home.”

			The revealed gift was an oil painting of Natalia and Jillian as young girls. Natalia jumped from her seat and hugged the Vestran diplomat. “Oh, Mr. Arnold, I can’t begin to tell you how precious this is to me! I’ll be able to look at Jillian whenever I want!”

			Francis showed his embarrassment, while Natalia touched the image of one of the blond-haired girls in the portrait. “Do not touch the oils, Natalia,” Francis cautioned her. 

			“Is this you, Princess?” Arnold asked, referring to the girl she touched on the painting.

			Natalia smiled at him. “No, this is the person I love most.”

			The prince’s sword clanked against his chair’s armrest as he rose. Then Natalia felt Francis grasp her arm. “Come, Natalia, let Secretary Arnold speak with my father so the line may continue.”

			For the next few guests, Natalia made sure Francis was aware of her displeasure. It seemed much of her progress with him had been undone. Or perhaps he could only behave tolerably while they were alone.

			A short while later a curly-haired man with olive skin greeted the young couple with a friendly smile. Even before he was announced, Natalia surmised where he was from and turned to the chancellor to await his name. He was introduced as Aldo Fercisi, grand duke of Mottelo and brother of Lucas Fercisi, king of Lucenze. 

			“Then you’ll be my sister’s uncle,” said Natalia. “That makes us family.” Aldo smiled and nodded to Natalia. Francis showed frustration at his bride’s lack of formality and was already reaching for her arm as Natalia continued, “And neighbor of our Lucine villa.”

			Francis said reproachfully, “Natalia, let the duke present his gift, so the line may move.”

			Natalia glared at Francis, taking hold of his hand and returning it to his own chair.

			Aldo presented a polished wood box to Natalia and opened it for her viewing. Many jewels had already been gifted to her, but the ring in Aldo’s box was very different. It looked more like a miniature painting. A landscape of a vineyard was within its silver edges. Natalia leaned for a closer look and could determine the scene wasn’t painted but formed with the tiniest sparkles of color. 

			Francis was visibly offended, seemingly at the lack of value of the ring. His rudeness was embarrassing, and she gave him a scornful look as a warning of what could be the result of his continued behavior. Francis received the message and walked away in a full-fledged retreat. Natalia was glad, because it gave her more time with the Lucine diplomat. 

			Aldo was obviously aware of how his gift was viewed and explained to Natalia its real value. “Princess Natalia, it’s our custom to gift something from our heart. We give symbols of dedication, time, and love. I did not have the preparation time to make it specifically for you, but I selected a recent work based on what I’ve been told of you by my nephew.” 

			“It’s beautiful. May I see it closer?”

			“It is a micro-mosaic,” he explained as he took the ring from the felt. “I crafted it myself over a whole season. It is composed of no less than one thousand pieces, using at least twenty various gems to give it color.” 

			As Natalia took the ring, she showed how much she appreciated it. She studied the rows of vines, which ended with pink and red shapes like flowers. 

			“This is our ancestral vineyard, where your sister will spend her first Lucine season. That’s why I picked it for you.”

			Natalia held the ring against her bosom and thanked Aldo for the gift. She glanced at Francis and saw he was still occupied by a conversation with his father and another dignitary. “It will always show me where I can find my love. I’ll wear it now, and it will be as if Jillian was able to be here after all.”

			“You honor me, but it’s rather informal for this occasion.”

			“As am I,” snickered Natalia. “I don’t believe my husband finds me suited for this occasion.”

			“Princess Natalia, all occasions should be suited for you.”

			“Why are there flowers at the ends of the vines?” she asked.

			“An astute observation. They are indicator roses. Roses desire the same conditions as our vines and are prone to the same problems, but earlier.”

			“Maybe I’ll get to see the vineyard soon,” said Natalia. 

			“Ah, yes, for your sister’s wedding.”

			“Actually, we will not wait until then. We are traveling to Lucenze to begin a bridal tour. I know my sister won’t arrive until after the harvest—”

			“But she will,” blurted Aldo. “My nephew is due in Karkov tomorrow in order to escort her back to Lucenze for an immediate wedding. I assumed you knew.”

			Natalia was angry with Jillian. Not only had Jillian disregarded Natalia’s wedding, but she hadn’t even cared to inform Natalia of her own. When Aldo took her hand, Natalia realized how flustered she must have appeared.

			“No one should upset the bride on her wedding day,” said Aldo.

			Before Natalia could collect herself, Aldo was compelled to leave as Francis returned. Aldo moved on to greet King Philip.

			Francis misjudged what distressed Natalia. “You no longer have to wear the distasteful ring.”

			“Jillian’s wedding has been moved to only a few days from now,” explained Natalia.

			“Well that is rather convenient,” responded Francis, motioning for a pause in the receiving line. “We have already made plans to be there.”

			“Francis, she didn’t bother to tell me. My sister doesn’t want me there.”

			Despite Francis’s signal, Chancellor Bellamy had begun his next introduction, and Francis interrupted him. “I need a moment, Bellamy.”

			Natalia was relieved that Francis was being attentive to her. But he seemed less understanding when he responded, “Is this not what sisters do?” Her stare at Francis should have kept him from continuing, but it didn’t. “You squabble over jealousies. Surely Jillian does not want her wedding compared to yours.”

			“Jillian doesn’t care about either wedding,” snapped Natalia. 

			“These inconsequential differences will be worked out in a matter of days.” 

			Farther down, to the right of Francis, Aldo had finished greeting King Philip, and the king grew impatient with the stoppage. “Francis, are your affairs in order?”

			Francis twisted in his seat to turn his back toward his father. “You must not allow this with your sister to ruin your own special night. This night belongs only to my lovely. No one else.”

			Natalia nodded.

			“You cannot think of this any longer,” continued Francis. “Until tomorrow. You are awful at hiding your feelings.” He motioned for the chancellor to continue. “And we cannot have our guests frightened.” Francis was smiling at his own humor until he noticed General Ordean bypassing the line of people. 

			Ordean was walking directly to King Philip with a defiant arrogance. He didn’t look much like a warrior. He was tall and lean, with a thin mustache. He wore his uniform complete with ribboned shoulders and a feathered hat that couldn’t possibly be worn atop a horse racing into battle. The general fully meant to walk directly to the king without paying any regard to the wed royals, until Francis said for his benefit, “My princess, you must forgive General Ordean. He is still digesting his defeat at the hand of your father in the year of my birth.” 

			The general stopped to acknowledge Francis by tilting his head with a sly expression on his face. 

			“He must fear you are also a formidable adversary. Do not fret, Ordean, for I was bestowed the daughter of beauty, not the daughter of war. But, General, you should remember, she will one day be your queen.”

			Ordean, still stopped in his tracks, turned to address Natalia. “Princess, please forgive the incivility of a soldier who knows no politics. It is my deepest hope this week shall be one you never forget.” 

			His beady eyes intensified her suspicion of the man. While her initial analysis of Ordean was primarily based on instinct, Natalia decided there was reason enough to send one of her warriors to the Old Lion by the night’s end.

		


		 

			Chapter 89
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			After the final dignitary had been greeted, Natalia saw the hyenas waiting to resume their attack on her. She turned close toward Francis. “I don’t want to go with them, Francis. May I stay with you?”

			“I am to join my father in dull discussions of a political nature. You need not concern yourself with such dreadful business.”

			“The dreadful business will be going with them.” 

			“It will only be a short while. With the performances and hors d’oeuvres to occupy you, it will be no time at all before the commencement of the dancing. You must hurry off to make your rounds through society, because I want you returned to my arm for your next surprise.”

			“Another surprise?” asked Natalia. “Have you received another military promotion?”

			“Not this time,” he chuckled. “The next surprise is a grand gesture, in your honor, which will signal the commencement of the ball.”

			“What is it?”

			“I shall not spoil the extensive efforts made for this most magnificent surprise yet. However, I will say it relates to our enjoyment of the illumination of the city. Except, tonight, I will be the illumineer, and Verseine will sparkle just for you.”

			“Wouldn’t the lamps be lit by now?” 

			Francis laughed, “Oh, Natalia. I will not be in the streets, but in the sky.”

			“How will you be in the sky?”

			Still laughing and shaking his head, Francis motioned for the ladies to come for Natalia. “Not actually in the sky. I have given the sky my commands. My orders will be carried out momentarily, so you must go at once.”

			“Come, Princess Natalia,” cackled the hyenas. “There are ladies who die to meet you.” 

			As Natalia was pulled away, she noticed the queen hyena was not with her pack. Natalia thought Bruchard’s absence perhaps slightly improved the pack’s behavior. But she had already discovered how they were capable of being and used the time to search for Marie. Natalia tried to enter into conversation with someone other than a hyena, to have an opportunity to ask about Marie. But the people treated her more like an exhibition for observation. If the onlookers needed to satisfy their curiosity, they would ask her handlers a question, and the hyenas would answer as if they knew everything about Natalia.

			During the reception portion of the evening, Natalia had noticed some sort of extravagant display at what she thought was the opposite end of the room. However, as they neared the spectacle, Natalia saw it was actually a temporary structure that had been erected in the center of what she realized was a much longer ballroom. The structure was round, with the diameter nearly using the full width of the room. Its roof was dome shaped and trimmed with gold, mimicking the central roof of the Verseine Palace. The buttresses of the elaborate construction also divided various scenes, which she discovered were representations of other nations.

			Natalia heard actors performing before she saw them. When she reached the edge of the spectators, she saw a man wearing short pants and a white wig leading around a king, bound by a rope.

			“Aha!” shouted the wigged actor. “There is the lovely princess. Princess Natalia, I am the legendary President Archer, the first president of Vestra. Here is my foe, King George of Acadiene. I was once his colonist until we shed ourselves of his oppression.”

			“Do not listen to him,” retorted the king. “Archer was an Acadiene citizen turned thief, stealing what was mine and turning my own people against me.”

			The wigged actor continued, “Would you join our spirited debate of democracy versus monarchy?” 

			The king drew huge laughter when he jested, “Yes, perhaps she is like her father, preferring to reinstate crowns!”

			The setting devoted to Vestra was the largest and grandest of the displays of nations. That, along with its position facing in King Philip’s direction, made it obvious Vestra was an important ally of Verseine. Behind the actors was an enormous white building with its extruded portico supported by four fluted columns. The entire back structure of the building was composed of thousands of miniature white cakes resting on a framework. Each time a guest took a cake, it was immediately replaced by a servant hidden within the structure’s core.

			As soon as Natalia could move on to the next demonstration, she did so. Dread filled her when she saw the next performers wore fur. She couldn’t imagine how Karkov would be represented. But once she noticed the actors were aboard a boat, handing out small dishes of fish, it was obvious they were not meant to be Kark. Instead they were portraying fishermen of her mother’s homeland, which brought a smile to Natalia’s face.

			The next scene caused a great stir with the guests. A single entertainer was dressed like an Oriene dragon and breathed fire by blowing alcohol onto a small torch. Each time the dragon performed his flaming act, he induced screams, followed by applause. The dragon pretended to cook meats on a rotisserie, which were available for anyone brave enough to pass the intimidating beast.

			Natalia immediately knew the next country represented was Lucenze. The scene was decorated like a vineyard. Two elevated rails, of differing heights, spanned the space between buttresses. Performing on the rails, which were meant to be trellises, were acrobats emulating grapevines. The acrobats were barely covered with a combination of grapes, leaves, and green body paint. On the floor, Lucine barmaids poured wine into glasses. 

			The next country represented was Acadiene. The actors were dressed similarly to the one who had portrayed President Archer in the Vestran tableau. The background of their set was a giant cow figure. The actors pretended to milk the fake cow, but the udder was actually a flap where hidden servers passed through small trays of cheeses.

			The last scene was obviously the desert kingdom of Passan. Two veiled women danced seductively to music. When the dancers saw Natalia, they went to her and pulled her into their performance. Natalia didn’t know their choreography, but her smile and joyful participation delighted the crowd. The women were on either side of Natalia, and all three of them had their arms extended and fingertips touching. While they had Natalia rotating between them, she caught a glimpse of General Ordean and Lady Bruchard sneaking into the core of the display, where the servants worked in concealment.

			There was a gap at the bottom of the Passan backdrop that allowed Natalia to follow Ordean’s boots. Wanting to overhear his conversation, Natalia pretended to be tired from the dancing and removed herself, while applauding the women. She walked backward, showing her appreciation to the dancers, and moved toward the backdrop as if she intended to watch the performance.

			The first voice she heard was Lady Bruchard’s. “Let me be the one to tell her. I want to see the devastation on that pretty face.”

			“Absolutely not. The situation is too delicate. Tomorrow we will show our allies the Old Lion’s letter. We’ll tell them we are only defending against an attack by an entire generation of Kark warriors; they cannot know that we have already deployed an entire troop of cavalry against one girl.”

			Natalia’s reeling mind wanted to think the aggression was against her instead of Jillian, but then she heard Bruchard ask about the chasm.

			Ordean responded, “You already have more details than you need.” 

			“I want a vivid image in my mind of the moment her life is shattered.”

			“Just imagine the Lioness being greeted by one hundred loaded rifles when she exits a narrow chasm of granite walls.”

			“Arnaud! I adore your wicked spirit!”

			“Actually, I cannot take credit as the vilest planner. I was only going to seize the warrior-girl for bargaining power. But Philip proved his worth as a schemer. He ordered that her head be removed and staked at the foot of their mountain, to impulsively draw the Old Lion into an ambush.”

			Natalia’s knees buckled, until anger took control of her posture. Within seconds she could destroy Ordean, but he had soldiers positioned near the side doors, where servants went back and forth between the corridor and the center assembly. Natalia needed to get to her warriors without revealing what she’d learned. Her best chance was sneaking out of the ballroom undetected. She lifted her gown off of the floor, to quickly flee the Passan display, but she went in the other direction so wildly that she knocked one of the dancers to the floor. The spectators reacted with gasps. Natalia raised her gown higher and took off with greater urgency around the exhibits. 

			Natalia was near a full sprint before she reached the thicker crowd in front of the Vestran display. She slowed in order to draw less attention on that side of the room. As she weaved through the people, she was suddenly stopped by someone grabbing her wrist from behind. 

			“You’re not going anywhere,” Lady Bruchard said.

			When Natalia turned around, she saw Ordean at the threshold of one of the side doors calling for more troops. With her quiet escape no longer possible, Natalia went on the offensive. She moved her restrained arm outward, which also extended Bruchard’s arm, leaving her clavicle exposed, and Natalia devastated the bone with the heel of her clenched right fist. Lady Bruchard went to the floor screaming in agony, while Natalia resumed her run at full speed toward the Kheshkev. 

			The crowd had erupted into panic, creating a path as she ran, until she collided with someone who caught her in his arms. It was Francis. Natalia’s momentum spun him around as she stopped in his embrace.

			“Natalia! What’s happened?”

			She hadn’t considered whether Francis knew. Natalia looked up at him, hoping he had no part in his father’s plans. 

			“Do you know?” Natalia was breathing heavily, waiting for his response.

			“Know what?” he asked.

			“Francis!” bellowed the king. Natalia looked over her shoulder to see King Philip standing beside Secretary Arnold. “How can you be trusted with anything if you cannot control your woman?”

			Natalia reached down and gripped the sword at Francis’s waist, before leaning close to whisper, “I believe you’re innocent.” With her left arm wrapped around Francis, she turned his back toward the king to conceal the sword’s unsheathing.

			Philip was taking a step toward them as he declared, “I’ll show you how—”

			With the sword removed, Natalia pushed Francis away, lunged toward Philip, and swung the sword through the king’s neck. The crown and head fell to the floor before the body itself buckled. The sword’s impact caused an explosion of blood and matter that covered both Natalia and Secretary Arnold.

			The crowd turned chaotic. Gentlemen and ladies became fleeing panicked beasts, trampling those unable to stay on their feet. Arnold didn’t run, trembling as he touched bloody debris on his cheek. Francis tried to run toward the soldiers, who by that time had been ordered to seize Natalia, but she grabbed him by his collar and pulled him toward her Kheshkev. As Natalia neared the doors, she heard gunshots and the clashing of swords in the foyer, and then the doors opened, showing her warriors had been overrun by a multitude of Verseine soldiers. 

			Three soldiers rushed at Natalia from the foyer. While restraining Francis with her left hand, she met the swords of two soldiers. She fought with the bloody sword while giving ground at the same time. The third soldier tried to take aim with a caplock pistol, but Natalia used Francis as a shield. As the man with the pistol reached around Francis for a direct shot, Natalia locked swords with another attacker and rolled into that man’s arm, forcing him around, onto the barrel of the pistol just as it fired. The proximity of the blast left the third swordsman stunned, and she cut his throat with a backhand slice. While the soldier who’d been shot dropped to the floor, Natalia buried the sword into the stomach of the shooter. 

			With soldiers advancing from multiple directions, Natalia turned Francis around, so she stood behind him with the bloody sword held across his throat. She continued to walk backward, taking Francis with her, retreating away from Ordean and his congregating soldiers. 

			“Hold your fire!” Ordean commanded. 

			Natalia turned to the back wall to see a large glass window and continued to stride backward in its direction. 

			“She goes for the window! Block the window!” 

			Two soldiers, who’d advanced from Ordean’s direction, ran behind her to do as he ordered. The closest soldiers to Natalia were the ones from the foyer following her slow retreat. Natalia switched her hold on Francis’s collar, gripping him with the same fingers that held the sword. She pulled up the gown above her knees and hastened toward the wall. Halfway to the soldiers, who obstructed her path, Francis went down, tangled in his boots, leaving Natalia exposed and the sword stripped from her hand. 

			“Fire!” 

			Natalia could do nothing but go to the floor. The soldiers fired, collectively, at the same moment she went into a roll, keeping her momentum toward the windows. The two soldiers blocking the windows were left vulnerable to the crossfire. Lead balls devastated glass, wood, flesh, and bones indiscriminately in a series of violent bursts.

			On her third roll Natalia planted her left knee, then her right foot, and saw the buckling legs of a gunned-down soldier in front of the cascading shattered glass. She rose and caught the collapsing man. Natalia propelled both of them through the falling glass, and she fell through the window with the soldier underneath her. Natalia kept a tight hold on the soldier for the entire fall until he landed on a wall of shrubbery, flipping Natalia forward and then onto her back with bone-jarring force. 

			Her senses were mostly blurred except for ringing in her head and a trickle of blood running down her face into her ear. An explosion of dirt from a ball fired from the window brought the world into focus and her onto her feet. She was in the East Gardens and could hear horses racing toward her, on the other side of a hedge border. She pulled her gown high up on her legs and ran ahead of the horses, in the same direction they were traveling in, toward the next opening in the shrubbery. As she reached the gap, it sounded as if they were about to race by. Natalia made the turn, saw two mounted soldiers, and reached to grab the reins of the nearest. She missed the reins and crashed hard into the flank of the horse, which stumbled and fell onto the gravel path. 

			Natalia was jolted to the ground. The other mounted soldier circled back to charge her. She ran to the fallen soldier, who remained unmoving on the path as his horse tried to regain its footing. She slid into him and rolled him over as the mounted soldier charged. Natalia drew his sword and jumped behind the crippled, rising horse for cover just as the charging soldier arrived, unable to strike. 

			Her attacker maneuvered his horse around immediately, just past Natalia, which enabled her to move beside his horse’s neck opposite his sword hand. She used his own horse as a shield and kept moving with the horse to prevent the soldier’s assault. When Natalia was able to grab the horse’s bridle, she pulled down on it to propel herself upward and ran the soldier through, then dragged him from his mount using the sword. 

			Natalia could hear much shouting and clopping of hooves from the same direction the first two had come from. She lifted her gown to her hips as she mounted the horse and raced away. Natalia ran the horse between the gardens and the marble railing atop the fortress wall of the palace. Across the river, the city was speckled with glowing windows and streetlamps. Suddenly the ground shook below her. Her horse was not a true warhorse, because the crash of artillery made it jump sideways, nearly throwing her. When Natalia saw the sky lighting up behind her, she realized the continued thuds were not artillery fire; Francis’s illumination show had begun. She turned her head enough to see blasts of golden light erupting from a ridge south of the city. As the golden fire fizzled from the sky, explosions of violet fire began.

			Though the flashes were far away, each one lit up the city, and Natalia saw their reflections on the water below her. When her path began to descend toward the city gate, she was able to see a significant cluster of troops that would prevent her escape. She pulled back on the reins, bringing the horse to a sliding stop; spun the horse around; and hurried back to high ground. Natalia topped the hill as her pursuers drew near. The explosions in the sky were coming more rapidly. She snapped the reins and prodded the horse directly into the coming charge. Some of the soldiers took aim with pistols. Natalia gripped the saddle with her right hand since the left rein was the only one she needed. She put all her weight on the left stirrup and leaned to the horse’s left while giving him a strong tug toward the railing. The horse took a short, gathering stride and leapt. Caplocks were fired and she felt the horse shudder as they soared over the rail. She stood in the stirrups to separate from the horse. The fire show abruptly ended, and Natalia’s fall went dark. Just before impact, she threw herself forward over the neck of the horse. She heard the thud of the horse when it hit the walled edge of the river as she crashed sideways into the water. 

			After the water stopped her momentum, a lifeless mass sank on top of her, driving her deeper. Natalia pushed against the horse to get away from it. Her body was exhausted, the gown heavy, but she swam. Staying far beneath the surface, she swam as hard as she could. Even when she knew her mind was darkening from lack of air, she continued her swim. Natalia swam as if a layer of ice would prevent her from gaining a breath until she reached Jillian.

		


		 

			Chapter 90
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			Warren Sherrot sat alone, under a hanging oil lamp, drinking a cup of ale. Pierre usually ensured Warren received the earliest copy of the next day’s press. On that evening, the advance pages made him among the first to view the renderings of the wedding, mostly dedicated to Marie’s adored princess. Warren was frustrated by what he read. He saw the princess as a strategic distraction. Worst of all, the distraction was working. The people of Verseine were obsessed with her and ready to forget what had happened to Warren’s father.

			He glanced at the window when he briefly heard shouts in the streets, but then returned his attention to the paper. 

			Warren leaned back and looked at the flickering shadows dancing about the paneled ceiling, until his thoughts were broken by more shouting and the racing of horses beyond his door. Something was happening. He slid his chair from the table, ran to the door, and flung it open to see soldiers passing over a hill. Three men stood on the corner heckling the soldiers, who’d safely left earshot.

			“You there!” Warren yelled. “What’s with the soldiers?” 

			“Have you not heard the news?”

			“We shall give Warren the news!”

			“The fat king is dead!”

			“Killed by the Lioness assassin!”

			Warren ran down his steps to chase the men as they crossed the street, still alternating shouts of the news, and laboring to keep each other upright. “Wait, where’ve you heard this?” asked Warren.

			“At the tavern.”

			“The Green-Eyed Maiden. Where the truth is always told.”

			Warren turned away from the men as they broke into song and ran toward the tavern. As he topped the final hill he could see people were in the street beyond the entrance, singing and celebrating.

			“Warren!”

			“Have ya heard? He’s dead! The king’s been killed!”

			Warren finished his run to the steps of the tavern amid the crowd. Another man made a gesture over his head imitating the explosion of fireworks. “Even the skies celebrated his death,” said the man, drawing cheers from his fellows.

			“How was he killed, good people?” asked Warren.

			“The Lioness removed his head!”

			“His weight hasn’t been this low in twenty years!” There was enormous laughter at the joke from the crowd.

			Warren continued into the tavern, seeking more clearheaded sources. The room was filled shoulder-to-shoulder as he wedged himself close to the bar, hearing a debate already in progress.

			“She didn’t even attend the wedding. No one from Karkov did, except for the bride. There’s Warren. Warren, tell the fools the Lioness wasn’t even here.”

			Before Warren could speak, someone else responded. “Maybe she snuck into the palace. Same as she did in the desert.”

			Another person approached from behind Warren. “No, it was the bride who killed the king. They say she escaped the palace wearing her golden gown.” Warren turned his attention to the man providing details. “She jumped from a high window and used a soldier to break her fall.” 

			The crowd cheered.

			Warren grabbed the man with the latest news. “You say she escaped? The princess survived?”

			The crowd quietened to hear the man’s response to Warren. “No.” Everyone groaned in unison. “They say she made a gallant escape, only to be shot as her horse jumped the rail atop the palace wall. She almost made the jump, but the horse fell onto the quay.”

			“If she’d made the river, she would’ve made it to us. Her people.”

			“We would’ve given her haven! Our princess!”

			“Here’s to our Lioness princess!”

			“The Lioness of Verseine!”

			The barkeep was ready to resume his argument. “If it was the bride, then it was not the Lioness assassin. Ask Warren.”

			Warren responded, “The bride was not the Lioness. The Lioness was given to Lucenze, and her sister, Natalia, to us. But they were twin daughters, kept mostly in isolation. Who of us could say Verseine was not tricked? Even my source wouldn’t have known which daughter was which, except for how they were introduced.”

			“The Kark Lion is sly.” 

			“I agree with Warren, it was all a ruse.”

			“No, I didn’t say—”

			“See, it was the Lioness! The Old Lion sent his Lioness assassin to free us.”

			Warren spoke up over toasts to the princess Lioness. “That doesn’t make sense either, if you think of it. Why would they plan an assassination in front of the world, with all eyes watching?”

			“Since when does Karkov care about politics?”

			“They said she splattered the king’s blood upon the Vestran secretary of state.” The crowd roared again.

			“My point exactly,” reasoned Warren. “The West, and the entire world, will have no choice but to condemn Karkov. And the crown will gain support as the victim.”

			“But the crown lies on the floor!” Again, the crowd erupted into cheers and toasts, leading Warren to conclude there was a shortage of sanity within the room. Warren himself laughed and took a glass of absinthe, deciding to refrain from the ongoing debates.

			“Aye, only to be put on another head. Now we’ll have a spoiled child as king.”

			“At least he was born in Verseine.”

			“Barely. His Acadiene mother had him stowed upon her arrival. Will we not still consider him foreign if he was conceived in exile?”

			“If citizenship is determined by the place of conception, then you must be a brotheling!” 

			Under the boisterous laughter, Warren worried Ordean might take control rather than the prince. Finally he became determined to stop worrying about the next day and celebrate what was known: they were rid of the king who had hanged his innocent father. Warren drank his green liquor, which gave the tavern its name, while the patrons eased into a more settled discussion of the mysterious Kark princess. 

			“I saw her last week,” someone said during a calm. “The night the royal carriage arrived from Karkov. I was in the gardens when they sped past. She happily waved at us from the window. She was quite pretty.”

			“You could tell that from a carriage window? At night?”

			“Yes, I could.”

			“My aunt’s friend is a violinist and played the wedding today. She said the beauty of the princess made her cry.”

			“For what she’s done in her only day as our princess, she will always dwell in our hearts.”

			As Warren listened, he felt someone pull on his arm and turned. “Pierre, my boy,” he said. “I would’ve been looking for you soon. There’ll be no sleep for us tonight. I’ll be writing my own edition soon. One with the truth.”

			“Yessir, I know. But you must come with me.”

			“Don’t worry. We’ll begin shortly. But for now, we must stay here as the news continues to come in.”

			“Not if you want the real truth.” The boy leaned in to whisper into Warren’s ear as he pulled him from the bar. “The truth is about to ride away into battle.”

			“What do you speak of, boy?”

			“Sir, you must trust me. I can’t speak of it here, or a mob would follow us. And that’s not what she wants.”

			“Oh, I hadn’t even considered Marie. Was she harmed? What has Marie told you?”

			“Not Marie,” replied Pierre.

			“Then what she do you speak of?”

			“Her.”

			Warren’s eyes lit up with wonder and he asked for confirmation with a lift of his brows. 

			The boy nodded. “And, sir, you must convince her to stay. She intends to ride to her death.”

			Warren patted him on the shoulder as they went out the doors, through the hysteria, and down the street. Once they were away from the others, the boy continued to give Warren information. “She’s at the smith. Traded her jewels for a sword, horse, and clothing.”

			“How do you know this?”

			“I found her, sir. I was delivering the papers when the fire show began. I went into the gardens to have a clear view of the sky. After I was sure the show was finished, I got up to leave, but got taken ahold of like this.” Pierre covered his mouth and threw his head back, showing what’d happened. “Thought I was getting robbed for sure. She was strong. Never imagined it’d be her, until she turned me around. Then I was too amazed to be scared.” The boy turned to face him, running backward so Warren could see his excitement. “I knew who she was immediately. She was beautiful. Even bloodstained and drenched from the river. Still in her gown.”

			“What did she say?”

			“She asked if I knew Marie Marchand. I nodded, because she still had my mouth covered. Then she said she needed my help. Told her I knew where Marie lives, but she didn’t want to bring trouble to Marie. Swore I’d help her. So, I hid her in my cart and took her from the gardens.”

			“Why didn’t you bring her to me?” 

			“She insisted I take her to find a sword. Then I was supposed to go to Marie’s house, but she wasn’t home. I knew if anyone could find Marie, it’d be you. But you weren’t home either. That’s when I found you at the Maiden.”

			“Marie should have been with her,” said Warren. “Why’s she searching for Marie in the city?”

			Pierre shrugged.

			“You said she plans for battle. If she plans to storm the palace, we’ll rally the people to join her.”

			“No, sir, that’s not it. She’s going to fight soldiers in the mountains. The king has planned to ambush her sister.”

			“That’s why she did it,” said Warren. “It wasn’t planned at all.”

			“She overheard it from the general,” explained the boy. 

			“She didn’t say what happened to Marie?” asked Warren.

			“No. I told her Marie had come to see you two nights ago. That surprised her.”

			Warren was recalling the predictions Marie had made about the girl as they reached the blacksmith shop. Pierre turned to Warren again. “Sir, you must stop her. You mustn’t let her die.” Warren took a deep breath and reached for the door. “Wait,” said the boy. “Martine, it’s Pierre again. I’ve returned with Warren.”

			There was no answer from the blacksmith, so Warren slowly opened the door. As Warren stepped into the shop, his eyes immediately fixed on the princess, who stood alone in the room with her hand resting on the handle of her sword. She wore a brown cloak that fell to her knees, with the hood hanging down her back. Her hair was still damp and crinkled from her river escape, but she was even more stunning than in the illustration of the wedding.

			Warren raised his hands in a comforting gesture. “Princess, I’m no friend of the fallen king. I am Warren Sherrot, a voice of the movement against our common enemy.” 

			“Does our enemy pursue me?”

			“They think you’re dead. But soldiers are about the city.”

			“Are you the friend of Marie?”

			“Yes,” answered Warren. “She has told me about you.”

			“Have you seen Marie today?”

			“No. Wouldn’t she have been in the palace?”

			“I’ve not seen her since before the wedding. No one would speak of her to me, and I don’t know what they’ve done to her.”

			“They wouldn’t dare harm her. She’s beloved in our city. We’ll find her and bring her here. She’ll want to know you’re alive.”

			“I want you to hide her,” said Natalia. 

			“I must tell you about our conversation while you were at the opera. Marie vowed you would alter Verseine forever, and you did.”

			“I didn’t do this for Verseine,” responded Natalia, while she watched a door opposite where Warren had entered. 

			Warren noticed her moving gingerly. “Are you hurt? They say you were shot.”

			“I wasn’t shot.” 

			“Still, you’re hurt. The closest physician is a loyalist. But there’s another nearby who can be trusted.” 

			Natalia ignored him. 

			“The boy has told me why you’ve done it,” continued Warren. “And Marie told me she’s been careful not to tell you about the movement, so you would remain uninfluenced. But now you must be told. I’ve been among the people tonight. They sing about you. Their heroine princess. Though you’ve already done us a great service, you are precisely what we need to continue the movement. To inspire revolution.”

			“The only purpose that remains for my life is to save my sister.”

			A door opened on the other side of the shop, which connected to the stables, and the blacksmith led a fully tacked sorrel horse into the shop, followed by his wife carrying a sack. “Some bread,” said the wife as she handed the sack to Natalia. Natalia nodded to the smith and patted the neck of the sorrel before cinching the sack to the rear of the saddle. 

			Warren resumed his appeal to Natalia. “Let the people help save your sister. Our first act will be to prevent the ambush. If you give me a few hours, I can muster a force to ride with you. We’ll take up your fight so you might take up ours.”

			“I’ve already waited too long.” 

			“What can you accomplish by yourself?”

			“I’ll make the numbers more manageable for my sister.” 

			The smith handed the reins to Warren before walking to the large sliding door of the shop. Natalia grimaced as she raised her left shoe into the stirrup and reached for the saddle. Warren wasn’t willing to yield and gave a final plea. “Please, Natalia, I beg you. What you’re about to do will serve no purpose if both of you die. But here, in Verseine, you can change everything. Marie wouldn’t want you to go.”

			“Marie would know better than to ask,” said Natalia in a pained voice as she rose to her seat atop the horse. She pulled the hood over her head and took the reins from Warren. “If you’re a voice people listen to, then tell your people the truth. Tell them what their king and general conspired to do. I only ask that you make no mention of the fact that I lived to ride toward the ambush. If they think it might be jeopardized, they may deploy more troops against her.” She nodded to the smith, and he started the door along its track. 

			As Natalia turned the horse, she gave Warren a final request. “Find Marie and keep her safe.”

			Warren realized only Marie could convince Natalia to stay. Marie viewed her as a daughter, and no mother would let her daughter ride toward death. But Natalia was prodding the horse into a gallop even before she exited the shop. 

			“Wait!” exclaimed Warren, but it was too late. He ran out of the shop as she raced the horse down the cobbled street. He could hear the steel shoes pounding the stone long after she escaped into the darkness.
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			Huitième Partie
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			The warm Lucine weather had smoothed the hide of Jillian’s gray roan to the luster of a marble statue as it muscled its way up the hill. When the girls would ride together as children, they would usually be at a full gallop. But the way of Lucenze was different, and the roan had learned a gentler pace. He leisurely strolled through a vineyard carrying the young bride through a row of vines adjacent to the row her Lucine husband rode down.

			The young lovers would catch glimpses of each other through breaks in the greenery. When the prince would stop to inspect the fruits, the gray roan knew to stop in sync with the other horse. As he held the grapes in his palm, his eyes contributed little to his evaluation of the ripeness of the fruit. Instead he gazed, through the vines, at the face of his young wife, turned slightly golden from their first weeks together on his ancestral land.

			She noticed his stare and smiled. His distraction from his task warmed her like the summer sun. “How does the harvest look?” she asked.

			“Bountiful,” he answered. 

			The young bride told the roan to continue while her husband urged his horse into a trot so as to be at the end of the row waiting for his wife when she reached it. She could see him doing something with the plants as she approached, and he had a rose waiting for her when she reached him. His wrists were casually crossed over the saddle. The lower hand held the reins, while the upper held the pink rose.

			“Is the rose for me?”

			He smiled and extended the rose as her roan eased up beside his horse. She took it and leaned under the brim of his hat, taking a kiss from his lips. As she leaned forward, her husband pulled her onto his saddle. He sat her in front of him and kissed her with greater passion. She liked to be held tightly in his arms and responded with deep breaths.

			He touched her face, and they paused, sharing the air as they breathed, barely apart. He looked into her eyes and saw tears. “Why do you cry, my love?”

			“The eyes are mine.” Natalia had whispered aloud, making her conscious of the chill against her skin. With her awareness came shame that she had projected herself into the life of her sister. Natalia looked down at the hand in which she was holding the reins as she rode east on the road toward Karkov. She saw the mosaic ring, which she’d noticed at daybreak. Gazing at it was the last thing she remembered before she’d slipped into a fantasy of Jillian riding her roan through the hills of Lorenzo’s home. Natalia shook her head and tried to determine whether the girl beyond her consciousness was ever really Jillian at all or had always been her. Her mind was tired and muddled. She was just as angry with herself as she was ashamed.

			Natalia had traveled for a while without any memory of the journey. The sorrel gelding had become a bay from his lather as he gasped for air. The reins had collected a mass of foam as the horse’s neck went up and down during its unrelenting gallop. The grueling carriage ride from the East Village to Verseine had been accomplished in one very long day, but it was only possible because they had changed out the team three times for fresh horses. Natalia would not be able to change horses until she reached Reginald, and the gelding would not be able to maintain Natalia’s desired pace. 

			All that mattered was reaching the ambush before Jillian, and Natalia directed her thoughts toward saving her sister. Riding into the ambush would not guarantee Jillian’s survival. If the soldiers were positioned with loaded rifles, Natalia might only kill a few or possibly none. She had to think of a perfect strategy. The only way to guarantee Jillian’s safety would be to keep her from leaving Karkov.

			Natalia thought about the place where the ambush would be set. She remembered passing through the narrow chasm in the sheerest part of the mountains. The same features that made it a desirable place for an ambush also made it impossible for Natalia to bypass. If she could arrive before dawn, however, she might be able to find an advantage, like using the darkness to slip past the soldiers. Natalia did not know where she was but knew she had covered a lot of ground.

			Are my thoughts betraying Jillian again? Like my daydream that had me in Jillian’s life? I am thinking of how to survive, when that shouldn’t be my concern. If the ambush is set when I arrive, then I’ll ride into it. I’ll pull the hood up to create a moment of uncertainty and ride hard. If there’s a chance to ride past them, I will. If not, I’ll kill as many as I’m able to. Instinct will take control. My instincts would never betray my sister. 

			She struggled to remain lucid as she pushed the horse and her mind throughout the day. She continued to cycle through her internal debate about sacrifice, strategy, and the possibility of living to see Jillian again, then returned to accusing herself of selfishness. The racing of her thoughts wore on her more than the deprivation of sleep and the unrelenting pace. By evening, Natalia felt she was near the village. If she could reach Reginald by dark, then a fresh horse would allow her to be on the mountain before daylight.
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			It seemed as if the entire camp had heard the news by the time Odani returned from visiting his mother. He hurried past his fellow Naveshkev, all with the beginnings of their warrior beards. The prince of Lucenze had arrived, and the young warriors were abuzz trying to determine whether their departure was being accelerated. At first Odani responded to the questions, explaining he didn’t know. But as he neared his yurt, Odani ignored the curious Naveshkev in order to prepare himself for the encounter with Jillian. She wouldn’t be pleased with the news, and her usual way of expressing displeasure was by lashing out at whoever was there. 

			Even more warriors were congregated outside the yurt. It was no secret within the camp that the Lioness was there, and they all wanted to know their orders. Odani was frustrated but motioned his peers away without yelling, not wanting their presence revealed to Jillian.

			Odani cautiously entered the yurt, anticipating an argument. Instead, Jillian attempted to conceal that she’d been crying. Wiping her face, she asked, “What’re you doing back?” 

			“Why are you crying?” he asked in return.

			“I don’t even know anymore. It’s all I’ve done since you’ve been gone.”

			“Not because you’ve heard?” asked Odani.

			“Heard what?”

			“A Lucine travel party arrived.”

			Surprisingly, Jillian had no reaction at all.

			She remained deep in thought until Odani asked, “What will you do?”

			“I know I said that I wouldn’t separate from you, but I’ve been thinking that I should go. I don’t know how much longer it will be before my condition is obvious.”

			“Did you request them to come?”

			“No,” she answered. “This is a result of the meeting with your father.”

			“Why would I not go with you?” he asked.

			“I want you to ensure my warriors are not detained. When it is time, you will lead an escape if necessary. Also, you will not be suspected of siring the Heir if you’re here when the pregnancy is announced.”

			Odani did not like the thought of Jillian’s leaving without him, but for her spirit, she needed to leave the idle waiting behind as much as she needed to be somewhere other than Karkov. For her physical well-being, she needed to be in the care of someone knowledgeable about pregnancy. “I will select twenty warriors to accompany you.” 

			✴

			As daylight waned, Fate began to refine her chain of events, which would be both miraculous and tragic at just the right time. As Natalia fought her fatigue, Verseine soldiers set up camp in the spruce forest below the granite chasm, where officers scouted and planned their attack. While the soldiers remained unaware of the young woman riding to meet them, they were also unaware of what the Old Lion saw in the clouds. 

			The Kark skies show their remorse. By now she’s been made theirs, a Verseine broodmare. Her place was here. And the darkness moves in her stead. Our season has ended early without her warmth. And those who’ll remain warm don’t deserve her touch. Now I’ll spend my days waiting. Waiting for the Lion who’ll not be true. The days will be long and cold without her. Like a never-ending winter. A fight would keep my blood from its stagnant cold. But I’m tired. And I will rot in this place without her.

			“Old Lion,” said Sokol from behind him, atop the steps of the castle entrance. “You called for me?”

			“I’ve been told the Daughter has not greeted her husband,” the Old Lion responded.

			“She has not,” confirmed Sokol.

			“Why has she not?”

			“She’ll not return to the castle, Old Lion.”

			“Where is she now?”

			“At my residence.”

			“The truth is she hasn’t been at your residence since her sister left. I needed to know which one of you I could trust when it comes to her. You or Riked.” 

			Sokol didn’t respond.

			“Go tell her five hours. They must leave within five hours. There is a snowstorm developing.”

			“Then I must prepare some of her warriors.”

			“No,” boomed the Old Lion. “None of her warriors will leave until I’m handed the Heir.”

			“This was not the arrangement, Old Lion.”

			“She has forced the change. I know what she’s trying to do, and you would have allowed it. I will not.”

			“She is a Daughter of the Lion. No matter what has happened, she shouldn’t be without warriors.”

			The Old Lion remained facing west as he responded with finality, “She’ll leave alone in five hours. If not, I’ll select one of her warriors to die. She will know which one.”

			“Yes, Old Lion.” Sokol paused before adding, “He’s here, Old Lion.”

			“Who?” 

			“The prince. He’s waiting to speak with you.”

			“Send him out,” the Old Lion ordered.

			Footsteps shuffled behind the Old Lion. And when there was silence, he knew only Prince Lorenzo was behind him.

			“By now she belongs to another man,” whispered the Old Lion, still facing the western sky.

			There was no response.

			“I know you think of her. It will haunt you forever.” The Old Lion desperately wanted Lorenzo to feel the same as him. He wanted the rage of losing Natalia to be passed on to the Heir. “Last night was her wedding night. Did you think of her? Does it sicken you with anger? I pity you and feel the same anguish as you. Make sure you know at whom your disgust should be aimed. Natalia should be here, waiting for your child.”

			“Natalia being here for the child is partly why I agreed to the unimaginable.”

			“Your bride has not allowed this to be. She forced Natalia away.”

			“Perhaps everything should be reconsidered now,” said Lorenzo.

			The Old Lion kept his back turned. “You have discussed this with your bride?”

			“She is not here,” answered Lorenzo.

			“I have discussed it with your bride. She is leaving Karkov. This is certain. Will you not accept her into your home?”

			“Yes, of course I will,” answered Lorenzo. “But until I’m able to discuss the child with Jillian, and the result of her sister not raising the child, I feel the rest of the agreement should remain undecided.”

			“The young warriors have already been given to her. Those warriors are no longer of Karkov. They’ll be going to their Lioness. It has been determined. Will your border be closed to your bride’s warriors?”

			“It is not the warriors who concern me. I am not of a mind to send the child here without Jillian’s sister present to raise him.”

			“Your bride has negotiated on your behalf. She insisted on Natalia not being here for the child. Your bride will leave with you, and her warriors will follow. I’ll not wait long for what is due to me. It does not matter to me whether it is by you or your father, but the child will come. And come from your line.” 

			The Old Lion could hear both anger and defeat in the young man’s breathing, but it only mattered that the young Lucine realized he had no other play.

			“Will that be all?” asked Lorenzo. “I’d like to find Jillian.”

			“You’ll not find her. She’ll be with her roan when it’s time. Your concern should be with your own preparations. You’ll need to leave within five hours.”

			“Five hours? The horses have just been stabled.”

			“I can trade with the stable proprietor over the mountains. He knows I’m fair. Do you see the sky? It will snow up there tomorrow, enough to make the pass impassable. If you leave any later you’ll not make the climb. Unless you wish to be another week in Karkov, you should hasten to a small-hours departure.”

			“Then I’ll see you in the early morning,” responded Lorenzo, ready to return inside the castle.

			“No. The next time we meet you’ll be handing over the Heir to Karkov.”

			“You will not say farewell to your daughter?”

			“She and I have already parted.”

			✴

			Jillian and Odani had just finished sending off the selected warriors to prepare for departure when they saw Sokol approaching. 

			“The Lucines have come for me?” she asked. 

			“As requested by the Old Lion. Following Riked’s counsel.”

			“My own father has betrayed us,” said Odani.

			Jillian responded, “He did it to protect you.”

			“It was a risky way of going about it,” said Sokol. “Apparently he informed the Old Lion that you seek a warrior’s seed.”

			Jillian couldn’t believe what Riked had done. He constantly tried to follow a path that would both ensure Odani’s safety and maintain his loyalty to his Lion. He had stayed on that path for as long as possible, but when it ultimately forked, his loyalty remained his foremost concern.

			“Now the Old Lion demands that you leave without any warriors,” added Sokol.

			“What?” exclaimed Odani. 

			“The Old Lion threated your life if Jillian refuses to agree.”

			“Then he can take it!” Odani shouted. “She’s not leaving without warriors.” 

			Jillian said, “If anything happens to Odani, he’ll never see the Heir.”

			“There’s always Natalia,” Sokol suggested.

			It was best for Odani if she left, but Jillian hated to concede to anything the Old Lion demanded. “We’ll let him believe in his own victory,” said Jillian. “For now.”

			“Jillian, you cannot go without a single warrior,” Odani pleaded. He turned to Sokol. “Natalia took eight Kheshkev with her. If she cannot have her own warriors, then Jillian should have eight of his.”

			“No,” interjected Jillian. “Think about what you’re saying, Odani. I don’t want any of his warriors in my affairs.” Then Jillian said to Sokol, “Inform Lorenzo we’ll leave at dawn.”

			“That’s another thing. The Old Lion says it will snow on the pass. You’re due to leave in four hours and a half. I’ll have the roan prepared and leave you to say your farewells.”
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			Jillian was lying on top of Natalia, gasping for breath, directly over Natalia’s face. The shock and fear in Jillian’s eyes gave Natalia a terror she would never forget. Natalia screamed, waking herself and causing the stopped horse to dart sideways, throwing her onto the road. She had fallen asleep until a horrible dream startled her awake.

			After recovering from the dream, and the impact of hitting the ground, Natalia realized it had become night. She wondered how long she’d slept. The gelding had only retreated a few steps and was eating grass beside the road. Natalia was able to determine the horse had been at a standstill long enough to recover and cool significantly.

			While she retrieved the gelding, Natalia was livid with herself, knowing she had failed Jillian. She didn’t understand how it could’ve happened. She had been trained to go without sleep. Natalia remembered when she had been trained for nearly the same circumstance she found herself dealing with. Riked had forced her to stay awake for three days before she was tasked with rescuing Jillian from a fortification guarded by Kheshkev. That rescue attempt was unsuccessful because she chose to fight her way to Jillian rather than finding a successful strategy such as creating a diversion.

			Of course! A diversion. Surely their camp is down below the chasm in the trees. If I were to light a fire near their camp, how many would rush to preserve their supplies? In the chaos, I could have a real chance to ride past them. Even if I was unable to reach Jillian, it would create smoke that could be seen from a distance. To put Jillian on guard, make her aware of a human presence at the pass. This is it. This is what I’ll do. 

			Rejuvenated by the improved strategy, Natalia urged the gelding into a gallop toward the East Village. Despite her newfound optimism, she continued to torment herself for falling asleep. Jillian never would have failed Natalia in that way. Once, when they were young, Jillian had gone many days without sleep, by her own choosing. They were the nights following Natalia’s abduction and the incident at the frozen lake of which Natalia had told Francis. Natalia hadn’t realized Jillian was purposely staying awake until she woke to find her that way for the fifth consecutive night. 

			“You’re always awake,” whispered Natalia.

			“Go back to sleep,” said Jillian.

			Natalia sat up in bed, rubbing her eyes. “Are you ill?”

			Jillian pulled Natalia back down beside her. “Go back to sleep, Natalia. I’ll not let them take you again.”

			Natalia propped herself upon her elbow, looking at Jillian. “It was our training. We have to obey.”

			“Now I’m training myself.”

			“To stay awake?”

			“To not let that happen again,” declared Jillian.

			“You have to sleep. Besides, how could you stop them if they came for me again?”

			Jillian replied, “I’ll make them beat me so much the training will be stopped.”

			Natalia smiled thinking of Jillian’s logic all those years ago. Jillian had always been obsessed with Natalia’s safety, and it had made her a better fighter. She’d learned to fight with two aspects of awareness, one on her immediate opponents and another on what threatened Natalia. It had also influenced Jillian’s fighting style. She had become especially determined and ferocious whenever Natalia was in danger, and eventually that manner of viciousness had become her standard. 
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			“You seem better already,” whispered Odani.

			Jillian was lying on his chest, looking up at him, and wiggling her fingers on his bare skin. “I feel like I’m finally escaping the darkness that I’ve been trapped in for so long.” 

			“Insist on taking Kheshkev. He’d have no reason to deny you that.”

			“I’m not going to do that, Odani. Why do I need Kheshkev in Lucenze? I certainly don’t want them.” 

			Odani frowned at her.

			She tapped his chest with her fingers. “Keep sulking if that’s how you want to spend what time we have left. But I’m not taking his warriors with me.”

			As if showing he’d conceded, Odani sighed and moved a cluster of hair behind her ear that had come loose from its braid. 

			Jillian voiced the thought that had inspired her pleasant demeanor. “I’m going to visit Natalia right away. To begin my elaborate series of apologies.”

			“She’ll forgive you instantly. Just like when we returned from the plains.”

			“For missing her wedding? You don’t know Natalia. Upon seeing me, she’ll allow herself to be elated for about two minutes before she begins reminding me that I don’t care about her at all. I’ll be forced to subject myself to all sorts of Verseine foolishness. Gowns. Ball dancing.”

			Odani cried out, “It’s torture that I won’t see this.” 

			“Only when I am fully humiliated will she be satisfied that I do, indeed, care about her.”

			“At least I know you won’t stay in bed all day.”

			“Shouldn’t you worry about whose bed I’ll be in, rather than how long I’m in it?”

			“No,” he answered matter-of-factly.

			“You’re so arrogant!”

			“You’d prefer I be jealous?” asked Odani.

			“At least some.” 

			“Fine. Jillian, please do not go to his bed.”

			“I’ll do whatever I please!” She snickered before adding, “Whomever I please.”

			Odani shook his head. “Was that more to your liking?”

			“Yes. It was.”

			“When will you tell him?”

			“As soon as we’re gone.”

			“What if he betrays you?”

			“Why would he?” asked Jillian.

			“Because he’s afraid of the Old Lion.”

			“He won’t.”

			“How can you be sure?” Odani asked. “You barely know him.”

			“I know enough.”

			“Why’re you allowed to be irritated when we think we know you, yet you seem to know how every man will react on every occasion?”

			“Because I do.”

			“Which one of us is arrogant?”

			“You’re all predictable.”

			“As are you,” said Odani.

			“I am many things. Never predictable.”

			“I can predict the way we will part.”

			“Obviously, you can’t. Or you’d shut up and let it happen.”

			“You will find a reason to be angry. You think the only way you can leave is by storming off.”

			Odani was wrong. Jillian needed to feel loved by him for every second she could. She got him to do what she actually wanted by saying, “You’d better hold on to me before I storm off.”

			When engulfed within his powerful arms, Jillian knew this would be what she thought of until they were reunited. Those were always the memories of Odani she couldn’t resist reliving. It was difficult for her to understand, but the feeling of being vulnerable to his strength was comforting to her.
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			The nickering horses woke Reginald from a deep sleep. He waited for their excitement to end but eventually heard what they were reacting to when hooves clopped into the barn below his loft. Reginald assumed more soldiers had arrived. He crawled to the edge of his loft and peeked downward. Despite the darkness, he could see enough to determine it was a lone rider wearing a hood. When the rider removed the hood, the blond hair reminded him of the expected twin. The Lioness had arrived.

			“I’ll be right down,” called Reginald. “I’m a friend of your sister.”

			It didn’t occur to him, until he was lighting his lantern, she might’ve had a run-in with the cavalry. Her horse had been pressed to its limits. And it might explain why she was arriving at a strange hour without the Lucine prince. 

			Reginald had already been concerned about what was happening. The Verseine cavalry were secretive about their objective. They had camped outside of the village, suspiciously arriving less than an hour after the Lucine party left. Before continuing toward Karkov, the officers had warned Reginald his business of leasing horses was to cease until further notice.

			With the lantern held in his right hand, Reginald climbed down the wooden rungs. The Lioness had taken the horse deeper into the hall. She had untacked the horse and was pouring water over its back. Reginald lifted the lantern enough to see her better, but her focus remained on the horse.

			“Are the soldiers after you?” asked Reginald.

			“They’re after my sister.”

			“No. That can’t be. Not that sweet girl. We must save your sister.” Suddenly it occurred to Reginald that the soldiers seemed to be going the wrong way if they were chasing Natalia. “But wouldn’t she be in Verseine for the wedding?”

			“No. She wasn’t there.”

			Reginald didn’t understand. Had Natalia fled to avoid the wedding? Was the Lioness searching for her? Whatever had happened to Natalia, Reginald was willing to do anything to help her. “You will take your sister’s colt. Find Princess Natalia before the cavalry does.”

			The girl looked at Reginald for the first time. “Reginald, it’s me. Natalia.”

			“Oh!” gasped Reginald, stunned. He was overcome with relief.

			“I wasn’t thinking,” said Natalia. “You certainly wouldn’t have been expecting me. I’m in a hurry. Can I take the colt?”

			“Of course. He’s yours.”

			“No, I stole him. It can’t be known you helped me. You’ll say I stole him. How many soldiers?”

			“An entire troop of cavalry. Princess, what’s happening?”

			“I don’t want to tell you what I’ve done. When you’re questioned, I want your shock to be real. Call me an evil traitor.”

			“Never,” declared Reginald. When Natalia picked up the saddle from the ground, Reginald noticed her struggle. “You may not want to tell me, but I can see something terrible has happened. Are you wounded?”

			“No.”

			“At least tell me what you’re about to do. We’ll do it together.”

			“Do you have more lantern fuel?” she asked.

			“Yes, but only if you tell me what for.”

			“I have to make a diversion fire.”

			“Up there?” Reginald asked.

			“Yes.”

			“So, the soldiers are on the mountain and didn’t continue into Karkov? They’re planning to attack your sister?”

			“Yes. They’re waiting outside the chasm.”

			“All the fuel in the village wouldn’t be enough. I saw it in the clouds. A snowstorm forming.” He could see Natalia thinking of how the snow would change her plans before continuing, “The road from Karkov is steeper. Won’t this delay her departure?”

			“My father also would’ve seen the clouds.” Natalia covered her mouth with both hands. “What if she left yesterday?”

			“Impossible. Prince Lorenzo would’ve only arrived in the evening.”

			“Lorenzo was here last night,” she stated, as if reminding herself. “Did he see the cavalry?” 

			“No, Princess. The cavalry didn’t pass through until after the Lucines started up. They were on their trail but not too close.”

			Natalia was quiet as she thought. 

			“If your father knows it will snow, your sister will be delayed, and you don’t have to go after them. If you’re on the run, I can hide you in my loft.” 

			“No, I’ll use the snow. Hopefully they won’t be expecting my sister. And I can race the colt into the chasm. I just need to get on the other side of the ambush.”

			“I know those mountains like I know my horses. Not even the colt will make it down the Kark side in the snow.”

			“Then I’ll walk down. Or slide down.”

			“Princess, you’ll freeze on foot.”

			“Then my sister will see my dead body. Even that would save her. All I have to do is get past them.”

			Reginald thought for a minute. He had some ideas but needed more time to think. “You rest while I saddle the colt.”

			All his ideas involved his accompanying Natalia in order to help. So he went to work saddling two horses while running through scenarios. His best idea involved climbing a sheer cliff, but the injury she tried to conceal made him put the idea aside. Another possibility involved his creating a diversion so she could sneak into the chasm. He could create a spectacle by telling the soldiers he knew the mountains better than anyone and the snowstorm would kill them if they didn’t return to the village immediately. But the land outside the chasm was completely exposed, with no chance for Natalia to approach undetected. The climbing plan, despite Natalia’s injury, seemed to be the only way to get her past the ambush. 

			When he returned, he had two horses fully outfitted, with furs strapped to the backs of the saddles, along with ropes and other equipment.

			“Reginald, I can’t let you be involved in this.”

			“You will if you want to get past the soldiers. Would you really go down the mountain on foot?”

			“Yes.”

			“Now’s the time to be truthful about how bad you’re hurt.”

			Natalia nodded before reluctantly answering, “I had a bad fall.” She pointed down at her left side. “I’m hurt here. But you don’t know what I’m capable of. What I was forced to overcome every day of my childhood. You can’t understand what I’d do to save my sister.”

			“It will take an unbelievable effort. As I said, I know these mountains. Without going all the way to the sea, there’s only one place where they can be climbed. I’ve done it two times. But neither time was I injured or in a snowstorm.” 
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			Atop her gray roan, Jillian climbed a portion of road without trees to her right. Even knowing the dark sky would offer no view of Karkov, she still had to resist the urge to glance toward the darkness. 

			Lorenzo had ridden alongside a guardsman named Captain Paolo Rossi until he moved ahead to join Jillian. “It’s snowing quite a lot already and sounds even more intense above us,” he said. “Like the rumbling of a train. It’s eerie to be in snow when it’s not yet time for the harvest.”

			His babbling annoyed her. “I’m not in the mood for mindless chatter.”

			“There is something I wanted to tell you,” said Lorenzo. “Before coming here, we received word the newlywed Verseine royals would be arriving in Lucenze.”

			Jillian didn’t respond, although she smiled at the thought that Natalia was already finding a way into Lucenze. 

			“Prince Francis purchased a villa just outside the Lucine capital. It seems your sister will often be close.”

			Jillian snickered, trying to imagine how Natalia had convinced him to purchase a home in Lucenze.

			“I know these last weeks have been troublesome. And many troubled days lie ahead. But you and your sister will remain bonded. Each of you will continue to support the other as you always have. Also, I want you to know that, for the sake of our child, last night I began to strategize a way to open up the Kark Divide, so—”

			“I’ll never return to Karkov,” vowed Jillian.

			“Your child will be here.”

			“Not my child.”

			“How can you say that?”

			“I can’t allow myself to think it,” responded Jillian. “I know what the child will endure. I know to whom he will be handed. And I know what he’ll become. If I’m to relinquish the child to that, then I must determine he will never be anything more than a task which had to be completed.”

			“Your mind will change. When he’s placed in your arms.”

			“No. He will be a deal completed, and only after that can my life be lived. Until then, I’m smothered by the darkest obligation. Do you understand?”

			“I understand you did this for Natalia.”

			“That’s something you do understand.”

			“But I can’t think as you do,” Lorenzo said. “He will be my son too. And I will not deny him.”

			“He will not be your child,” said Jillian.

			“Yes, he will be.”

			“He’ll not be your child. He isn’t your child.” She waited for Lorenzo to understand. “I know this offends you, but would you rather abandon your child?”

			Lorenzo didn’t answer.

			Jillian continued, “Just hope the child is male. It has to be.”

			The longer they continued in silence, the more his refusal to say anything annoyed Jillian. “If you need a wedding for your own purposes, I’ll allow it. A wedding doesn’t mean anything to me. Do as you wish, but I’ll not belong to you. Not to anyone.” 

			“Doesn’t the Old Lion require us to be married?”

			“He only requires an Heir. If it’s in me now, then he’ll get the Heir his warriors wanted. This will not come back on you. The Old Lion probably won’t even know before he dies. If he somehow discovers it, the Kheshkev will protect their Heir and honor what we’ve done for them.”

			Lorenzo remained quiet, and she couldn’t see him due to the darkness. Jillian wanted him to know about Odani. “He’s one of my warriors. His name is Odani. I loved him long before any of this, and I’ll always love him.”

			“You didn’t ask for this any more than I did.”

			“But I didn’t have to dishonor you. That was my choice.”

			“You didn’t dishonor me. I don’t know what to think yet. Except I know you haven’t wronged me.”

			“I hope you’ll still allow us to remain in Lucenze. We’ll never be allowed to return to Karkov. Even after my father passes, I’d be considered a rival to the Heir.”

			“If Lucenze will be your country, what would you be if not my wife?”

			“The protector of Lucenze,” she answered.

			“Is that what you want?”

			“I don’t care what I am as long as I can watch over my sister. I’ll watch over Lucenze the same way.”
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			Before there were signs of a morning sky, the roadway had turned white. Natalia and Reginald ascended the mountain road during the final dark hours of morning. By the break of day, Natalia could barely recognize the imposing peaks above the treetops as they were swallowed in the darkness of blowing snow. She heard the colt grunt as he struggled against the steep terrain. 

			“We’ll have to leave the horses soon,” yelled Reginald. “I know a place. Just ahead.”

			Natalia reined in the colt so Reginald could go ahead, and soon he stopped, pointing down a steep slope. 

			“The trees thicken once you’re in the bottom,” Reginald said. “The horses will be hidden.”

			“How long before we reach the granite wall?” asked Natalia.

			“On foot, carrying the equipment, and with the indirect route, it’ll take half an hour. Maybe more. But we can’t risk running into their camp.”

			Natalia dismounted and led the young colt down the slope, following Reginald and the gelding he led. At the bottom, Reginald stopped to decide where to enter the thick brush.

			“Will I be on the other side of the chasm by midday?” Natalia asked.

			“As long as we don’t have a problem with the climb,” he answered. “But you don’t have to worry. In another hour, there’ll be no possibility of climbing the switchbacks out of Karkov.”

			The snowfall was already weighing down the limbs of the spruce trees. The silence in the forest was the kind only a blanket of snow can create, which made the sudden booming thuds that rang out tear through Natalia’s senses. The erupting cracks of gunfire were coming from above, toward the pass, and they became more frequent.

			“They’re firing on her!” cried Natalia.

			“It can’t be her,” he responded. 

			Natalia threw the reins around the colt’s neck. She hurriedly began to mount and had the colt turning toward the road before she’d landed in the saddle. As the colt lunged up the embankment, Natalia leaned forward against its neck. She raced up the road, through the snow-filled spruce, as fast as the colt would climb, but not as fast as her mind raced with both wonder and regret. She mentally scolded herself. If she’d not taken so long to agree to Reginald’s plan, she would’ve met the ambush before Jillian. And Jillian’s party would’ve been close enough to be warned. Natalia rode angrily around a turn and could see the forest would soon open to a clearing. The gunfire had become intense, the sound of it rising above the noise of the whistling wind. She discarded all the plans she’d considered as meaningless and raced toward the fate of both her and her sister.

			Snow, swirling through the clearing, rushed against her face as the road opened. Natalia saw the camp and the many horses of the Verseine cavalry. At the high end of the clearing was a lone soldier standing in the middle of the road, turned toward the echoes of battle, unaware of her advance. The soldier held a long gun across his body in case the battle or escaping riders made their way into the trees. As she grew close enough for him to hear her, the soldier turned and raised his rifled musket to warn her. “Halt, I say!” he shouted. Natalia showed no sign of yielding, and the soldier took aim. 

			Natalia saw the man’s intention, drew her sword, and leaned off to her sword side, giving the young soldier a clear target. Her hood flew back, revealing her appearance, which matched the description of the person they were meant to ambush. The soldier hesitated, perhaps confused, until he had no other option. Natalia saw the rifle twitch and swung her body behind the horse’s pumping neck just as the blast rang out. After evading the shot, Natalia untwisted her body and brought down the sword with a perfectly timed assault—swash. The horse was three paces beyond the soldier before his head landed in the roadway. Her hood now against her back and her golden hair flowing, Natalia kept the sword ready as she continued into the last of the spruce before reaching her sister, who was undoubtedly in the thick of the fight.
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			In the darkness of the chasm, Lorenzo’s pursuit of Jillian was blocked by the confused Lucine guardsmen, whom she’d wedged through toward the chaos. Despite the clamor of his horse’s struggling with the steep, icy surface and the blowing storm screaming through walls of granite, Lorenzo heard a mixture of a battle cry and a cry of agony that sounded entirely worse than death. The frequent claps of his guards’ revolvers were mixed with the thuds of ignited black powder. As the dark chasm slowly lightened, he struggled to see what was happening ahead of the reluctant guards, who were between him and Jillian. “Onward!” Lorenzo shouted, urging his horse to sidestep against those turned crosswise between the walls. The group slowly moved, and he saw Jillian’s roan rear above the heads near the end of the chasm, beating its hooves against the snowy air. Jillian swung her sword downward and it made its vicious impact.

			As Lorenzo tried to reach the fight, he was grabbed from behind by someone pushing through to reach him. Paolo had taken hold of him. “They’re from Verseine,” announced Paolo as Lorenzo watched the gray roan spring past the end of the chasm into a thick scrum of fighting. Lorenzo continued to follow the easing of the line as some of the guardsmen followed Jillian. Paolo cried, “No!” when Lorenzo drew his revolver. “Ride back through the chasm. Return to Karkov! Take the last two men!”

			Space had opened in front of Lorenzo. He refused Paolo’s plea and prodded the horse forward, avoiding the bodies of Verseine soldiers. Just before exiting, Lorenzo could clearly see the violent mob. Jillian wielded her sword on one side and then the other, while his mounted guardsmen fired their revolvers. The fighting was extremely confined. All of the Verseine soldiers were on their feet and were armed with long rifled muskets, not ideal for a close fight. Many of them had abandoned the long guns in favor of swords. In some cases soldiers employed their bayonets. Although the number of Verseinemen far exceeded that of the Lucine force, the enemy seemed to have been caught off guard by their early arrival, and the Lucines’ quick-firing pistols meant there were more casualties among the Verseinemen than the Lucines. 

			Lorenzo advanced toward Jillian as she ran through a soldier and drove him into the crowd with her sword like he was a battering ram. He saw a soldier who’d broken through the mob run at Jillian while gripping the barrel of his rifle like it was an axe handle, ready to strike her with its stock. Lorenzo took aim at her attacker, fired, and watched him lose his grip on the musket as he fell to the road. 

			A cluster of rifle fire echoed from an elevated position to his right. He saw clouds of smoke atop a rocky incline as the rifles lowered for reloading of the muzzles. Men dropped in the road, both Lucines and Verseinemen. Some of the Lucine horses toppled over, taking their riders to the ground. Jillian wasn’t hit and remained mounted, her attention drawn to the perched shooters. 

			Paolo rode up beside Lorenzo as the last of the guard emerged from between the chasm walls. Jillian raced by in front of them and charged up the rocky, snow-covered slope toward the elevated shooters. The roan jumped, gathered himself, and jumped again. There were more whistles from another wave of fire, but from a different direction down the road. Lorenzo shouted to Paolo, “There! A firing line has formed—” But Paolo collapsed over Lorenzo’s saddle horn. While holding Paolo in his arms, he saw Jillian maneuver off the back of the roan as it lunged through the grouping of elevated riflemen. She was fighting as soon as her feet touched the ground. 

			Lorenzo dismounted and left Paolo draped over the saddle. Jillian was fighting with extraordinary speed and efficiency but was greatly outnumbered. Lorenzo made his way up the snow-covered slope, meaning to take aim at the enemy until he had to support his climb with his hands. He heard another clap of grouped fire from down the roadway and turned to see more horses and men collapse behind him. Some of his guardsmen took cover in the road behind dead horses. Lorenzo resumed his climb while Jillian’s sword moved so swiftly it was at the limit of what his eye could follow. The narrow terrace kept her enemy confined to a line on each side of her, as her sword worked its way back and forth, high and low, into men’s bodies, again and again. Not one motion was wasted by Jillian; each move created another casualty. 

			Eventually a soldier moved out onto a boulder in order to take a shot around his fellow men fighting against Jillian. The man was lying on his stomach, resting the rifle on the boulder, when Lorenzo saw him. Slipping as he neared the perch, Lorenzo fired at the shooter, who was taking aim at Jillian. Sparks of fire flew up as the bullet ricocheted off the rock near the rested musket and across the soldier’s face. He relinquished his rifle and rolled forward off the boulder screaming with his hands over his face. 

			Lorenzo fired at another soldier, hitting him in the chest, while Jillian continued her frenzied attack on all sides. 
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			Natalia emerged from the trees, giving her a view of the skirmish at the mouth of the chasm. A double line of Verseine soldiers was just ahead of her, positioned across the road. The front line had just fired from a kneeling stance while the back line was loading their rifles. She wouldn’t let the colt slow as it approached the soldiers. Natalia removed her left foot from its stirrup and positioned her knee in the saddle. Some soldiers turned and moved to evade her just before the horse reached them. When the colt jumped, Natalia launched herself out to the side from the right stirrup, preparing to swing her sword upon contact. The colt soared over the firing line while Natalia flew horizontally into the soldiers. Her sword struck two men at once. The collision spun Natalia around, her face smacked against the snowy road when she landed. Her momentum propelled her into a roll before she slid to a stop. Natalia was dazed and heavy headed. The snow was bitterly cold, stinging her face. 

			Lying in front of the scrambled line of soldiers, Natalia was completely vulnerable. But their attention was turned in the same direction from which she’d come. Reginald had followed her. Despite being unarmed, Reginald rode toward the soldiers, keeping their attention from her. A soldier struck Reginald from his mount and another ran a bayonet through him. But he and Natalia had stifled the firing long enough for three Lucine guardsmen to run past Natalia, into the enemy soldiers. 

			The Lucine men were firing the new pistols, and despite the fact that they were outnumbered, many Verseine soldiers were being killed. Natalia hurried to her feet. She was situated between two clusters of fighting and wanted to continue on toward the chasm, thinking Jillian might be fighting up the road. But Natalia couldn’t leave a threat behind her, so she returned to where the three Lucine guardsmen were fighting the soldiers she’d already passed.

			She picked up her sword at the same time one of the Lucine men was shot by a musket at close range. As she entered the fighting, her side was outnumbered seven to three, and the revolvers of her allies started clicking ineffectually—they were empty. A long rifle was aimed toward Natalia. She went low under the barrel as the shooter fired and ran her sword into his gut. The Lucine guardsmen were not as capable without their weapons advantage. One guardsman near Natalia fumbled his sword while drawing it from its sheath and was stabbed by a Verseine bayonet. Natalia slashed the side of that Verseine soldier’s neck with a quick strike and spun to swing her sword into the stomach of another soldier who was ready to strike her. The soldier buckled over, but not before the butt of his rifle landed on her left shoulder. 

			Natalia fell onto her back but fought off a man who stabbed his bayonet at her; he drove it into the ground, just missing her. The last Lucine guardsman fighting close to her was wrestling an enemy in the road when he was shot in the back, leaving Natalia outnumbered five to one. But there was still heavy fighting beyond her, toward the chasm, and two of the Verseine soldiers charged in that direction. 

			With her left hand, Natalia grabbed the barrel of the rifle that was jammed into the ground beside her. She pulled herself upward and ran her sword into her attacker’s torso. As she tried to stand, one of the two remaining enemies kicked her. The impact sent her back to the ground, facing the chasm. Natalia wanted to look for Jillian, but she had to roll away from a sword that struck the road beside her. She quickly moved onto one knee and slapped away a thrusted bayonet with a firm swing of her sword, hitting the side of the rifle. That soldier stumbled past her while she rose to her feet. The other soldier stood in front of her, ready for combat. Natalia saw his inexperience in the way he held his sword in one hand, whipping it side to side. She opposed the novice swordsman the way she’d been taught, by standing lightly on the balls of her feet and firmly gripping the sword with two hands. Her opponent foolishly swung the sword with a sweeping motion in front of her, and Natalia easily withdrew both her upper body and blade to evade his strike. The soldier left himself vulnerable with the errant swing. Natalia swung her sword around to plunge it into the side of his neck.

			Anticipating an attack from behind, Natalia withdrew her sword and whirled it around as she turned toward the last soldier. But the soldier was attempting to load his rifle. In a panic, he stopped packing the barrel and threw the rod harmlessly at her. Natalia anticipated that he would charge her with the longer weapon. She reversed the position of her sword with the tip pointed to her right and slightly below level, intending to use the heel of the blade and cross-guard as a shield. When the soldier lunged at her with the bayonet, Natalia hooked his rifle with the cross-guard and swept the attempted thrust off to her right side. She then flipped the sword to change its direction and drove it into his body. Natalia looked around as she gave the sword another shove. He was the last of the enemy in the lower part of the road.

			Natalia ran toward the fighting up the road. There, too, the Verseine numbers overwhelmed the Lucine forces once their revolvers were emptied. She scanned the fighting for Jillian but didn’t find her. But when Natalia noticed a dead soldier rolling down a rocky slope, she heard, “Natalia!”

			Despite her joy at hearing Jillian’s voice, Natalia had to be ready to fight, as the enemy was upon her. Dead soldiers and horses covered the road outside the chasm. The carnage was so immense it hindered the movement of her attackers. First, Natalia took out two soldiers loading muskets with two swift strikes. Another soldier dropped his rifle and reached for his sword just before Natalia ran him through. By the time she kicked him off her sword, Jillian had joined the fight on the ground.

			The sisters were unable to maneuver together with so many soldiers between them. But there was no comparison between the Verseine soldiers and the Kheshkev warriors the girls had trained against. Natalia tried to keep pace with Jillian, who was smiling each time Natalia caught a glimpse of her fighting. Natalia, less sure of her skill, remained focused on the battle. Two soldiers charged Natalia, one with a sword and the other with a rifle held across his body. She crashed her sword against the enemy’s and ducked under the bayonet, rolling the rifleman over her back. 

			Then Natalia heard Jillian call out laughingly, “Do you need Lorenzo to take on your men?” 

			Natalia diverted a thrust of an opponent’s sword while glancing up to see what Jillian meant. Lorenzo was approaching the fight with a pistol, firing at the enemy. Natalia blocked another swing from a sword and kicked the man who’d flipped over her, knocking him back to the ground. 

			“Come on, Natalia!” Jillian shouted. “That guy’s terrible!” As she delivered her taunt to Natalia, Jillian increased her kill total by two.

			Natalia’s opponent attacked her with a wide swing of his sword. With the broad side of her sword, Natalia blocked the strike in front of her. She spun toward the soldier and delivered an elbow to his nose. The other soldier had just gotten to his feet when Natalia lodged her sword into his lower neck with a powerful chop and returned an extended backhand slice across the throat of the opposing swordsman.

			With her sword positioned for battle, Natalia looked for the next enemy but saw Jillian standing in exactly the same spot, still laughing, this time as a spectator for the last of Natalia’s fighting. Lorenzo and Natalia kept looking for more soldiers, but Jillian didn’t hesitate, dropping her sword to run for Natalia. 

			Natalia couldn’t believe it was over and kept her grip on her sword until Jillian crashed into her, wrapping her arms around her, and spun her around. Jillian was whooping loudly, celebrating their victorious reunion.

			“I came for you, Jillian.” 

			Jillian laughed and squeezed Natalia. 

			Natalia leaned back within her sister’s embrace to see that Jillian was soaked from the weather and stained with the blood of her victims. Jillian was also studying her. 

			“You’re hurt,” said Jillian. 

			Before Natalia could respond, she caught sight of Lorenzo turning back in the direction he’d come from, desperately raising his revolver at some threat upon the slope. Its empty click was followed by a jolt that knocked Jillian into Natalia, and both sisters fell to the ground. Jillian was lying on top of Natalia, gasping for breath, directly over Natalia’s face.
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			Natalia, on her back with Jillian on top of her, frantically patted the fur over Jillian’s back, searching for a wound, which she found, warm against her chilled touch. Jillian had been shot in the back with a ball fired from a rifled musket. 

			Lorenzo fired two more empty clicks as he ran up the slope at the soldier, who was missing part of his face. The weakened soldier swung the barrel of his rifle as Lorenzo reached him. Lorenzo caught the rifle in his left hand before striking the ravaged face with his fist. The soldier collapsed. Lorenzo pinned him, pressing his knees into the man’s shoulders, and crashed a rock against his head repeatedly until it was crushed.

			Lying in the road, the girls were stunned, their faces touching, sharing their shock in their hopeless stares. 

			Natalia let out a sorrowful moan.

			Jillian tried to speak but was struggling to breathe. Natalia rolled both of them over so Jillian was on her back. Jillian reached up to open Natalia’s bloodstained cloak, worried that the bullet had also wounded her twin, but Natalia grabbed her wrist and started lifting Jillian in a panic.

			“Help! Help us.” Natalia’s last plea came out as a sob, and she stumbled, unable to move Jillian without hurting her. “Lorenzo! Help me!” Natalia cried. Natalia panted frantically as she tried to determine what to do.

			When Lorenzo ran back to them, Natalia was under Jillian’s shoulders, as if about to raise Jillian to her feet. “Get her on the roan with me,” Natalia gasped. “I’ve got to get her home.”

			“No,” Jillian whispered.

			Lorenzo knelt beside Jillian and reached under her fur garment to check the severity of the wound. The fear in his eyes told them what he found, but the deep red coating his hand removed any doubt. Jillian’s wound was fatal.

			All three of them were shocked by the sight of Lorenzo’s unsteady hand. To Natalia, it couldn’t be real. Jillian was her invincible protector. She couldn’t live without Jillian. She didn’t want to try. Jillian was her reason for living. Natalia lost the last of her emotional restraint and cried miserably, cradling Jillian’s head in her arms. Jillian was trembling within Natalia’s embrace. 

			The sisters cried together for a while until Jillian patted Natalia’s arm, trying to speak. Natalia returned Jillian’s head to her lap. 

			Gathering her breath to speak, Jillian asked Lorenzo, “Any of yours? Survive?” 

			“No.” 

			Jillian grimaced. “No one?” she asked again.

			Lorenzo shook his head.

			“Don’t go back,” insisted Jillian, looking up at Natalia.

			“We have to,” Lorenzo said. “Your father won’t know what happened if we don’t turn back.”

			“. . . Can’t go back.” Jillian tried to suppress her gasps of pain in order to speak. Fighting to be heard, she looked at Natalia. “You don’t know. What he did.”

			“I don’t need to know,” said Natalia. “Don’t let your last words be about him.” Natalia’s lips trembled. “Me and you. Like always.”

			“You . . .” uttered Jillian. “Have to know. So . . . won’t go back.”

			Natalia was listening and staring deep into the fear showing in her sister’s eyes.

			“At war—” Deep coughing interrupted Jillian’s words. “. . . Thought I was you. He attacked me. He’s sick. Sick when it comes—”

			“You’re delirious,” Natalia interrupted. Natalia started adjusting the fur to keep Jillian warm, as if the cold were causing her to speak ill of their father.

			“Always been there . . . to see how he is with you.”

			“Stop it, Jillian. Don’t leave me like this.”

			Jillian sobbed and gasped for air while the steady snowfall accumulated on her fur. “Do the same to you . . . as our mother.”

			“Jillian, that’s enough!” Natalia cried. 

			“Not enough.” Jillian’s voice was raspy as she tried to match Natalia’s volume. “Not until you understand. And listen.” She looked at Lorenzo. “Help her understand. Save her.” 

			“I don’t care what happens to me,” argued Natalia. “If you’re gone, nothing else matters.”

			“Don’t say that. I’m dying. Let it be for something.”

			“What about Odani? He deserves to know. To mourn.”

			“He’ll come to you,” said Jillian.

			“How will he know any of this? If you want me safe, then I must get to your warriors. This attack won’t stop. I’ve ensured as much. I killed their king. Whatever risk there is at home is nothing compared to here.”

			“You will be me,” said Jillian. “Natalia will become the Lioness. Wife of Lorenzo. You will inherit both our dreams. This is what I want.”

			“I can’t be the Daughter who owes Karkov a child.”

			“Odani won’t let that happen. Neither will Sokol. He promised our mother he would protect us. You’ll be what remains of his vow. He’ll get my warriors to you.” 

			Natalia was stunned to hear of Sokol’s vow to her mother until Jillian began to faintly laugh.

			Jillian said, “I’m the one who marriage meant nothing to. Now it means everything. It’s how I know you’ll stay together. Make vows to me. Promise you’ll work through this together. As husband and wife. Or whatever you choose to call yourselves. It was always meant to be. Now it will.”

			“Jillian,” whispered Natalia.

			“See, Natalia, I’ll not miss your wedding after all.”

			“It’s not that simple,” Natalia responded.

			“You must be bonded with someone.”

			“Our bond could never be replaced,” said Natalia.

			“You need a reason to go west. It’s what I need. Don’t let me go afraid. It’s the only way I’ll have peace.”

			“What about him?” asked Natalia, referring to Lorenzo. “He’s supposed to remain involved in this? Continue risking his life? Just to keep me from going home? This wouldn’t be a marriage.”

			Jillian responded, “A promise to me is a promise you can never take back.” 

			“It’s what I want,” Lorenzo interjected. “She’s not asking me to do anything I don’t want. I want to be your husband.”

			“Jillian, this isn’t—”

			“Will you deny me this?” asked Jillian.

			“It’s not fair,” Natalia replied.

			“It’s the only thing that’d be right about any of this.” Jillian became frustrated and put an elbow down as if she meant to raise herself. The exertion made her cough harder than before.

			“Stay down, Jillian,” said Lorenzo as he helped her return to a supine position.

			Jillian kept hold of Lorenzo. “I must speak with her privately. It’s the only way she’ll understand.”

			Still holding Jillian’s hand, Lorenzo said, “I failed you both by not standing against your father. I’ll not do so again. I make my vow to you, Jillian, that I will love Natalia forever.” 

			“Go and do what needs to be done. None of their men can be left breathing.”

			Lorenzo nodded, rose, and left the sisters together.

			Natalia’s shoulders trembled. She moved from underneath Jillian and fell beside her. Jillian turned her head so they were almost nose-to-nose, whispering. 

			“This wasn’t supposed to happen. I wanted to take your place,” said Natalia. “To be the one dying.” 

			“I would’ve wanted the same,” Jillian responded. “One of us living without the other is the greater difficulty. That’s what I’m asking you to do.” 

			Natalia put her hand on Jillian’s cheek and kissed her. 

			“You promise to stay with Lorenzo?” Jillian asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Say it.”

			“I will stay with Lorenzo,” vowed Natalia.

			“He doesn’t know what he’s in for,” Jillian said. Natalia briefly smiled. “I’m glad I got to see your smile one last time. It’s all I want to remember.” 

			They continued to stare at each other. After much time, Jillian’s hold on Natalia’s hand loosened as her eyes closed. But Jillian resisted, suddenly opening her eyes.

			“I can’t let myself,” whispered Jillian. “Have to make sure.”

			“No, Jillian. Just let us be.”

			Jillian began crying and then Natalia did the same.

			“. . . Have to tell you about Mother. What he did to her.” 

			✴

			Lorenzo had just finished gathering the roan and the palomino when Natalia wailed so loudly the horses reacted to the eerie echo off the granite walls. Something Jillian had told her had made Natalia scream with horrendous sorrow. The sisters intertwined their bodies naturally, the way a vine wraps around a trellis. It was an incredible act of both bonding and suffering. When he thought about eventually having to break the remarkable bond between the twin sisters, he couldn’t imagine anything more tragic. While locked together, they looked as they might’ve while sharing their mother’s womb, and he was able to find beauty within the tragedy. Jillian left her life the same way it had begun. 

			Lorenzo reverently watched the sisters for a long time, without seeing any movement. It seemed strange when Natalia opened her eyes. Lorenzo stepped closer to check on her, but she never reacted, even when he knelt beside her. He was startled when he saw her eyes up close. They were a different color. It wasn’t an illusion or a trick of the light. Natalia’s eyes had turned a darker blue, like sapphires.
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			The change in Natalia’s eyes made Lorenzo wonder if she had suffered head trauma during the battle. The bad scrape on her face made it seem plausible, but she had shown no other symptoms until Jillian died. That was when Natalia’s eyes had morphed into gleaming sapphires.

			As he helped Natalia to her feet, there was more reason for concern. She seemed unaware of her surroundings as she untangled herself from Jillian’s body as if it weren’t there. Could her emotional shock have initiated a delayed response to a physical injury? Or was it entirely a mental defense, keeping her from being aware of Jillian’s death?

			“Natalia,” he whispered. Lorenzo stood in front of her blank gaze. He asked louder, “Do you know where you are?” 

			Lorenzo released her. Natalia maintained her own balance, but it appeared to be a reflex within her state of catatonia. She was shivering as he moved her arms into a fur coat he’d found. In front of Natalia were the palomino colt, Jillian’s roan, and two horses from the camp. They would use one of the Verseine horses as a packhorse, while Lorenzo meant to ride the other. He’d intended for the roan to carry Jillian’s body, but the roan seemed to recognize Natalia’s condition by the way he stepped toward her and nuzzled her hand. Natalia responded by instinctively placing her hand under the roan’s mane. The roan used his head to position Natalia against his neck, as if showing he would protect her. Lorenzo changed his plan and secured Jillian on the palomino. It took him nearly half an hour, but the roan never wavered and kept Natalia still, with her back turned to Lorenzo’s work the whole time.

			“We’ll ride the roan together,” he said, trying to wake Natalia’s mind by interacting with her. 

			She seemed to know what to do once he placed her foot in the stirrup but gasped as if in pain when he pushed her into the saddle. 

			Lorenzo thought the pain had roused her to full consciousness. “Are you injured, Natalia?”

			She didn’t respond, but after he mounted to sit behind her, Natalia grabbed hold of the arm he positioned around her waist and rested her head against his body. The voluntary movements gave Lorenzo optimism that her condition was temporary. But her shivering and her wet hair against his neck renewed his worrying. The ride down the mountain was slow and lasted into the evening. Many times he felt her grip on his arm loosen for a while and then suddenly tighten. When they reached a lower altitude, the snow changed to a light rain, and Lorenzo felt her relax into sleep.
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			“Come on, Natalia. Find your focus. You’re slower than usual today,” said Jillian, positioning her sparring sword for the next move.

			“I’m injured,” whined Natalia. Jillian was around the age of ten years old, but Natalia was fully grown, standing across from her young twin in a training duel. “I don’t feel like fighting today.”

			“We don’t get to choose when fighting is required of us.” Jillian made an aggressive move, which Natalia refused to defend against. Jillian drove her sparring stick into Natalia’s ribs, exactly where Natalia was most injured.

			“Aaaaah!” Natalia cried out in pain and went to her knees, sobbing.

			“Get up, Natalia. You can’t lie there crying over sore ribs. The fight is coming to you.”

			“I’m hurt,” pleaded Natalia.

			“Overcome it.”

			“I fell from a palace.” Natalia looked up with tears in her eyes, and her face had scratches all over one side.

			Jillian was distressed when she saw Natalia’s bloodied face. “I didn’t do that to your face,” she declared.

			“Do what?” Natalia felt her face and saw the blood on her palm.

			“I didn’t hit your face. You landed in the road after charging the soldiers.”

			“I need time to heal.”

			“Quit feeling sorry for yourself. Get up and fight.” Jillian kicked the same spot in Natalia’s ribs and knocked her onto her back. 

			“Jillian, stop fighting me. Don’t you remember I stopped training years ago? I was meant to be a queen, not a warrior. I just want to be Lorenzo’s wife now.” 

			“Don’t be foolish. We’re only children. Too young for marriage.” Jillian didn’t recognize that Natalia was an adult. “And I don’t know any Lorenzo.” 

			“Yes, you do. You were to marry him instead of me. Is this why you want to fight me?”

			Jillian lunged at her older twin. Natalia blocked the strike and pushed Jillian’s stick down, jarring it from her grip. Natalia grabbed Jillian by the wrists and knelt in front of her. “You can come with me. I’ll raise you as my own child.”

			“Let go of me,” said Jillian as she pulled loose.

			“Look at this ring.” Natalia showed her the mosaic ring. “This is where we’ll live. Isn’t it lovely?”

			“You’ll leave me there. Alone.”

			“No, Jillian, we’ll be there together.”

			“You will fall in battle,” Jillian said. “It will happen when four nations come together to fight. And I’ll be left there alone.”

			Natalia jumped, waking in terror from her sleep. Lorenzo came to help her. Natalia was confused as she studied her surroundings, noticing it was daytime. When she remembered Jillian’s death, she trembled, on the verge of tears. “Where is she?”

			Lorenzo was looking intently into her eyes.

			Natalia became panicked, fearing they had left Jillian on the mountain, buried under snow. “Where’s my sister?” 

			“She’s just below with the horses,” replied Lorenzo. 

			Natalia winced, and her tears flowed with more intensity. She laid her head down, turning it away from her sister’s direction, knowing she would never again experience the security of Jillian’s embrace, her playfulness, or even the sharpness of her tongue. Life without Jillian couldn’t be reality. Most of their lives had been shared. What would life be without her? Their hearts had begun beating together. They had learned to endure the harshest upbringing as two siblings who cared for each other more than themselves. It became what each of them needed in order to survive. How could Natalia go on, having lost what she had depended on her whole life? Natalia felt as if she were suffocating. She breathed heavily, convinced she couldn’t live without her twin and wishing she didn’t have to. 

			It was evening, near sunset, and the rain had stopped. Natalia heard the crackling of the fire as she closed her eyes. “Drink some water, Natalia,” whispered Lorenzo, gently keeping her awake. He placed a canteen to her lips, and she felt his hand behind her head, supporting her as she drank. There was a throbbing pain in her head. She heard Lorenzo whisper something about cleaning her cuts and the sloshing of water before she felt a warm cloth dab her face.

			“You must have some hot broth, my darling.”

			“Marie? Oh, Marie! You’re safe. I’ve been so worried about you.”

			“I told you I’d always be here for you.” Marie gave her a spoonful.

			“I’m sorry I left Verseine without searching for you. I had to save Jillian.” Natalia started crying. “But I wasn’t able. I failed her.”

			“My darling mustn’t cry. I have just left her, my dear.”

			“Jillian?”

			“Yes, Jillian. I cleaned the battle from her body. Now I’ve come to care for you.”

			Natalia sat up, and Marie assisted in removing the fur garment. 

			“Now lie down for me. There’s a wound that needs my attention.” 

			“My ribs will heal,” replied Natalia.

			“This wound is inside, and it will never heal.”

			Natalia started crying.

			“The void left by Jillian’s passing will be filled with pain that will never go away. But you will use this pain. It will motivate you to carry on and fight.”

			“I don’t want to fight.”

			“You have to.”

			“Nothing matters now. Not without Jillian.”

			“This isn’t how Jillian would want you to act.”

			“What I want more than anything is for her to tell me that herself.”

			“She already has,” said Marie. “She told you to get up and fight.”

			“How do you know that?” Natalia asked. 

			“I was there, darling. Jillian was warning you. You’ll have no choice but to fight. And everyone will depend on you to do so.”

			“Then the wrong twin survived. I wasn’t supposed to be the one alive.”

			“What if the roles were reversed?” asked Marie. “What if you’d been killed, but Jillian had survived?”

			“She would annihilate any person who had anything to do with my death.”

			“There!”

			“There, what?” Natalia asked.

			“You have told yourself what Jillian would want you to do,” replied Marie.

			“I’m not the Lioness. That’s why it should’ve been her and not me.”

			“But it is you. It is you who will avenge the death of Jillian and her child.”

			“What did you say?”

			“Oh, darling, did you not know? She was carrying a child.”

			“No!” cried Natalia. “Don’t say that. No, that can’t be.” 

			In a grieving panic, Natalia startled herself awake. It was daytime, seemingly morning by the dim light. Lorenzo was no longer in his bedroll. Her body felt like it was mired in the thickest mud. Her eyes roamed her surroundings and she saw Lorenzo sitting on some rocks, leaning back against a tree that had worked its way through every cleft. He was writing in a small book. Natalia hurt throughout and didn’t feel like talking. Instead, she watched him until her eyes grew heavy.

			“Come now, my darling, you must keep taking water. You’ve slept through two nights and two days while barely drinking.” Marie held the canteen in front of her, and Natalia drank heavily. “There, that’s better, my dear.”

			“But it was just morning. I think. I’m not sure. I’ve been here two days?” Natalia asked after finishing with the canteen. “We’ve stayed here too long. I must get up to see if I can ride.”

			“You need more rest, my dear. Soon you’ll be ready, but you will speak to Lorenzo before riding from here. It was Jillian’s destiny to lead her warriors; now it must be yours. She earned their loyalty. Finish what she began so that her life had purpose, and her meaning will live on.”

			“But she made me promise to never return to Karkov.” 

			Marie felt Natalia’s cheek, checking for fever. 

			“Marie, what do you think she was trying to tell me about our father?” 

			Marie ignored the question while continuing to tend to her. 

			“Can you ask her for me?”

			“Not now, my dear. Your mind needs to heal.”

			“I need her warriors. But without knowing the reason she warned me to stay away from Karkov, it’s impossible to know what I should do.”

			“Darling, you aren’t ready to accept it.”

			“Accept what?”

			“The truth.”

			Natalia frowned. Marie continued her work, preparing food for Natalia. 

			“When I saw Jillian in the dream, she said I would fall in battle. Is this what you want, Marie? You want me to fight even though I might die?” 

			Marie shifted her gaze to Natalia’s face but didn’t reply. 

			“Jillian was angry and frustrated with me. She should be angry with me. It isn’t fair. I’m to be Lorenzo’s wife, just as I always wanted. Jillian’s dead, and I’ll inherit her warriors. The only reason she’s dead is because I was there. I was trying to save her, but all I did was distract her. She made a stupid error because of me.”

			While Natalia continued her rant, Marie remained silently at work, tending to her. Marie fed her and gave her water. When Natalia needed to get up, Marie helped her. One time, Lorenzo was there when she stumbled, and he carried her back to the bedroll. After Lorenzo walked away, Natalia asked, “Marie, do you think Lorenzo will be angry with me? For not telling him about my marriage to Francis?” Natalia waited, but Marie still wouldn’t speak. “I think he and Jillian assumed that I escaped before my wedding. I allowed him to vow marriage to me, but he didn’t know I had already wed. This would release him from his promise. I wouldn’t blame him, Marie.” Natalia thought more for a while before asking Marie another question. “Is our marriage even real?”

			Natalia didn’t understand why Marie had stopped responding. She assumed Marie wanted her to rest, so she went back to sleep.
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			When Natalia opened her eyes the next morning, Jillian was lying beside her, waiting for the moment that Natalia would wake. “Jillian!” Natalia wrapped her arms around her sister. “Is it really you? And you’re not a child this time.”

			Jillian giggled along with Natalia. “Why would I be a child? How injured are you?”

			“Why have you stayed away?” 

			“You needed to be cared for. Marie was better suited for the role of nurturer.”

			“Marie started ignoring me.”

			“I am here to be blunt,” said Jillian.

			“You’ll tell me why I can’t go back for your warriors?”

			“Natalia, do you not remember? I’ve already told you.”

			Her mind had been blocking out the memory. Natalia wept as she remembered Jillian telling her the horrific reality of their father and the tragedy of their mother. She wanted Jillian’s comfort, but Jillian pushed away from Natalia’s embrace in order to stand. “Jillian.” Natalia was sobbing when she called out for her sister. “Come lie with me. Lie here with me forever.”

			“You need to get up.”

			“No,” cried Natalia. “I’m afraid to wake. I don’t want to. This isn’t real, so we must stay where we are. Together.”

			“You have to,” said Jillian.

			“You didn’t get up. After knowing what happened to our mother. Now I understand and feel the same way as you.”

			“I would’ve responded differently if I had not been worried about what would become of you.” 

			“But I was there with you while you suffered,” explained Natalia. “I never left your side. Here, I can be comforted by you. Awake, I will be alone with the reality of what happened.”

			“Natalia, we don’t have time to argue over this.”

			“We have eternity.”

			“No, we don’t. Get up.”

			“Tell me the truth, Jillian. Did you want to live or die?”

			Jillian passionately responded, “I showed you that I wanted to live when I got up and faced the truth.”

			“Only when you thought we could be together. This is the only way we can be together. I’m not ashamed to admit it. I don’t want to live without you.” Natalia resumed weeping as she continued, “I want to stay with you.”

			“How can you not be angry?” asked Jillian. “I was attacked and killed.” 

			“I am angry.”

			“You’re right, Natalia. I did give up. For a brief time. But I also thought you’d be protected if I was gone. How angry would I be if you were murdered?”

			“That’s not fair.”

			“Three men are responsible for my death. Only one has paid. There will be plenty of time for grief after the other two are dead.”

			Jillian’s intensity, and what she demanded, caused Natalia to snap awake. She looked for Lorenzo and found him atop the rocks, writing in the book. “Lorenzo,” she called.

			“Yes, Natalia, I’m here,” he answered, hopping from the boulders. Lorenzo sat beside her with the canteen. He was inspecting her eyes. “They’re back to normal,” Lorenzo noted. “Do your eyes change color?” 

			Natalia was puzzled as to why he would ask that.

			“I’ve been very worried,” he said while she drank. “You’ve been delirious. This is the most lucid you’ve been. Actually, it’s the first time you’ve been lucid at all.” 

			Natalia took a breath after finishing with the canteen. “Lorenzo, you must return to Karkov. To tell them what happened.” 

			“I can’t leave you alone.”

			“Do you remember Jillian mentioning Sokol?”

			“Is he the one who wears spectacles?”

			Natalia nodded. 

			“I’ve met him,” said Lorenzo.

			“It’s important that you speak only to him. Jillian told me things about him I never knew. He vowed to my mother to protect me no matter what. I’ll write to him and request he send warriors to escort you back to me.”

			Lorenzo sat looking at Natalia. She couldn’t determine whether he was contemplating her words or studying her health. 

			Natalia continued, “We’re the only two outside of Verseine who know of their attack. It’d be foolish to ride away from the most powerful army—”

			“I agree with you.”

			“You’ll go then?”

			“Yes, I’ll leave in the morning for Karkov.”

			“Go now. I’m better and will stay here to regain my strength.”

			“I’ve watched you for three days, moving in and out of consciousness, feverish. I wasn’t sure you would live. I almost carried you back to Karkov despite our promise.”

			“I’m glad you didn’t. Jillian was right. If I returned to Karkov, I’d never be able to leave again.”

			“Let me stay with you one more night. To make sure you’re well. I’ll be ready to ride at first light.” 

			Natalia was reluctant to agree, but she nodded. 

			“I want to see you walk on your own. Do you feel like trying?”

			She answered by moving to stand. Her head felt very heavy, and she remained weak. Natalia wanted to show she was able, but she was glad when he helped her rise. She walked mostly on her own. However, he kept hold of her hand as they moved around the camp. Natalia knew he had cared for her during the three days, but she concentrated on his touch as if it were the first time she had felt it since the day they met.

			“I think you injured your head. Your eyes have been different. I thought perhaps due to a concussion. But I’ve seen them change multiple times. It’s not like anything I’ve read about.”

			“My head landed very hard on the road,” admitted Natalia. “But my side hurts the most.”

			“We’d better take a look.”

			“I’ve had cracked ribs before.” Her tone was a bit sharp. She didn’t want Lorenzo to think he couldn’t leave her.

			Lorenzo helped her sit on the bedding. Natalia still felt immense pain but hid her wince as she sat.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “This doesn’t seem real. This reality. Sitting here speaking with you seems less real than when I’m asleep.”

			“Who is Marie?” asked Lorenzo.

			“I’ve said her name aloud?”

			“Yes.”

			“She is someone I love very much. I’m concerned about her.”

			“She’s from Verseine?”

			“Yes. I was already worried about her prior to killing Philip. They separated us just before the wedding.” Natalia saw his reaction at the mention of the wedding. She fretted about what he was thinking. “It was at the wedding banquet that I killed King Philip. I had already married Francis.” Natalia observed Lorenzo contemplating this. “I didn’t mean to deceive you. I should’ve made this known at the pass.”

			“No,” said Lorenzo. “You were right not to complicate your time with Jillian.”

			“I won’t hold you to the vow,” stated Natalia. “Because of what you didn’t know.”

			“You don’t want me to honor my vow?”

			“That’s not . . . Yes,” she replied. “That’s not what I meant.”

			Lorenzo asked, “By the authority of the Verseine monarchy, you and Francis were declared husband and wife?” 

			“Yes.”

			“But at the same time, your sister’s dying wish was to declare us the same.” 

			She nodded. 

			“I only need to hear which vow you’ll honor. To which authority are you committed?”

			“Jillian’s, of course,” answered Natalia.

			“Then so am I. No other authority matters to me. Not even Lucenze will tell us our marriage isn’t official. I am your husband. You are my wife.”

			“I’m relieved to hear you say this,” Natalia said. 

			“Did you meet my uncle in Verseine?”

			Natalia smiled and lifted her right hand to show the ring that his uncle had given her, but it was covered with dried blood. She gasped and twisted it off her finger. Lorenzo took it from her and rinsed it with some water from a pail. 

			“This is from Aldo?” 

			She nodded while watching him clean the ring.

			“Do you know if he was harmed?”

			“I didn’t see him during the commotion. Most of the guests were removed from the fighting. He should be unharmed.” 

			Lorenzo used his shirt to dry the ring and clean its grooves. She lifted her right hand again, but he took her left hand into his. 

			“Let this ring be a symbol of our marriage.” He placed the ring on her left hand and kissed her cheek. 

			But the brief moment in which Natalia allowed herself to smile passed. She returned to a somber demeanor as she told Lorenzo more specifics about her final night in Verseine: how she learned of the plot, how she killed the king in front of Secretary Arnold but spared Francis, how she escaped, and the people who helped her.

			Lorenzo appeared upset, as if he disapproved of her actions. It turned out there was something else weighing heavily on him. Lorenzo told her of the morning he’d met with the Old Lion. He’d watched Natalia’s duel with Jillian in the courtyard. He’d wanted to shout to Natalia so she’d know how he felt. Lorenzo wondered how different everything might’ve been if he’d only shouted. Natalia couldn’t help but wonder the same. 

			After both had shared what they felt should be said, the moment turned uncomfortable. There was no lighthearted discussion to be had. Natalia wanted to be alone, and perhaps Lorenzo could sense it. 

			“Why don’t you write Sokol while I prepare to leave at first light?” He dug into his bedroll and retrieved the book and pencil. He handed them to her. “There are empty pages near the back.”

			Natalia noticed his sketches of bridges and tunnels through mountains. “I thought you were writing in this. But you were drawing instead.”

			“It’s a plan to connect Karkov and Lucenze by train,” he responded.

			Natalia nodded, but the thought of it saddened her. She didn’t want any link to her father. Natalia was curious whether Lorenzo had ridden on a train but didn’t want to start another conversation. That former version of herself for whom curiosity would lead to blurted questions felt extinct. 

			When left alone with her thoughts and her letter to Sokol, she imagined the night that he told Jillian what happened to their mother. Natalia shivered at the thought of her father’s treating their own mother as something less than human. She had grown up believing her father had lost someone he loved and always felt sorrow for him. Natalia realized she had pitied a lie and not a man. Neither her mother nor his daughters were what he loved. It wasn’t even love, more of an obsession—obsession with his legacy, with the continuation of the way it had always been.
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			“Daughter, wake up.” The voice of her father boomed from the ridgetop. 

			Natalia immediately felt rage when she heard him. She kept her eyes fixed on him as she stood, also realizing she wasn’t armed to greet him as she wished. 

			“Did you think you could cower in this forest and send messages to Sokol without me knowing? You couldn’t be the one to tell me of your sister’s death?”

			“You’ll get what you deserve. I’ll see to it.”

			“So you’ll take up threatening me now? The new Jillian.” The Old Lion didn’t look at his daughter. Instead, he walked around inspecting her surroundings as if deciding whether she had properly set up camp. 

			“Jillian told me everything. What our mother was to you. How we were conceived. That she didn’t die giving birth. How you murdered her for trying to escape with her daughters.”

			“Lies. Your sister has tried to split us since her war.”

			“The war in which she learned the truth about you.”

			“Did you learn nothing from me? Were you taught to remain mired in self-pity, waiting to be saved by warriors?”

			“I’ll assume command of Jillian’s warriors.”

			“Will you also assume its conditions?”

			“My child will never know the darkness of his lineage.”

			“How do you think you’ll revise my terms and still receive an entire generation of warriors?”

			“The warriors will support Sokol,” answered Natalia. “And he will support me.” 

			“You think my warriors will support a traitor over their Lion?”

			Natalia suddenly realized that Lorenzo must have been caught conspiring with Sokol. “What have you done with my husband? I’ll kill you if you’ve harmed—”

			“Enough threats,” interrupted her father. The Old Lion motioned toward the rocks. “Your husband is here.”

			Natalia looked atop the rocks where Lorenzo usually sat, but he wasn’t there. Then, from behind the rocks walked Francis. 

			“Father, what’ve you done?”

			“Only what was necessary.” The Old Lion walked behind Natalia, leaving her face-to-face with Francis.

			“Do not feel awkward, lovely,” Francis said. “I am not angry with you. Quite the opposite; you have made me king.”

			“No, you’re not my husband. Your father murdered my sister, and on her dying soul I pledged marriage to Lorenzo, prince of Lucenze.”

			The Old Lion’s voice roared again from behind her, sending chills down her backbone. The power of his voice made the ground quake beneath her. “Your marriage to neither man was made official. Daughter, that’s about to change.” He grabbed hold of her with overpowering force and covered her mouth. “Listen, you Verseine weakling. It’s time you place your seal on this alliance. I’ll show you how to consummate a marriage.” From behind, her father forced her to the ground so she was lying on her back. The Old Lion overpowered Natalia, restraining her, intending for Francis to climb on top of her.

			“Shh, shh. Natalia, you must be quiet and stay down.” Natalia was fighting to resist, but it was Lorenzo trying to silence her. 

			Natalia came to, and when she ended her struggle, Lorenzo let her free. “I think the trembling ground gave you a terror. You were in a frenzied state. I had to keep you from standing or making noise. There’s an army marching in the road.”

			Natalia rose to her knees and crawled toward the rocks, hoping to see the Kark Army marching toward Verseine. Lorenzo crawled beside her. They climbed enough to see the road, where the Verseine military marched toward the mountains. “Verseine. They must know I’m alive,” said Natalia. She continued to study the deployment, which included infantry along with cavalry. There were many supply wagons with high rails. Between the rails, she could see wooden crates but couldn’t make out the markings on the crates. There were canvas tops over the wagons to keep the supplies dry. 

			“It doesn’t make sense,” Natalia said. “Why not pursue me, or scout the ambush, with fast-moving cavalry? The only reason to march infantry is an assault against Karkov.” 

			“Moving at this speed, they must’ve left soon after you did. Probably the next morning,” offered Lorenzo. “Regardless, I’m now cut off from Sokol.”

			“But an attack against Karkov?” Natalia asked. “With what, ten thousand men? An army fifty times as large couldn’t take Karkov.”

			“At least Karkov will learn of Verseine’s aggression. Still, we must tell Sokol exactly what’s happened. We can send word by sea once we reach Lucenze.”

			“Yes, that’s possible,” agreed Natalia. “But there’s a reason ships rarely enter the Lion’s Roar.” Natalia saw Lorenzo studying her eyes again. “What is it?”

			“Nothing,” he replied. “We need to get to Lucenze as soon as possible. Can you ride?” 

			“The time for healing has ended.” Natalia remained focused on her study of the soldiers as she continued, “Somehow I must get Jillian’s warriors and avenge her death. I believe it’s what my dreams have been telling me to do.”

			It was nearly half an hour before the army was safely out of sight. They stood atop the boulders once the rear of the army had moved far to the east. “I had one horse ready to leave. Can you pack the camp while I get the other horses ready?” asked Lorenzo as he jumped down and extended his hand for Natalia. 

			She nodded as she eased herself off the rocks, then watched him walk down into the trees. Natalia saw the roan looking at her. She knew the roan could distinguish between her and Jillian, and she figured he understood Jillian was dead. He looked as if he did.

			Natalia went about her work as quickly as she was able. Her injury remained painful, but anger provided her the determination to hasten their departure. Natalia was ready to respond to Jillian’s murder. When she went below to get some rope, Lorenzo was tying down the blanket that covered her sister atop the roan. She greeted the roan with her left hand and touched Jillian’s body through the blanket with her right. 

			“Do you understand, boy? We’ve lost our love.” The roan turned his head to her and nuzzled her elbow. She felt the warmth and moisture against her skin. Natalia trembled as she began to cry.

			Lorenzo walked to her and wrapped her in his arms. “I thought he should be the last horse Jillian rides.”

			Still sobbing, Natalia nodded against Lorenzo’s chest. 

			“I should’ve asked if you wanted to see her,” whispered Lorenzo.

			“I didn’t. I want her to be full of life when I think of her.”

			After he released his embrace, Natalia saw revolvers on a blanket, ready to be bundled. 

			“The guardsmen were carrying these,” he said. “The revolvers evened the fight and are the only reason we’re alive. The revolvers and your sister. She killed at least thirty soldiers.”

			“It’s good you gathered them, or they’d have been in Verseine hands by tomorrow.”

			“But it took me too long to get you off that mountain. You’ve been in bad shape.”

			“I don’t remember us leaving,” said Natalia. 

			“That doesn’t surprise me.” Lorenzo looked at her eyes and paused. “You may be tired of me asking about your eyes. I first saw the color change just after Jillian passed. You were unconscious. They’re always dark blue just after you wake, and I’ve witnessed them change back to your normal color. But today they haven’t changed back to the lighter blue.”

			“They’re a different color right now?” she asked. 

			“Yes. Dark blue. But not just dark blue. They sparkle like sapphires. Let me get Jillian’s sword, so you can see.”

			Lorenzo unwrapped the sword. When he unsheathed it, Natalia immediately noticed he had cleaned it thoroughly. He lifted the sword in front of her face. Despite being told what to expect, Natalia was stunned when she saw the sapphire eyes in the reflection. 

			“This has never happened before?” he asked.

			She shook her head.

			“Do you know what it means?”

			Natalia sheathed the sword before responding, “No.” She leaned the sword against her leg and unfastened her belt, preparing to wear the sword. “But I’m not the same person I was before. So, I might as well look different.”
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			Due to her injured ribs, it was Natalia who set the pace. She found a gentle canter to be a manageable gait. Nevertheless, the ride was painful, especially since the road was marred and rutted by the Verseine Army. 

			The ride was also lacking in conversation. Not a word was said until they reached the East Village, where remnants of what appeared to be a thousand campfires were still smoldering in the field between the town and Reginald’s stables. 

			“They were close last night,” said Lorenzo. 

			“Let’s go farther before we give the horses rest,” said Natalia.

			Those were the only words they spoke until they allowed the horses to slow down to a walk again. Natalia was using her thumb to twirl the mosaic ring around her finger until she realized she was being watched. “You always look like you’re trying to figure me out. I would rather be asked than analyzed.”

			He responded, “I’m more comfortable within my own thoughts.”

			“I’ve never been uncomfortable sharing mine. I feel guilty. It should have been Jillian riding to Lucenze, but here I am. Married to Lorenzo just as I always wanted.”

			“If we’re speaking of what was meant to be, I don’t believe Jillian was really meant to be the one riding to Lucenze. I know for sure that she did not intend to be my wife.”

			“What?”

			“She loved another,” said Lorenzo.

			Natalia was caught off guard that he knew about Odani and didn’t know what to say. She nodded to acknowledge that she also knew.

			Lorenzo asked, “How much do you know about their relationship?” 

			“It’s a long and complicated story. Jillian once sought to kill him. And I put this sword into his leg before he nearly killed me. As odd as it may sound, we can depend on Odani more than anyone to help us.” Natalia could not suppress her curiosity. “Jillian told you about Odani?” 

			“We were speaking about the Heir. She told me the child wouldn’t be mine. I assumed she was speaking figuratively, but she wasn’t. I dread saying this for fear you don’t know.”

			“Just tell me, Lorenzo. If it’s anything about her, I want to know. I have to know.”

			“She was carrying Odani’s child.”

			Natalia felt as if she would faint, and Lorenzo grabbed her by the arm. She was simultaneously feeling grief about the child and wonder about the fact that it had been revealed to her in a dream. “I didn’t know. So how could my dreams have known?”

			“What do you mean by that?” he asked.

			“My dreams told me.” 

			“About the child?”

			She nodded.

			“Are you sure it wasn’t a repressed memory? Brought back in your dream?”

			His suggestion offended her. “I would’ve remembered my sister being with child.” Without saying another word, she prodded the palomino into a lope. While riding, Natalia continued to think about the dreams until she suddenly halted the colt, remembering times when she’d had similar experiences.

			“I’ve had other dreams,” she blurted after Lorenzo pulled up beside her. “When your father visited Karkov, I was extremely upset over a dream. It was the same sort of eerie dream that I’ve been having. Jillian warned me of her death in battle. She predicted she would be shot in the back. At the time, I thought she meant it would happen in Passan.”

			Lorenzo looked at her as if he found it merely coincidental.

			“There were more dreams when Jillian was bedridden. She would talk to me during times when she wasn’t able to speak. I could actually feel what she felt. Do you think these dreams reveal truths to me?” 

			“No,” he replied. “That couldn’t be possible.”

			His unwillingness to consider what she was saying irritated her, but there was no need for debate. Natalia remembered something else that Jillian had predicted in more recent dreams. A meeting of four nations would not be coincidental.

			Natalia resumed a loping pace. They pushed the horses for longer periods of time with shorter walking breaks, out of desperation to reach northern Lucenze. After a particularly extended leg of riding without rest and altogether a long day’s ride, they topped a hill and could see open fields beyond the chestnut trees that lined the south edge of the road. Lorenzo pointed and Natalia nodded to confirm she knew their turn was near. As they got closer, it became obvious the road that turned toward Lucenze was rutted even worse than the one they had traveled. A massive army had deployed from Verseine, with a much larger portion going toward Lucenze than what they had seen marching toward Karkov. 

			Lorenzo handed Natalia the reins of the packhorses before galloping onto the road toward his home. After Lorenzo dismounted, Natalia did the same and walked the horses to where he stood, staring in disbelief. 

			Natalia said, “If the road we just traveled carried ten thousand, then this must be a hundred.”

			Lorenzo didn’t react in any manner. Natalia put her arms around him and pressed her face against his upper chest, hearing his rapidly beating heart. “Can your soldiers defend against this?”

			“No,” he replied.

			“Not even until the Kark Army—”

			“My father will not attempt to resist this level of invasion.”

			“So he’ll flee?” Natalia asked.

			“My father won’t leave the capital, and my mother won’t leave him. They will send my sister away with guardsmen. But they would never abandon our people.”

			Natalia recognized Lorenzo’s hurt. They stood in their shared grief, hearts pounding and breathing heavy with despair. It was an intimate moment shared between two only recently bound. But their bond didn’t seem new to either. Their relationship was evolving through an abundance of tragedy. And their instinctive reaction was to come together. 
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			Chancellor Bellamy stood by while the newly crowned king directed the placement of extravagant furniture in the State Room. The room had always been where the crown met foreign leaders, and King Francis’s most important ally was to arrive soon. Yet, the young king had determined it to be the appropriate moment to transform the room into one of modern leisure.

			“You have removed the tables, Your Highness?”

			“Ah, Bellamy. What do you think? Have you ever sat on a divan?”

			“No, Your Highness.”

			“Come, sit with me.” Francis threw himself into the corner of the furnishing, with one leg resting across the seat. “This divan has been my only pleasure in the dreariest of times.” 

			“Secretary Arnold is on his way. Shall I have him wait for us in the throne room instead?”

			“Nonsense. He will meet us here.”

			“Your Highness, might I ask you to reconsider? He may find it inappropriate that the same room in which he met your father just a week ago already has new furnishings.”

			“Verseine is under new rule,” responded Francis. “It will be evident to all.”

			“Yes,” Bellamy sarcastically agreed.

			“This room was stale. The entire palace depresses me so.”

			After Bellamy cleared the room of servants, he sat across from Francis. “Your Highness, we should prepare for our guest.”

			“I am prepared.”

			“You have been placed in a difficult position, implementing the plan of your father. Things are different from when the plan was laid.”

			“The only plan I am implementing is for the wonderfulness of this room. Isn’t it delightful, though? As far as I know, my father had nothing to do with anything which has occurred. I have seen a rogue general carelessly take the entire Verseine Army from the city, before I could be crowned, leaving us in need of Vestra’s aid. Do you see anything differently, Bellamy?” 

			Francis watched the chancellor rise and pace. Bellamy seemed caught off guard by the fact that Francis had prepared his own thoughts for these discussions. “And now you’re just an innocent young king who sits atop wealth which is very important to the West,” elaborated Bellamy.

			“A widower king, Bellamy,” said Francis, fluttering his hand in the cascade of sunlight coming into the room.

			Bellamy again took a seat on the edge of the chair across from Francis. His finger pressed against his lips as he thought. “Yes, a widower king sitting on wealth that is vulnerable to whoever is left standing after the fight to come between Ordean and the Old Lion.”

			“Now we dance to the same music, Bellamy,” said Francis as he pretended to conduct an orchestra.

			The chancellor stood and paced again between the divans. “The West will not want Verseine’s wealth to be at risk,” continued Bellamy.

			Francis laughed boisterously, sliding his hands over the blue fabric of the furniture. “Certainly, they will not.”

			“This is not a discussion we are prepared for. A ruse for one of the most powerful men in the world should be constructed with the utmost care.”

			Francis chuckled. “There is no ruse, Bellamy. I had nothing to do with any of this. I did not provoke the Karks. I did not mobilize the army into Lucenze. If I ordered Ordean back today, he would not obey. The only untruth relates to your allusion to my father’s having initiated this. That is more of an untold than an untruth.”

			“The original idea was Ordean’s,” admitted Bellamy.

			“See?” responded Francis. “Not a ruse.” 

			“Ordean devised a plan—”

			“Stop, Bellamy. Not another word. My ears shall remain untouched by any vileness.”

			“I feel we should postpone discussions with Secretary Arnold.”

			“They sail tonight, Bellamy. I will speak to Arnold now.”

			“Very well, Your Highness,” responded the chancellor as he stood to walk toward the doors.

			Sitting alone, Francis leaned his head against the high back of the divan. He thought about how ecstatic Natalia had become after learning about the villa. Prior to that moment, he had never experienced the satisfaction of bringing joy to someone other than himself. It was a phenomenal feeling that would be missed. 

			What good are wealth and power if I cannot use them to make Natalia happy? What if I could give it all away to have Natalia here with me? Would I do it? This is a fascinating thought that I must consider. Natalia is worthy of any sacrifice, but what exactly are the circumstances? Surrender everything? As in wealth, title, and palace? Meaning I would have to earn wages? Well, this certainly would not make Natalia happy. Natalia belongs in the finest palace. And how could I make her happy if I was absent all day earning wages? No, this would be good for no one. Of course, we would keep the palace, and only enough wealth to live as one in a palace should live. Otherwise, many good people serving us would lose their wages.

			“Ahem,” interrupted Bellamy. 

			Francis opened his eyes to see Bellamy and then saw Secretary Arnold standing beside him. “Ah, Secretary Arnold, please excuse me. I have been unable to rest for days.” Francis stood and walked to Arnold. Shaking his hand, he continued, “I will fall asleep, dream, and it will begin fair enough with images of my beautiful, sweet bride. But at some point she turns blue and wrinkled from her drowning, complete with green river scum in her golden hair. It is quite frightening all over again.”

			Francis finally ceased shaking Secretary Arnold’s hand. 

			“Please, Secretary Arnold, will you sit?” He showed Arnold the way with an elegant gesture. “It is entirely selfish of me to talk of my distress. You had your own experience. I found it remarkable you stayed for my coronation. And now you have a vital message which must be returned to the Vestran president.”

			“I am unsure what to tell President Wright, Your Highness.”

			“I could not agree more. Sometimes I know not what to tell myself. But you must tell him that a great ally of your country sits vulnerable, with no army, as two lords of war aspire to possess its wealth.”

			“Yes,” answered Arnold unconvincingly.

			“I have penned a letter. Bellamy, fetch the letter from that desk. But words will never paint the picture of what you have seen, Secretary Arnold. What you wiped from your face. And my words cannot sing the song of despair that I feel. I have lost everything. Everything but the true interest of your country, which is Verseine’s wealth. It is only a matter of time before that is lost, as well. One of the two armies will return to Verseine. Which one, I cannot say. But one thing that I know is that neither of them will care about the blossoming industry and innovation in the West. The Western enterprises in need of funding and partners in trade. I, on the other hand, think it is just splendid. I long for great change and want to be at the forefront. Along with your country, of course. I will take the emptiness which currently is my life and will fill it with passion for what your country has already begun.”

			“Your Highness—” began Arnold, before Francis continued.

			“The West must send an army to keep Verseine free of tyranny.” 

			“But, Your Highness, there are other difficulties. I have heard the Verseine Army has taken Lucenze, another of our allies.”

			“Sir, you have misheard. Verseine has no army at this time. Only a few palace guards have remained loyal to Verseine. And you seem to know more than I about the rogue acts of General Ordean, which in no way represent the monarchy of Verseine. He took the army from us the day after my father’s death. Why, I wasn’t even able to rise from bed, much less order such an action. He clearly has no regard for my rule and perhaps is my gravest threat. Our gravest threat.”

			“The imprisonment of Aldo of Lucenze certainly does not favor your claim.”

			“Imprisonment? Of that sweet man? I assure you that I know nothing of this. Bellamy, is this true? Well, I personally will get to the bottom of this and will rectify it immediately. Since the man will be unable to return home, he will be given proper hospitality until order is restored in Lucenze.”

			Arnold responded, “There is also the matter of Karkov. Our country has no business with Karkov, but we have no troubles either. Your Highness, you must understand. Sending Vestran troops to mix into affairs we’ve yet to understand is nothing which you, nor I, can ask of President Wright. We must wait until the muddy waters become clear. Surely you must see that.” 

			“Surely you must see I am not asking for support without compensation. It is more of a deal. A deal which will change the world. The world has been mired in staleness for too long. Because of Kark suppression.”

			Francis motioned for Bellamy to hand the letter to Arnold. “I believe the figures written in the letter will properly motivate the actions of your government.”

			“Your Highness, I doubt the riches of all the world would push my country to blindly stand against the Old Lion. Even if they did, it would at a minimum be three weeks before Vestran troops could set foot on your wharf.”

			“Three weeks is better than four, and four better than five,” retorted Francis.

			“King Francis, I would wager you’ll have less than two weeks to sit in this palace. With no military. Beside the river in which a Daughter of Karkov drowned while running from Verseine soldiers who’ve now invaded Lucenze. One could argue Ordean has left you exposed for a purpose.”

			For the first time in the conversation, Francis was without words. His bravado was replaced by a grim look. Francis had expected the offer of money to resolve any political difficulties and was not prepared to accept denial. He was searching for other words, a different plan, when Secretary Arnold eased his suffering. “However, I will say that since you are willing to fund a deployment, troops of the Vestran government are not your only option.”

			“Go on.”

			“There’s a private army which our government employs from time to time. When dealing with more sensitive matters.”

			“How soon could this army arrive in Verseine?”

			“There are always a couple thousand on call. They could deploy within a day or so of my arrival. At best, seven days total. But you will pay a premium for trained soldiers and their munitions. They are armed with the latest weapons, which make them equal to three to four times their number.”

			“Mercenaries?” Francis asked.

			“Some would call them that,” replied Arnold.

			“And the cost?” asked Bellamy.

			“A golden piece for each man. Plus the same amount for those who sponsor. Numbers written on paper will not suffice. Currency in hand will be the only language they understand.”

			“A golden piece for each soldier?” Bellamy said. “That would be a year’s wage for a soldier in Verseine.” 

			Francis looked for confirmation from Bellamy before he agreed. “Then, Secretary Arnold, you will have it before you embark.”

			“But there is one significant caveat,” Arnold cautioned. “These are former soldiers of Vestra, and though they will not be under our flag or in our uniform, the Old Lion is no fool. They will defend your palace against Ordean but will not take up arms against Karkov.”

			“For four thousand pieces of gold they should do as I ask. No matter what I ask.”

			“Your Highness, this is the only offer of immediate support I can extend.”

			Secretary Arnold stood, followed by Francis with his hand outstretched. “Secretary Arnold, I have no other choice but to accept the provisional help of the mercenaries. Now, if there is anything else you need before your departure, please let Bellamy know and it will be done. As for me, I am afraid the exhaustion has once again overcome me.” 

			“King Francis, there is one more thing I must ask before departing.”

			“Anything, dear friend.”

			“I saw Natalia of Karkov whisper to you before—” said Arnold, hesitating. “Well, before her sudden outbreak of violence. And I wonder if it might give insight as to what would cause such a pleasant young woman to act with such cruelty.”

			Francis answered by immediately starting to ramble: “I have heard it is being said she was never Natalia of Karkov but Jillian the Lioness. Sent into our palace to kill our king, just as she had done in Passan. But you met Natalia and her kindness firsthand. These are just words of fascination being uttered, nothing more. It was Natalia who I married. There is no question.”

			“But her whisper, Your Highness?”

			Francis saw Bellamy squirming where he stood behind Secretary Arnold. “Why, I had forgotten all about that, but I do recall it now. She did nothing more than to declare my innocence.”

			“Innocence? Innocent of what?”

			“Oh, not of anything I did or did not do. She only knew my true self to be innocent. I believe she saw greatness in me, and I intend to rule in a manner which would prove her correct.”

			“What, then, did she see in your father?”

			“Whatever it was, I can only imagine my father has answered for it. Wouldn’t you agree, Secretary Arnold?” 
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			Late in the day, Lorenzo and Natalia approached the northernmost farm of Lucenze and saw three mounted men guarding the road to it. The invasion had the people on edge. The Lucine farmers moved out into the marred road, prepared to halt the travelers with aggression. Lorenzo stopped and motioned for Natalia to do the same. “Let me ride to them alone,” he said, handing Natalia the reins of the packhorse. “I know these men, but they don’t recognize me.” Natalia assumed Lorenzo didn’t want the awkwardness of explaining the events, including Jillian’s death, in front of her.

			Lorenzo walked his horse slowly toward the men with his hands raised. When he was about halfway, Natalia heard Lorenzo identify himself. Then the men rode toward him. One of the farmers rode beside Lorenzo and embraced him. Instead of following, Natalia stayed back to give Lorenzo privacy and watched him interact with his countrymen. She was thinking about how innocent people were affected by the invasion when Lorenzo motioned for the smallest of the men to move in her direction. Natalia felt ill prepared to speak with another person coping with devastation when she was not able to deal with her own. 

			As the farmer approached, she saw he was only a boy. Despite her anticipation of his sadness, the boy couldn’t have been more pleasant when he stopped in front of her. He was a gleeful, young version of Lorenzo. His olive-skinned face shone bright with a huge smile from underneath an oversized, floppy hat. Before he’d even said a word, the way he greeted her, as if his happiness could not be suppressed, made Natalia feel welcome.

			The longer he sat there without speaking, the more she found him to be like Lorenzo, except happier. Finally, she found humor in the silence and laughed at the boy. She felt stiffness in her side with the laugh, but it felt good, the way her muscles felt after a hard day of work. 

			“If I searched all of Lucenze, I would not find a more welcoming smile,” said Natalia, breaking the quiet.

			The boy blushed, tinting his olive skin red. “I am Antonio.” After a pause he added, “Our princess.” 

			Natalia laughed again. 

			“Please forgive me. I’m a farmer and don’t know how to address a royal.”

			“I had to study for a week before knowing how to address royals.” Antonio grinned before she asked, “Do you have friends?” 

			Without ceasing his smiling, he responded with a nod.

			“How do you address your friends?”

			“I don’t,” replied the boy. “They’re my friends.”

			“For the first time in days, I’ve had a reason to smile. I’m in need of a friend like you.” The boy reddened again as he smiled even wider. “If you accept my proposal of friendship, then you won’t have to think about how to address me. I’ll be Natalia, friend of Antonio.”

			As he took the reins of both packhorses, Antonio lost his smile when he noticed the blanket-covered body. 

			Lorenzo and one of the men separated from the other, who would remain behind to guard the road.

			“That’s my father with Lorenzo,” said Antonio. “I’m supposed to bring you to them.” 

			Antonio led the way in silence. Upon reaching them, his father greeted Natalia by saying, “Welcome to Lucenze, Princess Natalia.”

			“Natalia, this is Marco. His family and mine have farmed these northern lands for many generations. Marco is the eldest son of this farm and father of Antonio. Another member of their family rode ahead of the Verseine Army to take warning of the attack to the capital.” Lorenzo pointed up the farm road lined with cypress trees. “Many families are assembling here tonight after learning of the invasion. We’ve stumbled upon a gathering of the region to plan a response.” 

			“Were any of your families harmed by the army?” Natalia asked.

			“No, Princess Natalia,” replied Marco. “The army paid no mind to us.”

			“Marco has offered his home to us while we await tonight’s gathering.”

			Marco led the way up the road, with Lorenzo and Natalia side by side just behind him. 

			Natalia looked at the wheat fields on each side of the road. She had dreamed of walking through fields, letting her hands cascade over the heads of grain. She wished her first day in Lucenze were that simple. They topped the hill and saw farmhouses. There were four houses, with a well in the center, and a barn with three sheds straight beyond. The buildings were made of stone, like the ones in Karkov, but the stones were a sandy color, and the roofs were tiled red. 

			Their arrival was noticed by those in the houses. As they approached Marco’s home, Natalia saw an older woman standing on the threshold of a house across the way, wiping her hands on the apron she wore.

			“This’s where we’ll meet the other families,” said Marco as he wrapped the reins of his horse around the railing of the porch before leading them into his home. The floor creaked as they stepped into a room with a fireplace and a large table at the far end. “It would honor me for you to consider this your own home. Princess, I will find my wife and daughters so they can bring you clothing and assist you,” he said, showing he’d noticed her injury. “They’re probably with my mother.” He motioned with his hands toward the room, offering it to his guests. “Please make yourselves comfortable,” he said, walking briskly toward the house of the older woman. 

			Natalia watched Lorenzo as he sized up the room, seemingly to prepare himself to address the northern families. She had turned to look out the window when she felt Lorenzo gently touch her side. “Natalia, you should sit. That was an exhausting ride for me. I can’t imagine how a person who couldn’t stand two days ago was able to ride like that.”

			Natalia didn’t sit, but she returned the touch to Lorenzo, showing her concern for him. “What else did they say?” 

			“They confirmed our fear. It was a massive army of at least eighty thousand, possibly a hundred as you estimated.”

			“Why would they send the smaller army against Karkov?” 

			Lorenzo didn’t respond. 

			She knew he worried for his family. “Maybe you’re wrong about your father and mother,” said Natalia as she wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head against him. He didn’t speak but kissed her head. She felt the coarseness of the stubble growing on his chin.

			Natalia heard a raspy female voice behind her, conversing with Marco. When Natalia turned, she saw the older woman from across the yard, who stepped closer and reached up to her face with unsteady hands. The woman gasped and withdrew her callused hands as if frightened, looking with marvel into Natalia’s eyes. “You’re from the North,” exclaimed the stunned woman.

			“No, Mama,” said Marco. “This is Natalia of Karkov.”

			“I know those eyes,” she argued. 

			Natalia was shaken by the eerie tone of the woman.

			“You’re a seer,” said Marco’s mother.

			“Mama, you’re confused. Please forgive us. We’re all tired.”

			“Please,” begged the old woman. “What have you seen of our fate? What has happened to our king and queen?”

			Marco was embarrassed, thinking his mother was upsetting both Lorenzo and Natalia. “My mother was born a Gypsy and traveled many lands before settling here. She thinks Princess Natalia is a seer like someone she knew from Fjordland.”

			“My mother is from Fjordland,” Natalia responded. 

			Lorenzo’s curiosity was stimulated. “The eyes of the seer were this same sapphire color?”

			“I’d never forget those eyes,” she answered. “In our time of grief, we’ve been delivered a most precious gift.” The woman cupped Natalia’s face. Tears eased into the deep grooves of her wrinkled cheeks as she continued, “Your eyes are sad. Yet, I now have hope. You are brightness while darkness is upon us.”

			Natalia leaned down to wipe a tear from the woman’s weathered face and replaced it with a soft kiss. “You think my dreams are foretelling?”

			The old lady nodded.

			“My dreams have been different since my sister’s death.”

			“That’s also when her eyes changed to this color. They were a lighter blue before,” added Lorenzo.

			“What do you see about Lucenze?” asked Marco’s mother in her raspy voice.

			“I don’t always know how to interpret my dreams. They’re unusual. Some messages are clear. Some aren’t.” When Natalia remembered what would happen in the battle of four nations, she grabbed Lorenzo’s arm for support as her legs quivered. Natalia believed the dreams told the truth, including the unnerving message of her own demise.

			“What is it, Natalia?” Lorenzo asked.

			Natalia didn’t want to tell him of her fate. “Nothing,” she answered. “Except . . . I do remember being told of a meeting of armies. Warriors of four nations will come together to fight. Lucenze. Verseine. Karkov. But who else?”

			Lorenzo responded, “Right now you should worry about getting some rest. You don’t look well.”

			“It’s only fatigue,” said Natalia.

			Marco’s daughter, Gabriella, offered to take Natalia upstairs and provide a change of clothes. The entire way up the steps, Natalia was observing Lorenzo’s concern. He was finally intrigued about the dreams.
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			King Francis sat, alone, at a dining table made for many. When his guest was escorted to the opposite end, Francis stood to respectfully greet him. “Lord Aldo. I am mortified at the circumstances of your imprisonment. Both that it occurred and that I was foolishly unaware.”

			Aldo responded, “I am more concerned with Verseine’s invasion of my country.”

			“As am I. However, let me assure you, it is not Verseine. Ordean acts alone. In no manner do I condone the attack, and I will probably suffer the same fate once he returns.”

			“Why would he do this? Does he claim it is retaliation for the king’s death?”

			“Apparently there was a letter from the Old Lion,” Francis answered. “My wife’s sister was touted as the Lioness of the West with fifty thousand Kark warriors placed at our border. Ordean calls his action a necessary defense, with the letter providing justification. In reality, it is nothing more than an excuse to retake what was lost to the Old Lion decades ago.”

			“He may easily take Lucenze,” admitted Aldo. “But when the Old Lion discovers what happened, that your soldiers chased Natalia from the palace until she drowned, his vengeance will be felt. Every Verseineman will know it. Including you.”

			Francis was offended at how he was being spoken to. “Those were not my soldiers,” he said harshly.

			“Will the Old Lion take time to distinguish?” 

			“I invite you to my table,” said Francis, his voice quivering. “In return, you wish to insult me? Make threats?” Ire made Francis lose the ability to mask his feelings of sorrow. “Everyone out!” He violently raked the silver and porcelain on the table in front of him to the floor. The servants immediately fled. After Aldo rose to follow them, Francis returned to his seat, pressing his head into his arms on the tabletop. 

			Thinking he was alone, Francis wept profoundly, until he was startled by a touch on his shoulder. Francis almost yelled at Aldo for ignoring his command but was surprised by Aldo’s gentle look of compassion.

			“Even a king is expected to grieve,” said Aldo. 

			“My father got what he deserved. Natalia deserved none of this. Verseine—I most of all—did not deserve her. She never should have been brought here.”

			“You loved her?” Aldo seemed astonished to discover that Francis had genuine feelings for Natalia. 

			Francis thought of the vow he had made to himself on their wedding day and wanted to make it known to Aldo. “When I vowed to love her forever, I meant it more than I had ever meant anything.”

			“Then love her forever.”

			“How can I? She is gone.” 

			“To me, it seems she remains with you.” Aldo made a gesture over his heart. “Your forever is not concluded. Now is the time to remain steadfast with our vows and not abandon our principles.”

			Francis was reminded of how Natalia had motivated him to be better. At times he had been successful, while at other times he hadn’t. Aldo had witnessed some of his worst failures. “I failed her by my inability to sustain an upright character. It is what she expected in return for her love.”

			Aldo asked, “Why do you think it’s too late?” 

			“What would be the purpose if she cannot see it?”

			“The world would see it. Many people would be inspired by your continued love and dedication to her. Her effect would live on by multiplying forward and onward without limit. Natalia brought happiness to us all. Allow it to continue by your touch on the world around you.”

			“Why would you comfort me after what has been done to you?”

			“You are the only one I might help tonight. So, I help you.”

			“I wish that I could return the favor,” said Francis. “I am helpless.”

			“Am I not set free?”

			“Not entirely. You cannot return home.”

			“One day I will. Greed is not nourished in our fertile soils. Ordean is the thistle taking over the vineyard. Our vines are deeply rooted, hundreds of years old, and descended from vines which thrived thousands of years ago. The thistle may prevail for a time. But seasons come and go. The vineyard will survive, and the soil will always be Lucine.”
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			In an upper room of Marco’s home, his daughters worked to help Natalia remove the cloak she’d worn since she left Verseine. The reddish-brown color of the cloak somewhat concealed the horrors she had endured, but the daughters were startled when they removed the cloak. Natalia’s shirt had been stained the deepest crimson from the fatal wound of her twin sister. 

			The girls stood in shock, as if wondering how Natalia could possibly have survived whatever she’d been through. Natalia cried when she saw the extent to which Jillian’s blood had spilled over her body. 

			“Forgive us,” pleaded Marco’s wife as she hastened to remove the bloody garment. “Get a blanket,” she said sharply to her daughters, jarring them into action. “I’ll dispose of the soiled clothing,” said the mother, as she helped Natalia remove the short corset.

			“Not that,” responded Natalia as the daughters wrapped a blanket around her, trying not to be shocked by the extreme bruising down her torso. “It’s important to me. From a loved one.”

			The mother held the undergarment out of sight to inspect the stains. “I’ll do my best with it, Princess.” 

			The woman left the room as another daughter entered with two pails of warm water. The girls helped Natalia bathe. They washed her hair with soapy water that smelled of lavender. Natalia noticed that the rinsing of her hair continued to turn the water pink and knew the daughters repeatedly emptied the basin to prevent her from becoming upset again. 

			As Gabriella worked to dry Natalia’s hair, a younger sister noticed a commotion below in the yard. After being waved over, Gabriella excitedly ran to the window. Natalia was still naked except for the blanket. She watched the sisters whispering and smiling, until curiosity made her go to the window. They stepped aside so she could see. 

			Barely any evening light remained. Soldiers of Lucenze were dismounting just below the window at the entrance to the home. A young officer, concealed beneath the brim of his hat, gave the others instructions before they led the horses toward the barn. Then the officer reached out as Lorenzo jumped the last step and met him with an embrace. Lorenzo was very pleased to see the man, and Natalia hoped he brought good news of Lorenzo’s family. She watched them talk until Lorenzo pointed up in her direction. When the officer looked at the window, Marco’s daughters jumped back as if they were the ones with wet hair, clothed in only a blanket. Natalia had seen the man before but didn’t remember his name. She returned a nod to the officer after he raised his hat to her politely.

			“Who is he?” Natalia asked.

			“Captain Rafael Molinard,” answered Gabriella. 

			“Of the Royal Lucine Guard,” added her sister.

			After returning to her seat, Natalia could hear that the surprise arrival of Captain Rafael had initiated discussions. It was surprising to hear Lorenzo’s voice booming through the floor. She had mostly observed him quiet and in thought, so she was glad to hear him being outspoken when it was necessary. Many times she could hear a murmur of approval among the group. Lorenzo seemed to be rallying the spirits of the men.

			After the daughters had finished with her, Natalia left the room and could more clearly hear the words being spoken. She determined it wasn’t the proper time to walk down the stairs. It had become night, and the hall in which she stood was dark. She leaned against the wall above the stairs and proudly listened to the person she’d always longed to know emerge passionately as the leader of his country. 

			“Don’t think I do not want to. I’m their son. As their son, there’s nothing I want more than to lead as many of you as we could muster—as soon as we could get there—right into the teeth of the army.” There was another murmur among the men. “Perhaps we could give them a fight in the capital, if they’re spread out taking the other towns.

			“But as the son of the king—a king who cannot lead you at this time—I must put aside my emotions. You all must do the same. We must outwit Verseine. We must appear to be passive, while we prepare to take back Lucenze.” 

			While the men cheered Lorenzo’s words, Natalia was reminded of similar words from Marie as she tried to calm Natalia’s temper just before the wedding. It had turned out to be their final conversation. Natalia wiped a tear that eased onto her cheek. She had lost Jillian, whom she loved more than anyone. And Marie had been coming to her in her dreams like Jillian; Natalia wondered if it meant Marie was also dead. Was Lorenzo the only person she had left? 

			As her thoughts returned to Lorenzo, she heard him speaking of a secret network. “You will connect all the people of Lucenze. While it will seem as though we’re apart, all Lucine people must react as one. That cannot happen without the network you will be. Disperse among the towns and give instructions for each town to form secret militias. You will instruct them to remain secret and silent. They’ll wait until the time is right. We must allow these Verseine soldiers to pass through our lands, while we show only tolerance. As if we’ve accepted our fate.”
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			After Lorenzo completed his speech to the northern families, Rafael whispered, “You did well, Lorenzo.”

			“There are some aspects I left unsaid. Someone must sail to Karkov as soon as possible.”

			“I am that someone?”

			“If Natalia agrees.”

			“I agree,” said Natalia as she eased down the staircase. 

			Lorenzo watched every step. Her hair was darker from its dampness but had streaks of drying gold. It only took a glance from her to notice her beautiful light blue eyes had returned. The blue dress made them impossible to miss. It was a traditional Lucine dress with a white panel front. The scratches on her face showed what she’d survived, subtracting nothing from her beauty. Every man in the room wanted to be in Lorenzo’s place as he made his way to the bottom step. He couldn’t wait for her to reach the bottom and took two steps up to clasp her hand. “How do you feel?” he asked, supporting her arm as they left the staircase together.

			A nod was her only answer.

			Lorenzo brought her to Rafael and said, “Natalia. This is—”

			“Captain Rafael Molinard,” interrupted Natalia as the captain kissed her hand. 

			“I don’t remember saying my name when I introduced Lorenzo,” responded Rafael, referring to the banquet he’d attended in Karkov.

			“You didn’t. But Marco’s daughters seem to know everything about you.” 

			Lorenzo smirked at Rafael before saying, “Rafael and I have been friends since we could crawl.”

			“That’s true,” responded Rafael. “But I heard a different Lorenzo tonight. When we were children, I would speak for him because of his shyness.”

			“What news do you bring from the capital?” Natalia asked.

			“The king gave orders for his family to sail west to Vestra with Thomas, Lorenzo’s friend.”

			Natalia glanced to Lorenzo. “Your mother too?”

			Lorenzo shook his head.

			“No, Princess Natalia. The queen refused. The king ordered most of the guard to see Emilia off safely. He asked me and seven others to evade the Verseine Army and ride toward Karkov to find Lorenzo and—” The captain stopped short of mentioning Jillian.

			Natalia touched Rafael’s arm. “I don’t wish for Jillian’s name to be avoided.”

			“I was to find Lorenzo and Jillian. Also to deliver word of the invasion to Karkov. Luckily, a man was at the road to inform us Lorenzo was here.”

			“What about Aldo?” asked Natalia.

			“Aldo hasn’t returned from Verseine,” replied Rafael.

			Natalia had hoped Aldo was able to flee the city, but his continued absence gave much reason for concern. She urgently wanted to reach Kark warriors. “How soon can you depart for Karkov?”

			“As soon as I can find a ship,” he replied.

			“Will you leave from the same place as Emilia?” Natalia asked.

			Lorenzo answered, “The guardsmen would’ve taken her to Marisa. Our port city. But Rafael should be able to find passage with a wine merchant who operates from the northern coast.”

			“Finding someone capable of sailing into the Lion’s Roar is just as important as finding a sturdy ship,” Natalia said. “The ship will need to be tall. There’s a cable across the channel when you reach the sea fortress. They’ll roll a cage out along the cable. The ship must be high enough to reach it.”

			“I’ll climb the mast if I have to,” said Rafael. “I will do whatever it takes to reach your warriors.”

			“Lucenze depends on it,” responded Lorenzo.

			“I’d like to leave the seven guardsmen here with you.”

			Lorenzo refused, saying, “It’s more important to guarantee your arrival in Karkov. And we can’t stay here, where we might endanger Marco’s family. Natalia and I will set up camp at Lea Abbey.”

			When Rafael stepped away to prepare his guardsmen for departure, Natalia asked to speak with Marco. Lorenzo saw Marco notice that Natalia’s eyes were different but knew he didn’t want to broach the same subject his mother had.

			“May I seek another favor?” Natalia asked him.

			“Anything,” answered Marco. 

			“My sister would want her body returned to the soil in ashes. But I can’t do something which might draw unwanted attention.”

			Marco responded, “I will preserve your sister’s body with lime until you’re able to do as you wish.”

			“I’m thankful. But I also ask that you do it for me if I’m unable to return.”

			He looked at Lorenzo with confusion before saying, “Of course.”

			The sound of the rear door shutting drew everyone’s attention. It was Antonio and another boy delivering cooked meats to the kitchen table. After seeing Natalia, Antonio gleefully waved to her. 

			“It seems you have an admirer,” remarked Rafael, who’d returned from giving instructions to the guardsmen.

			“I am his admirer,” she responded. “We had promised to be great friends within a moment of our meeting.”

			Marco chuckled.

			Rafael turned to the boy’s father. “Marco, with your permission, I wish to employ Antonio. Since he’s made such a bond, he’d be the best messenger between Lorenzo and the operations. At times this may have him encountering danger. His first duty would be to follow me to the coast, in order to report back to Lorenzo my departure and provide any new information we may have learned.”

			“It would honor my family, but most of our animals are for farming. If he took my horse, I wouldn’t be able to ride south.”

			Natalia interjected, “Anyone brave enough to serve his country should have his own horse. The palomino belongs to Antonio.” 

			“No,” responded Marco. “We couldn’t . . .”

			Natalia smiled and explained, “His previous owner wouldn’t have had it any other way.”

			Marco was speechless.

			“I also knew this man and agree he would want Antonio to have the colt,” Lorenzo added.

			“He’ll take good care of him,” said Marco with a grin, before turning to Rafael. “Captain, I know Antonio will serve you well. I’ll tell him and his mother, so he can prepare.” 

			“Marco.” Natalia caught his attention as he was walking toward his family. “Do you have ink and paper? I should write letters for Captain Rafael to deliver.”

			“Certainly, Princess Natalia, let me show you to my desk.”

			Marco brought her to a narrow desk located below the stairs. He positioned the chair for Natalia and supplied a pen, ink, and paper. Then he lit a small candle on the desk before going to prepare Antonio for his duty.

			Rafael left to check in with his men; Lorenzo stayed behind, watching Natalia sitting at the desk. She dipped the pen and began hastily writing what he assumed was a new letter to Sokol. Once finished, she folded the letter and labeled the outer fold. Instead of getting up with the completed letter, Natalia took a deep breath and placed clean stationery in front of her but only stared at it. Lorenzo wondered whether she was contemplating a letter to her father. Her gaze moved to the flickering candle, and after watching it for much time, she finally started the second letter. As she wrote, there was mostly resolve in her expression, except for when she quickly wiped away a tear. After folding the last letter, Natalia labeled it as before, but then she used wax from the candle to seal the fold.

			When she stood from the desk, Natalia was obviously upset by the emotion she’d poured into the final letter. Behind her, Antonio was hurriedly eating at the table, surrounded by his parents and oldest sister. Natalia patted his head as she walked past him to speak to his mother. While Lorenzo watched Natalia interact with Antonio’s mother, Rafael walked up behind him unheard.

			“I see you still prefer to lurk and study,” Rafael said, startling Lorenzo. “And I’ve seen that look on your face. It’s the same way you watched her in Karkov.”

			Lorenzo didn’t know how to respond. He wished that he could simply love the young woman who’d suddenly become his wife, but it was more complicated than that.

			Rafael must’ve been able to understand his dilemma, because he said, “There will certainly be brighter days ahead for you, dear friend.” 

			After patting Lorenzo on the back, Rafael continued toward Marco’s family. “Antonio!” Rafael made a small lunge in the boy’s direction while using his arm and pointed finger as a sword. “Are you aware that a world-class swordsman is under your roof right now?” After gaining everyone’s attention, he continued, “No, not me. Rather, I myself will be seeking lessons from Princess Natalia.”

			Antonio’s bright smile gleamed at Natalia.

			She responded, “By the time the captain returns, I will be healed and in need of a sparring partner.”

			Rafael waved away her offer. “No, no, only demonstrations for me. I cannot let my men see how poorly I compare in a match.” Antonio’s family laughed. 

			“Can you teach me to be a swordsman, Natalia?” Antonio asked, rising from his seat.

			Natalia walked to Antonio and pinched his chin. “I’m more afraid to face Antonio. His handsome smile will distract me.”

			Everyone laughed again, and Gabriella teased him for the favor he had gained with Natalia.

			“If the messenger is ready . . .” said Rafael. 

			While Antonio received his final hugs, Natalia said to Rafael, “Captain, I personally hold you accountable for returning my dearest friend home safely to his family.” Then Natalia added her own hug to the ones the boy had received, and his cheeks changed color.

			“His glow will light the dark road, Princess Natalia. And he will return tomorrow,” promised Rafael as Natalia handed him the letters.
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			When it came time to retire, Natalia and Lorenzo walked up the stairs. She’d been waiting until they were alone to ask about the next day. “What is Lea Abbey?”

			“A beautiful site of ruins hidden in our northern mountains.”

			“Ruins?”

			“It’s been abandoned for hundreds of years. Forgotten by most and reclaimed by nature.”

			Natalia noticed a change in his expression as they stepped into the light of an oil lamp sitting on a small table. He was looking at a nightgown that had been laid upon the bed for Natalia. She turned away and picked up the nightgown, as if the awkwardness went unnoticed.

			“I can help you without looking,” said Lorenzo.

			She didn’t understand why he would say that. They were married. He was the one who spoke so certainly to her about the matter. Regardless, if he remained uncomfortable, then she would observe modesty on his behalf. She moved her hair to one side. “There are buttons in the back,” she said.

			Lorenzo unfastened the buttons before turning away.

			The dress slipped down easily. Getting the nightgown over her head would be another matter, but Natalia didn’t want to show any signs of pain for fear of making Lorenzo feel guilty. Her right arm moved freely, so she slid the nightgown up that arm and then over her head. Before she attempted to work her left arm in, the floor creaked behind her.

			“Your left side is very bruised,” said Lorenzo. 

			He helped her by gently pulling the fabric away from her body until she could bend her left arm into the sleeve. When she turned around, the way Lorenzo looked at her made Natalia think of her fate. Lorenzo deserved to be warned if she was destined to be killed in the upcoming battle.

			Lorenzo touched her arms and appeared ready to kiss her when Natalia said, “I have to tell you something.”

			He nodded and dropped his hands.

			“First I want to ask something,” she continued. “Do you believe what Marco’s mother said about my eyes?”

			“They’ve returned to normal,” he responded.

			“They have?” Natalia didn’t understand why her eyes had changed back. Was she no longer a seer? It still didn’t change what she’d already learned. And he was trying to avoid saying whether or not he believed it. “You didn’t answer my question.”

			“Would it offend you if my answer is no?”

			“Not as long as you respect that I do.” It was time to tell him. “Whether you believe or not, there’s something else you must know about my dreams. In the first dream after Jillian’s death . . . Jillian said she didn’t want to go with me to Lucenze. She said I was going to fall in battle, when the warriors of four nations gather, and she’d be left here alone.” 

			Lorenzo thought carefully before responding, “You think you’re going to die?”

			“Yes. And I’ve accepted it. I just want you to be aware.” It was Natalia’s turn to think about her next words. “I don’t want you hurt after I’m gone.”

			“You have that much belief in your dreams?”

			“I was beginning to even before I met Marco’s mother. After feeling her truth, I have no doubt. If you could only experience them. They’re different from dreams. Those with me are really there.” 

			“If you believe you have this gift, then it should be used. We will keep you far from this battle of nations.”

			“The dreams say I’m supposed to take up Jillian’s destiny and lead her warriors into battle. What if I don’t? What might happen to Lucenze?”

			“We’ll find another way.”

			“That’s not what I want.”

			“What do you mean? You want to die?”

			“I don’t want to live without Jillian.”

			Lorenzo stepped away, frustrated with her words, before turning back around. “Jillian wouldn’t want you to die.”

			“Jillian told me what she wanted. She wants me to kill Ordean. And kill my father.”

			“Natalia, that’s your mind imagining something Jillian might say. You know she’d want you to live.”

			“Jillian would want to be with me.”

			“Not as ashes,” gasped Lorenzo.

			Natalia tried to hide the quivering of her lips.

			Lorenzo quickly said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. But what you said doesn’t make sense to me. Do you believe you would be reunited with her? In some afterlife?”

			“No.”

			“But, alive, you are with her. She’s with you when you sleep. And the real Jillian told both of us what she wanted of your life. She wanted us together.”

			“I shouldn’t have brought this up. I just didn’t want you to love me when I’m meant to die.”

			Lorenzo went to her and took her into his arms just as she began to cry.

			“I’m aware how ridiculous this sounds,” cried Natalia. “All I ever wanted was to be your wife. Now I’m trying to talk my way out of it.”

			“There’s nothing you could say to stop me from loving you,” whispered Lorenzo.

			“If it’s my destiny to die, then I must die. Jillian was only given a short while to live as she wanted. I only ask for the same.” Natalia lifted her head, and they stared at each other. “When the battle comes, I’ll be ready. But until then, I’d like to be Natalia, Lorenzo’s wife. Will you allow me that?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do not feel sad when I’m gone. You will have given me all I wanted.”

			“Why do you feel the need to ask for this? You’re already my wife.”

			“It doesn’t really feel that way.”

			Lorenzo carefully considered his next words. “We didn’t get what most couples are allowed. The time for a progression of intimacy.” 

			“We shouldn’t be compared to what’s normal. Normal people don’t come together as we have. I don’t have time for normal.”

			The impact of her words was clear. Lorenzo was stunned by her remark. “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t want to make you feel that way again. What do you want me to do?”

			“Don’t turn away when I’m naked,” she replied, and they shared a brief chuckle. “Tonight, I want to sleep close to you. I miss Jillian.”

			He embraced her again and responded, “I know.” 

			Natalia got into bed while Lorenzo snuffed the lamp. When he lay beside her, she snuggled under his right arm.

			“Will she come to you tonight?” asked Lorenzo.

			“Probably. Or Marie. Both will want to tease me about our conversation.”

			After giggling, Natalia became serious and said, “If my eyes change again, I’ll do my best to learn more about your family.” 
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			Natalia was asleep with her back nestled against Lorenzo. When her eyes opened, she was startled to see Francis lying in front of her, staring at her face-to-face. She pushed him away, trying not to wake Lorenzo. “Get out, Francis.” 

			“I have as much right to be here as he.”

			“No, you don’t.”

			Francis laughed loudly, and Natalia hushed him.

			“Oh, my lovely, surely you see the irony. When we first kissed, you thought it would be more natural with Lorenzo. Yet, he is the one uncomfortable being your husband. I will be honest, Natalia. I would never look away.” 

			He laughed again, which infuriated Natalia. 

			“You will never have with him what you had with me,” said Francis.

			“What did we have?” 

			“Have you forgotten the evening we danced? Never again will you experience a moment of unexpected and unadulterated romance. Every woman wanted to be you. Every man wanted to be me.”

			“You still don’t get it, Francis. I don’t want the same things as you. My desires aren’t rooted in jealousy of others. This is why there would’ve been as much volatility as affection between us.”

			“Aha,” blurted Francis. “You admit affection.”

			“Of course I had affection for you. I was just as dedicated to loving you as I am to loving Lorenzo. But what you’re unable to hear is that I’m better off loving Lorenzo.”

			“You are better off with someone who is ashamed to watch his wife undress?”

			“Shut up, Francis. Just leave. I don’t want you here.”

			Her words seemed to hurt him. His demeanor was sincere when he said, “What if I changed? Would you still be my wife?”

			“No.”

			“Then I have no motivation to change.”

			“You could strive to be a better king than your father.”

			“By acting humble?” He scoffed. “Humility. Humility does not suit a king.”

			“It suits King Lucas perfectly. And it’s not an act. He isn’t motivated to be seen as a humble king. He is a humble king who even desires to end his monarchy.”

			“And look how that turned out for him. It seems he will get his wish.”

			“Do you know his fate?” asked Natalia. “Can you tell me about King Lucas?”

			“Are you not concerned about me? I am in just as much danger.”

			“Give me something I can tell Lorenzo,” she continued. “These dreams have to do something good.”

			“I will tell you the king’s fate, but you must do something for me in return.”

			“Like what?”

			“You have to come to Verseine.” 

			“Forget it, Francis.”

			“To save my life.” 

			Natalia responded, “I’ve already saved your life by not killing you.” 

			“How will I ever become the person you want me to be if I am dead?”

			“Perhaps that’s exactly what I want you to be.”

			“You do not mean that,” said Francis.

			“Who wants you dead?” she asked. 

			“Who doesn’t?”

			“I’ll never abandon the people who deserve my help in order to be your protector.”

			“Let us agree that if the time comes you will grant me life.”

			“Tell me about King Lucas, and I’ll consider it.”

			“He is alive. But it only means he will live to see nothing but darkness.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means exactly what I said.”

			Natalia expressed her frustration with a groan. “Why can’t you say anything with clarity? Everything must be a game with you. Even in the dreams. Does it mean Lucenze will remain under Verseine control?”

			“No, that is all for now, my lovely.” 

			“Wait, Francis. You’re still alive yet speaking to me in my dream.”

			He smiled. 

			“Does that mean Marie might still be alive?”

			“Oh, Natalia, you know I love a grand surprise.”
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			The horses were only walking, but Natalia noticed she sat better in the saddle than she had the previous day. Once again, their ride had been quiet, with only a few words spoken. If Natalia didn’t initiate conversation, it would rarely occur. And she didn’t want to discuss what she couldn’t stop thinking about. How could she say what she had learned in the last dream? She couldn’t tell only the encouraging news without the bad part she didn’t even understand. It wouldn’t be fair to give Lorenzo hope when Francis had clearly alluded to something awful. 

			The fact that it was Francis who had visited her in the dream also didn’t escape her thoughts. Why Francis? Was she actually concerned for him? It annoyed her to consider it. And though the silent journey fit her mood, the lack of discussion made it impossible to think of anything other than the dream.

			The boredom was beginning to bother Natalia. She needed something else to think about. What about her physical pain? She could always manage physical afflictions better than mental ones. Natalia stretched her back to gauge her soreness. She was determined to use their time in the wilderness to work her muscles loose in preparation for the coming battle. With her free hand she felt the coldness of her sword’s grip and then ran her fingers over the carved lion pommel. Touching the sword made her think of Jillian, so the physical distraction didn’t last for very long.

			They were traveling through a forest without a road or a trail. The thick canopy of the trees made for an easy ride without underbrush to traverse. “It’s just ahead,” said Lorenzo.

			Natalia looked ahead but could only see forest. “How long since you’ve been to the ruins? Are you sure they’re still there?”

			Lorenzo smiled. “They’re there. What’s left of them will always be there.”

			Then Natalia could see a break in the canopy with a freestanding stone gable reaching above the trees. After climbing a hill, they emerged from the trees at the edge of a grassy meadow. Lorenzo stopped to let Natalia take in the scene. There were wildflowers throughout the field, and it reminded her of the lupine field where she and Jillian would go together. The structure was beautiful yet struggling to withstand nature’s wear. The roof of the raised central structure had returned to the earth while the stone walls remained defiant, rising high with majesty. 

			“It’s remarkable. Why would it ever have been abandoned?”

			“Are there not ancient structures in Karkov?”

			“We don’t desert them,” replied Natalia. 

			Lorenzo laughed at her response. 

			“But this place is perfect the way it is. There’s beauty in its abandonment,” she added. 

			The gray roan looked like he wanted to run. She thought he was also reminded of the lupine field in Karkov. Jillian would always be first into the field, galloping the roan through the lupines, screaming out to the mountains. “How about it, boy? Let’s do it for Jillian.” Natalia relaxed the reins and squeezed with her legs. The roan lunged into the field. Natalia felt the high grasses and flowers brush against the stirrups. She gripped the saddle while looking into the sky and called out like her sister would. 

			✴

			Lorenzo remained at the edge of the trees, watching the woman he already loved gallop through the field. He smiled because he knew she was healing, in both body and mind. When Natalia and the roan disappeared into the ruined abbey, he urged his horse to join them. 

			He found Natalia still mounted in the roofless center of the structure between the highest walls, studying how the sunlight fell into the dark hall. The sunbeams were painting one wall while the other remained black. There was a distinct line between darkness and light across the air that fell from the top of the dark wall to a point down the sun-painted wall. Specks of nature danced in rhythm within the rays of sunlight. Moss covered most of the stone floor in the roofless hall, but the side near the sun-drenched wall had grass in the joints.

			Lorenzo dismounted but stayed for a while where he’d entered, while Natalia sat on the roan in silence until the sunlight on the wall faded. He looked up at the sky over the large hall and saw clouds taking over the beautiful day. “Natalia, can I help you dismount before I go for firewood?” When she turned to him, he saw tears in her light blue eyes. Lorenzo walked over to her and supported her leg as she eased it over the roan’s back. “I’ve got you.” He helped her get her right leg down to the stone floor and held her weight while she pulled her left shoe from its stirrup. Natalia remained facing the roan’s side, with her left hand still on the saddle and her head against its fender. 

			Lorenzo let his right hand fall to her waist. “Do you want me to stay?” 

			She turned to Lorenzo and locked her fingers behind his lower back. “Yes, but I want a fire more.” Natalia smiled at her own joke as she let go of him and dried her tears. “I’ll be fine.”

			“I’ll tie the horses first,” said Lorenzo.

			“I can tie them and leave the tack for you.”

			“The remains of stone ceilings along the outer edges of the structure will reflect the heat of the fire back upon us. In the corner over there would be best.” 

			When Lorenzo returned with the first load of wood, he found the horses tied to a column that supported the outer stone ceiling. Their saddles, blankets, and gear had been removed. He didn’t see Natalia but saw she’d propped the saddles, soft side up, in the corner beyond the horses with the bedrolls extended from their bases. The weather was worsening, so he unloaded the firewood and went for more.

			When he returned with the next load, Natalia had started a fire next to where she had set the beds. She was lying within her saddle with the light of the flames dancing on the stone overhead. “I thought you were leaving the gear for me.”

			“I found that I was able.”

			There was a rumble of thunder, which caught their attention, and Lorenzo turned, as if ready to get another load of wood. “That’ll be enough for the night, Lorenzo. Come sit with me.”

			Lorenzo wanted to get more to keep it dry but sat with Natalia instead. “How’re you feeling?”

			“I’m improving. I’ll be ready to lead the warriors by their arrival.”

			Lorenzo was distraught over the thought of Natalia’s being on the front line of a battle, especially after the previous night’s conversation. He lost himself, staring into the fire and considering the danger she would be in, until he noticed she was observing him.

			“I’m learning to let you think and learning to tell when you are. It’s easy to know when you are, because you go to another place,” declared Natalia, drawing a brief smile from Lorenzo. “But you seem troubled,” she continued. “Care to share with me?” 

			“Don’t you think that because of what’s happened . . .” started Lorenzo, before hesitating. “Even though he says he’s now too old for battle . . . your father would lead the warriors?”

			“It’s not what my dreams suggested.”

			Once again, Lorenzo left the conversation idle while he studied the flames. He couldn’t imagine any reason why the Old Lion wouldn’t bring his warriors to avenge Jillian’s death. Natalia caught his attention when she gingerly leaned forward and rested her chin on her arms across her knees. She turned her head toward him, still resting it on her arms. The flickering of the fire sparkled in her soft stare and revealed the battle wounds that had yet to heal on her face. “Care to share your thoughts?” Lorenzo asked.

			“No,” she laughed.

			“Why?”

			“Because you’ve been in serious thought and I wasn’t.”

			“There’s far too much seriousness,” he responded, matching her laughter.

			“I was wondering why you didn’t shave the beginning of your beard.”

			“Did you want me to?”

			“No, you are handsome either way,” Natalia replied, reaching to feel the short stubble. “And this Lorenzo is better suited to be in the wilderness.” 

			Lorenzo enjoyed the lighter moment until they heard the rumble of thunder, and the storm clouds brought an early darkness to the evening. The arrival of the rain seemed to also change Natalia’s demeanor. She leaned on the left flank of the saddle to watch the heavy drops bouncing from the stone floor of the large hall. The splashing rain was just beyond where they sat protected by the arched stone roof. 

			After it had rained for some time, the horses neighed in response to something they sensed. Another horse responded from a distance, signaling an approach.

			“The guns are against that wall,” said Natalia as she rolled over onto her knees and stood. Lorenzo grabbed her arm to help her, but she snapped at him, “The guns, Lorenzo.”

			He hurried to the wall and grabbed a pistol holster, two rifles, and a pouch of shells. When he turned around, Natalia had taken up a position against a column, with a clear view toward the end of the roofless hall. 

			“I saw someone move across an opening,” she said quietly when Lorenzo returned. Natalia took a rifle from him. 

			“Do you know how?” Lorenzo asked, but she didn’t reply. Instead, she eased herself down against the stone and took aim, supporting the gun with her left knee. With the first glimpse Lorenzo had of the intruder, he could tell someone had dismounted and was leading a horse across the threshold of the large opening of the main hall. Then he saw a floppy hat overcome by the weight of a soaking rain.

			“It’s Antonio,” Natalia said quietly before calling out to him. “Antonio!” 

			Lorenzo reached to help Natalia stand, but she lunged to her feet on her own. Antonio stopped at the stone wall of the opening to wave. Lorenzo partly exhaled in relief and partly laughed at the boy’s entrance. He motioned Antonio inward, and Natalia returned the weapons to the corner. The boy quickly led the palomino across the part of the hall that was exposed to rain and into the covered side, and tied the colt with the others. While Antonio worked removing the tack, Lorenzo took the drenched hat and reached beyond the column to wring it. 

			“Poor night to deliver your first message,” said Lorenzo. He could see the boy was proud of his duty, unaffected by the rain. “Come. I see your friend is waiting by the fire.” 

			Antonio smiled.

			When they walked toward the fire, Natalia had a blanket ready. Lorenzo helped the boy remove his wet coat before she wrapped the blanket around him. The glow of the fire reflected from the wetness on Antonio’s face.

			“You bring a message worth treading water?” asked Lorenzo.

			Antonio nodded and replied, “From Captain Rafael.” The boy was no longer smiling.

			“Then deliver it,” Lorenzo said. 

			“Last night, when we reached the fisherman’s cove, all the vessels had been set aflame by the Verseine Navy. Nothing remained which would float. The debris of the charred docks still smoldered above the water. So, we went down the coast to the wine merchant, then the shipyard, and found the same as we went south. The captain veered from the coast and took the quickest route to Marisa. We arrived before dawn and could see the horizon glowing well before we were close. The Verseine Navy occupied the harbor, and the Lucine ships were still burning. Captain Rafael questioned a man who worked the docks. Marisa was taken before your sister fled the capital.”

			“Then Emilia couldn’t have sailed,” said Lorenzo. 

			“Where could she be?” asked Natalia.

			Lorenzo responded, “The guardsmen would’ve taken her into hiding or searched for another ship.”

			“Rafael will find her,” Natalia assured Lorenzo as she touched his shoulder. “And he’ll bring her here to you.”

			Lorenzo took a deep breath. “The guardsmen will keep her safe,” he agreed, before focusing on Natalia with a serious stare. “But once again, we’re cut off from Karkov.”

			Natalia nodded but noticed Antonio’s look of anxiousness. “Don’t fret, Antonio. Those fools have marched east to poke an Old Lion. It’s only a matter of time before he pounces,” she said, and curved her hands into the claws of a lion, making him smile.

			Lorenzo considered the way Natalia mentioned the Old Lion. It showed a sort of affection for her father that she no longer held. He appreciated the sacrifice she made to ease the fear of the young boy.

			“I should return in case the captain has sent more news,” said Antonio.

			“Not in this storm,” responded Natalia.

			“It may rain through the night, Natalia. His mother would worry.”

			“I would worry if he left in this. And how could his mother respect me if I let him?”

			Lorenzo shrugged, and Antonio smiled. 

			“If I stay, can I have a sword lesson?” asked the eager boy.

			Natalia faced him, placing her hands on her hips. “What do you think, Lorenzo, is he ready for his first lesson of swordsmanship?”

			“Seems to be,” replied Lorenzo as he sat against his upended saddle to observe.

			Antonio laid the blanket down while eyeing the sword where it leaned against the wall. “Can I use the Lioness sword?”

			“No,” she answered abruptly. “You won’t grip a sword until you’re ready to use it. And you won’t even need your hands until you learn to use your legs. Hands behind your back,” she instructed. “One who knows the force of his legs can defeat a much stronger opponent who doesn’t. Your base is the foundation of your fight.” She began to move his feet into position by shifting them with her own. “Responsible for your power, position, balance, and momentum.”

			Lorenzo was fascinated with the logic as Natalia showed Antonio footwork and positional strategies, beginning with defensive maneuvers. He’d previously thought of swordsmanship as movements of finesse, because that’s how the end result appeared. But as Natalia broke down the elements of her skill, he saw the physics of force, leverage, and momentum in play. 

			Eventually he was distracted from his consideration of the science behind her strategies by Natalia’s endearing mannerisms. He found the simplest things attractive, like the way she puffed hair from her eyes when her hands were busy, and the musical sound of her laugh. When the boy stumbled and went to his rear while trying to give ground, Natalia erupted into laughter and spun to see whether Lorenzo had seen it. He had never seen her that happy. It made him forget their burdens, and he immersed himself in studying her true beauty. 

			Lorenzo felt as if he were getting a glimpse of the future, when he would be watching her train their son. And while the thought began as a pleasant one, it soon troubled Lorenzo to imagine his son being trained to be a Lion. With the change in disposition, Lorenzo removed his notebook from his saddlebag. He kept to his sketches for a while, even after Natalia and Antonio had joined him by the fire. Antonio dozed soon after nestling against her legs. Natalia rested his head in her lap and moved her fingers through his hair like a comb. Lorenzo thought about the improbability of a boy like Antonio lying in the lap of Natalia, Daughter of the Lion. He shared a smile with Natalia before leaning back into the cradle of the saddle.
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			The roan leaned his head down to wake Natalia with a loud snort. His feet were shuffling on the stone floor, as if he was excited about something. Through sleepy eyes, Natalia saw a rider on him. It was Jillian! For some odd reason, she was wearing Natalia’s golden wedding gown. Natalia giggled at the sight of Jillian draped in extravagance. Even her hair was made up elegantly, in the way Marie had wanted to do Natalia’s for the wedding, though Natalia had refused.

			“What’re you doing, Jillian?” 

			The roan was pawing the floor, pleading for the command to run.

			“Don’t wake Antonio. He didn’t sleep at all last night.”

			Jillian wouldn’t respond. Natalia couldn’t determine whether she was angry. She appeared that way. Her eyes were accented with black shadowing, which made her look more intimidating than usual.

			“Why won’t you say anything?”

			Jillian only scowled. 

			“You’re angry with me. What did I do? Is it because I left you at the farm? That’s what you told me I would do, and I did it. Don’t be mad. I’ve already decided that I’ll make them carry my ashes to be placed with yours.”

			She didn’t react to anything Natalia said.

			“I thought maybe here. What do you think about this place, Jillian? It’s so much like our lupine field.” Natalia was beginning to feel panic over Jillian’s refusal to speak. “Say something. Please. Tell me why you’re wearing the gown.” 

			Jillian drew the Lioness sword.

			“Are you telling me to fight? I will. I promise.”

			Jillian lifted her eyes. She pointed the sword north, toward Verseine.

			Natalia responded, “But their army is in Lucenze.”

			The roan backed away, obeying the tugged reins.

			“Just tell me, Jillian. Tell me what you want.”

			Jillian spun the roan around and sent him galloping into the roofless part of the abbey. She continued out of the structure, leaving Natalia alone to consider what Jillian was trying to tell her.
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			Lorenzo was cold when he woke to see only the glow of embers. It was still dark, although he assumed it was near dawn. When he added new wood to the fire and stoked it, the flickering light revealed Natalia was also awake. Her face was glowing as she watched him with sapphire eyes. She didn’t move because the boy was still asleep in her lap. 

			“Lorenzo,” she whispered.

			He gave her his attention silently. 

			Natalia continued, “From what we’ve seen and heard, Ordean must have all, or nearly all, of his forces outside of Verseine. I believe he’s in Lucenze with the greater part of his army.”

			Lorenzo knelt beside her, still gently prodding the fire. “Not in Verseine to vie for control?” he asked.

			“No, I don’t think so. He’d stay with the source of his power. I don’t want to wait for Kark warriors. Let’s take our response to Verseine.”

			“Moving our southern militia past the capital is risky.”

			“Not with the Lucine militia,” she said. “We will fight Verseine with Verseine.” Lorenzo leaned in, observing the glow on her face as her thoughts continued to stream. “Do you remember me telling you of the Verseineman named Warren?”

			“Yes,” he answered.

			“He spoke of revolution. Warren said that I’d done what you just did to the sleeping embers. He pleaded with me to stay. To incite rebellion. That’s what we’ll do.”

			Lorenzo smiled at the brilliance of her suggestion. “We could take control of the wharf,” he added. “Send word to Karkov.” He slapped his legs and stood with excitement, no longer whispering. “The goat trail,” he blurted with uncharacteristic spontaneity. “There’s a game trail over the mountains that will bring us near Verseine without as much time exposed on the road.”

			Natalia said, “We’ll go as soon as we have news of Emilia.”

			“Yes, but I won’t go with you.”

			“What do you mean? Do you remember your vow to my sister? That we’ll stay together?”

			“I do remember,” he replied. “It was when I vowed to keep you safe.”

			“How will you keep me safe by leaving me alone in Verseine to start a rebellion?”

			“Because I’ll be watching your back. We’ll need to ensure Verseine is isolated—that no word can leave and no soldiers can return. Seizing the wharf should be your first action, so a ship cannot leave to deliver news to Ordean. I’ll take the guardsmen into the narrow gorge where the goat trail ends and create a blockade of the road.”

			“Let Rafael lead the blockade,” responded Natalia.

			“Rafael must be with you in Verseine. He’ll be prepared to sail the moment the wharf is taken. Antonio will work between us, keeping each informed of the other.”

			Antonio squirmed as if he’d soon wake. The openings in the east and south walls became faintly visible as the sun rose. Natalia’s posture showed her displeasure, but she no longer disputed his suggestion. 

			“This man, Warren, knows his countrymen,” Lorenzo continued. “He pictured a defiant queen inspiring his people.” Lorenzo caught her scornful glance when he mentioned her as queen. “If Francis has been crowned king, then the people will see you as queen. They’ll declare you their queen, and that could ignite an uprising.” 

			Lorenzo stared at her until she nodded. 

			“You’ll better inspire the Verseine people without a Lucine husband at your side. I know you’re angry, but also that you agree. I’m going to ride the goat trail this morning and clear any downed trees. I also want to scout the gorge. It’s been many years since I’ve seen it.”
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			After seeing Antonio off, Natalia emerged from the abbey resolved to exercise and loosen her sore muscles. She walked into the bright sun and embraced its warmth. With her eyes closed, she pulled back her hair and let the sun rest on her face. Instead of thinking about swordwork, she was distracted by thoughts of Lorenzo. She wondered if the previous night might’ve been different without Antonio’s arrival. She was similarly curious about the upcoming evening. Natalia would soon depart to start the revolution in Verseine. The revolution would lead to the battle between nations, which meant her death. So, to Natalia, the few days she had with her husband at Lea Abbey were the sum of the rest of their lives together.

			There was a patch of grass beside a well just outside of the abbey. Natalia unsheathed the Lioness sword, laid the sheath against the well, and began to work in a methodical rhythm. Her bare feet squashed the blanket of thick grass. Her movements were careful yet smooth. Natalia eased through motions she’d practiced most of her life, while her mind remained elsewhere. Lorenzo had said he loved her. She had explained that she wanted to be his wife. She didn’t want to die without feeling his hands on her body. She wanted to fully understand love with Lorenzo, including in the most intimate of ways.

			Natalia stopped her exercise and looked at the well. The rope was not very old. She leaned her sword against the stone wall and pulled the rope to see if it was attached to anything. A bucket of cool water rose to the top, and she rested it on the short wall of the well. She drank from her hands and wiped the coolness over her face. She unbuttoned her shirt, pulled her right arm from its sleeve, and eased it down her left side. After placing the shirt over the hilt of the sword, Natalia looked down at the short corset. Marco’s wife had scrubbed it with lye and had turned the stain slightly gray, but it was still clearly marked with Jillian’s blood. Natalia tried to grab the lacings at her back, but she couldn’t reach. So she resumed washing her face and body, thinking about Lorenzo.

			✴

			As he made his way down the ridge on horseback, Lorenzo caught glimpses of Natalia through the thick foliage. When he neared the clearing, he could see she was washing her hair, wearing only undergarments. His first instinct was to circle around to the front of the abbey to leave her in privacy. Instead, he walked the horse into the meadow, taking in the beauty of his wife without reservation. She saw him, smiled, and continued to bathe. He could see most of her body: her breasts, covered by a small corset; the strength in her shoulders; the trimness of her waist. Her skin had a slight golden tone. Her hair was wet, shining in the sunlight, and clinging to her body. Lorenzo felt invited to go to his wife. It was an urge he had to obey.

			✴

			Natalia stayed seated on the wall, watching Lorenzo ride through the field with his sleeves rolled to his elbows and an axe over his left shoulder. The brim of his hat shaded his eyes, while the dark growth of his beard shone in the sun. She rose as he dismounted. Natalia covered the stained corset with her arms and saw Lorenzo notice her doing so. 

			“It’s stained from her blood,” she explained. 

			Lorenzo touched her shoulder, and Natalia let her arms drop. She smelled hints of chopped wood on his shirt. He slid his hands down her smooth arms. 

			“I can’t reach the lacings,” she added. 

			With his hands still on her arms, he leaned close, putting her cheek against his own. 

			She turned her face toward him, her lips just barely touching his ear, and whispered, “If you wish to remain modest, I will respect—” 

			Her words were interrupted when he moved his hand to her lower back, pulling her to him. 
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			Senior Verseine officers gave their daily reports from various operations to a disinterested general. Every report was the same: no resistance. Ordean was bored and impatient, waiting for his formidable opponent to respond. The taking of Lucenze had been easy, as was expected. The general half-heartedly regretted that he hadn’t accompanied the regiments that had moved eastward, where his plan was at greater risk. But he expected the eastern conflict would be over soon and was anxious to learn its fate. Adding to his anxiety was the consideration that if the eastern troops failed to execute his plan, Ordean knew he stood no chance of defeating the entire Kark Army.

			Ordean had expected the initial report from the pass that morning. It had been the only thing on his mind all day. Duval, the commander of the navy, was giving an account of the status of the port when a commotion stirred outside the door. Word from the pass had finally arrived.

			Waving the messenger in, Ordean said, “Send in the wine girls. I cannot hear this news with a dry cup.”

			A Verseine corporal entered. He was from a battalion mobilized to the pass. Following the corporal into the room were two Lucine girls, each carrying a wine jug. Their despairing eyes lacked both sleep and any more tears to cry.

			The general was sizing up the corporal while one of the girls filled his cup. When she turned to leave, he caught her wrist and said to her, “Do you know how important you and this wine are to your country?” The girl squinted, and she whimpered, but her dry eyes had no tears. “No, I am serious, young beauty,” Ordean continued, moving the edge of his finger down her arm. “I tell you this: if not for you and this wine, there would be nothing keeping me from burning this place to the ground.” As the officers laughed boisterously, Ordean yanked the girl by her wrist, sloshing wine from the jug as he brought her to his lap. “You and your wine will stay here for this news to keep my tongue wet and my lap warm.” 

			The laughter continued until Ordean showed he was ready for the news with a twirl of his hand. “What is your name, Corporal?”

			“Bonheur,” answered the young officer.

			“How fortunate. A name that means ‘good luck.’ Tell me, Corporal Bonheur. Do you bring good news, as your name would suggest?”

			“No, General, the Lioness has not been found. Nor has the Lucine prince. Our preparations were well under way when I left, but only dead soldiers from both sides have been found. Our cavalry’s camp was abandoned and covered with snow.”

			Ordean slammed his fist onto the table, making the Lucine girl tremble. “I should’ve heard of this by dawn, or even in the middle of the night.”

			“The highest elevations were blanketed with snow,” continued Bonheur. “The snow slowed our ascent. And once we reached the pass, no survivors were present in the camp, and the bodies were concealed by snowdrifts. It took us hours to accurately assess the numbers and know for sure there was no Lioness. We immediately jumped to preparations, fearing the ambush against the Lioness had failed and the possibility that Karkov already knew she had been attacked. I was deployed immediately to bring you word and have ridden with little rest to deliver the news.”

			The general pushed away from the table, his chair screeching across the floor; stood, pushing the girl from his lap; and shoved her back down into the empty seat. Ordean paced away from the officers, then turned back toward them. When he returned to the spilled red wine beside his chair, the general stopped to angrily smear it over the stone with his boot. 

			When he was finished, Ordean directly addressed the corporal. “With the Lioness and the prince retreating into Karkov, the Old Lion is aware of our attack.”

			“Yes, General,” agreed the corporal.

			Ordean asked, “Has Roche collapsed the walls?”

			“Major-General Roche waits for your instruction. He also requests reinforcements. The belief is that the Old Lion will react with less haste and deploy the entire Kark Army.”

			“Reinforcements would be meaningless if that is so. Our whole army could be there waiting for his response, and it wouldn’t matter.” Ordean resumed his pacing between the long table and the stone wall. At first he was frustrated that Roche had not sealed off the pass. Then he considered the risk of leaving the Old Lion alive and seeking vengeance. The Old Lion would dedicate ten years to clearing the pass if necessary. But with the Old Lion dead, the Kark warriors would be more likely to remain east. “It is good that Roche waited. We will need a new instigation.” 

			Ordean’s second-in-command, Corps General Martel, asked, “Shall we recover the body of his daughter from the river?”

			Without answering, Ordean walked to the wall and stared out a window overlooking the Lucine capital. He felt the coolness of the stone wall while he searched his thoughts. If the Lioness was still alive, then learning of his other daughter’s death would achieve the same result. He needed the Old Lion in a fierce rage rather than logical and strategic. Returning troops to search the river was a waste of time and effort when the Old Lion only needed to hear of her drowning. Sending someone to tell the tale was another opportunity to insult his enemy. Originally he had planned to deliver a head to Karkov, so the Old Lion was still owed one. “Bring the Lucine king to me,” he ordered after a long silence.

			There was too much going wrong. His ability to withstand the Old Lion’s response was in greater jeopardy than he’d expected. If the Kark Army was not crippled at the pass, then nothing he could do would matter. Defeat would be guaranteed. But Ordean hadn’t gone into Lucenze to be trapped. He wasn’t that foolish. His navy was his own personal contingency plan. 
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			For some time after the young couple had given in to nature, they remained entwined in a place that had been given over to nature. They wore nothing but the warmth of their togetherness and of the adjacent fire, which crackled soothingly. Each time Natalia moved, Lorenzo was reintroduced to the smoothness of her body, and he felt the weightless touch of her hair as it fell on his chest. He studied the freckles across her nose, which had only appeared after the days they’d spent riding in the sun. The ecstasy of their surrender gave them a brief moment to feel delight, free from all concerns. He cherished her smile and the beauty of her light blue eyes as she moved a wisp of hair behind her ear. 

			She laughed at his concentration upon her every move. “I always feel like you’re studying me.”

			“I am,” he responded. 

			“Your sketchbook is dedicated to other studies.”

			“My artistic ability couldn’t begin to portray your beauty.”

			Natalia rolled her eyes. “I think your sketches are wonderful. Did you draw as a child?”

			“Constantly.”

			“Young Lorenzo Fercisi was always fascinated with his railroads and bridges?” 

			“He didn’t know what he was missing.”

			“You mean me?” she asked, smiling. “My feelings were truly hurt when I was told you didn’t know about me. Young Natalia always longed to marry Prince Lorenzo Fercisi. So tragic that my youthful love was unreciprocated.”

			“What were your other interests?” Lorenzo asked.

			“As a child?”

			He nodded.

			“Truthfully . . . My interest was to recover from one day and survive the next. I wasn’t meant to endure it like Jillian was. That’s why I had to imagine myself somewhere else.”

			“Now here you are.”

			“It wasn’t entirely good when I was removed from training. I’m not proud of who I became.”

			“I am very fond of the person you became.”

			“You wouldn’t have been. There was a time I behaved rather poorly. Like an attention-craving brat.”

			He smirked. Lorenzo couldn’t believe Natalia had ever been unpleasant beyond the typical phase any young person might go through prior to adulthood.

			“It’s true. I was horrible. Even my twin couldn’t stand being around me. It took learning what really mattered to find my true self.”

			Lorenzo was glad to hear the positivity in Natalia’s outlook. It was a complete contrast to their conversation two nights before, when she’d spoken of not wanting to live without Jillian. He hoped she was seeing what their life could be. 

			“I still have selfish tendencies,” said Natalia. “Part of me wishes we could hide from our troubles and never leave here. This is perfect and what I always wanted.”

			“This could be every day when all of this is finished.”

			Natalia frowned.

			“Why does that upset you?” he asked.

			“You know why it upsets me.”

			“If you haven’t changed your mind about your future, then it means we don’t really matter. You just spoke about finding what really mattered in life. I want us to matter more than some prophecy you think must be fulfilled.”

			“You don’t know what Jillian is to me. There’s only one reason I was able to get up and ride away with you. And it’s the only way I’m able to enjoy our short life together. It’s because I know there are only a few days. I’ve accepted what will happen. You must do the same and let me live what’s left.”

			Natalia started crying, and Lorenzo placed his hands on her face.

			“I can’t accept it,” he whispered. “I want too much what I’m able to imagine for us.”

			“I spent my whole life imagining our future. But I can’t anymore. You need to let me remain in the present. It’s where I need to be. Yesterday I grieved my sister. This morning I grieved her. And I’ll grieve more before this day is over. But right now, I’m with you. And for the moment I am happy. That’s where I want to stay as long as I’m able.”

			Lorenzo felt a lump in his throat. He stroked her hair as tears appeared in his eyes. There was great sadness in her words. But he began to analyze what was happening. Her mind was creating a scenario that allowed her to move forward, if only temporarily. Lorenzo hoped her premonition of her death was only a mechanism of her subconscious that allowed her to do what needed to be done. If Natalia let herself mourn as deeply as she needed to, effectively responding to the enemy would be impossible.

			As much as they both tried to return to the sense of peace they’d felt moments ago, too much of reality had encroached for them to live in another existence. Their carefree time had expired.

			“We should get dressed before Antonio surprises us again,” said Natalia. Then she started laughing and buried her face into Lorenzo’s shoulder.

			“What is it?” asked Lorenzo.

			“I can’t help but imagine his intrusion. Him smiling and waving while we scurry under the bedding.”

			Lorenzo laughed with her. “You don’t think he would at least turn away?”

			“I’m not sure he’d be able to,” she replied. “I think he becomes frozen in a trance of joy.” Their laughter eased. “I don’t want to get a chance to discover his reaction,” she added, standing to get dressed. 

			Lorenzo watched her balance as she moved to put on her clothing. “Your mobility is improving,” he commented. But there remained heavy bruising to her torso; only its color had changed. He knew she still endured pain. 

			After they were dressed, Lorenzo picked up the axe and joked, “Perhaps you should chop the firewood since you’re on the mend.”

			Natalia was smiling when she stepped toward him and gripped his shirt. “You did end my exercises early,” she added, kissing him. She took the axe from him and let it twirl within her grip. “I’ll prove how well I’ve recovered. Least amount of strikes to fell a tree wins.”

			“Only if I choose the trees,” he chuckled. 

			“You’ll cheat?” Natalia shrieked. “I never expected Prince Lorenzo Fercisi—” Natalia was interrupted by the nickering of horses. 

			Lorenzo asked, “Is it safe to assume our smiley messenger has returned with another update?”

			Natalia listened for a moment before responding, “I heard multiple horses.” 

			They cautiously walked toward the abbey’s front, armed with rifles. Just before the field came into view, they heard a female voice calling for Lorenzo.

			“It’s Emilia!” he exclaimed.
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			King Lucas was brought into the long, rectangular room. Ordean was standing. But when Lucas was pushed into a seat, Ordean sat directly across the table from him. Lucas woefully observed his wife’s young chambermaid, who was trying her best to conceal her horror despite being forced to sit beside Ordean. 

			“Have you been harmed, Arianna?”

			“No, my king. I am only distraught for you and my queen.”

			Ordean took the young girl’s hand, petting her with mocking affection. “How could anyone harm something so precious?”

			“Ordean,” said Lucas, “this young girl and all like her should be released to their families at once.”

			“King Lucas, you know me to be a reasonable man, and I am open to negotiation. You must be as well.”

			“What, sir, do I have to offer?” Lucas asked. 

			“As you know, the taking of Lucenze was due to the Old Lion’s provocation. He sent a daughter from his quiver of assassins, under the pretense of making an alliance, and took the head of our cherished king. This, of course, was no fault of your own, but it is unfortunate, really, that you are most dear to the one who bears the blame. We only seek retribution. And with his daughter taking a plunge that terminated in a river under a blackened sky, we were given no justice at all. Did she drown? Is she living? Who can really say for sure? I don’t feel gratified. I know poor King Philip does not. Why . . . I believe he is in pieces with despair.” 

			Ordean stopped with a sly grin to give his officers time to properly appreciate his humor. “Where are my manners? King Lucas, I beg your pardon for jumping into business. Have you and the queen been treated with civility?” 

			Lucas ignored Ordean and stared at the wooden table. 

			Ordean waited for a response that wouldn’t come before continuing, “Well then, let me finish my proposition. Where was I?”

			“General, I believe you were ungratified,” answered Corps General Martel.

			“Martel, you are exactly correct. I feel ungratified. Without evidence that Karkov has suffered within the grip of justice, as Verseine has in the vise of cruelty, we had no choice but to claim Lucenze.”

			“What sort of fool do you take the Old Lion for?” Lucas asked. “This level of planning and preparation didn’t occur within a matter of hours following Philip’s death.” 

			“The Old Lion’s intelligence is not on trial. The acts of his daughter, which have placed you under the thumb of justice, sit in the scales. But do not fear, for as I said, I am nothing if not reasonable. You still have a duty to Lucenze. It will be up to you to convince the Old Lion to willingly accept that Verseine is due proper compensation for our loss. We are not fixated on Lucenze as the only means of reparation. For how could I argue that daughter does not equal daughter?”

			The officers began to quietly snicker as they seemingly understood where their leader was going. Ordean continued, “King Lucas, you will travel to address the Old Lion in his den. You well may be the poor soul to tell him that his daughter Natalia escaped into the Verseine night, culminating in an unknown circumstance. In which case, you will demand the Lioness be exchanged for Lucenze’s release. Or you may stare the murderous daughter in the eye as you reach the infamous steps of Karkov, as it is possible she survived her river plunge. Then you will know the source of all your troubles, and you will demand the daughter Natalia be returned to answer for her brutality against Verseine. It does not matter to me, provided you bring a daughter of Karkov back to me as ransom for your kingdom.”

			“This is preposterous,” said Lucas.

			“This entire ordeal is preposterous,” responded Ordean. “Yet here we stand in the muck of Karkov’s storm.” 

			“He will never agree to your terms. Surely you must know the only arrival you’ll see will be the Kark Army.”

			“King Lucas, you haven’t given me the opportunity to finish. If the Old Lion refuses to yield a daughter, then you must convince him that you have ceded Lucenze to Verseine. It will be in your best interest to convince the Old Lion. For if the Kark Army is seen west of the pass, then your queen will receive the same fate as our beloved King Philip.”

			Lucas wasn’t surprised to hear the threat from Ordean. He hadn’t expected any other fate, once his wife refused to flee with Emilia, and responded without showing any emotion. “Neither I nor my wife is willing to put our own well-being before that of our people. Even if it were possible to convince Karkov of our forfeiture, we wouldn’t participate.”

			“I imagined as much, but do not deny that I tried to be fair. But, again, I will be reasonable and relieve you of having to see what you have no choice but to do.” Ordean slid his chair back as he rose, staring wildly at Lucas. “Having to see the horrific burden you will carry to the Old Lion would be an awful thing. So, as a gesture of kindness, I will remove your eyes.”

			“No!” screamed the girl as she rushed the general. The officers hurried to stop her, but Ordean caught her by the wrists and threw her onto the stone floor. Lucas felt men overtake him as he tried to stand. They pinned him to the table. He couldn’t see the girl on the floor but could see Ordean violently kicking and hear her screams of agony before Ordean went to his knees atop the girl. 

			“Stop!” pleaded Lucas, his voice quaking with terror.

			Above the table edge, Lucas saw Ordean’s alternating fists slamming down brutally until the crying squeals ended.

			Ordean was engulfed in rage. His beady eyes looked satisfied when he ceased the beating. He caught his breath and swept back his disordered hair. “Take the king’s eyes and give them as a memento to his queen. For it will be the last time his eyes will land upon her.”

			Lucas was rolled onto his back while men climbed onto the table. He felt numerous knees and hands pressing down on him before someone pulled him by the hair and held his head firmly to the table. He never saw the knife, but there was a sudden rush of light before he was engulfed in darkness and heard shouting, and felt the chilling sensation of warm blood trickling down his face.
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			After Lorenzo stepped from the abbey, Emilia released the horse into a gallop. She sprinted the horse across the meadow as if Lorenzo were an apparition that might vanish if she didn’t hurry. The horse skidded in the damp turf, and Lorenzo met its neck with a strong hand. Natalia took the reins as Emilia leapt down from her mount. Her arms were around her brother’s neck before her feet were fully on the ground. Tears of joy quickly turned to sorrow. “We’ve lost them, Lorenzo.”

			“We don’t know that,” he replied. “Rafael hasn’t heard otherwise, has he?”

			“No,” sobbed Emilia. “But I saw it on their faces. They knew.”

			Natalia let the excited horse circle away from the embracing siblings. A line of riders slowly made their way across the field. Captain Rafael led the way. Beside him was a young man with fair skin and red hair, obviously foreign to Lucenze. Rafael stopped to give instructions to the guardsmen while the red-haired man continued toward the abbey.

			Lorenzo pulled away to wipe the tears from Emilia’s face. “You’ve been told of Natalia?” he asked.

			Emilia nodded, sniffling, and looked at Natalia as she tried to regain her composure. Without speaking, she went quickly to Natalia and wrapped her arms directly around the most injured portion of Natalia’s body. Disregarding the pain, Natalia returned her strong embrace.

			“I’ve always wanted a sister,” whispered Emilia. Natalia kissed her cheek, behaving as an elder to the crying girl. But if one didn’t count the years Natalia had lived in recent days, they were nearly the same age. 

			Lorenzo and the red-haired man were discussing a cache of weapons the party had brought on mules, since a wagon couldn’t reach the abbey. The red-haired man was watching Natalia as he spoke to Lorenzo.

			Natalia returned her attention to Emilia. “Did you ride all night?” she asked.

			“No, we sheltered from the storm at a farm and resumed at dawn.”

			As the men neared, Lorenzo said, “This is Thomas, my friend I told you about.”

			Thomas stiffly extended his hand for a greeting, and Natalia smiled at his apprehension. She stepped past his hand and hugged him. He awkwardly received her, and the siblings laughed at him.

			“Are you frightened of me?” asked Natalia. 

			Thomas snickered at her question as Lorenzo slapped his shoulder, mocking his bewilderment. “I believe it’s more fascination,” Lorenzo said. “But I’ve never seen him lost for words. He isn’t this quiet in sleep.”

			Rafael joined the group, smiling in response to their laughter. Natalia was the first to greet him. “Thank you for finding Emilia,” she said, and embraced him. Lorenzo did the same.

			“Young Antonio prepared you for the news?” Rafael asked.

			“Yes,” answered Lorenzo. “You’ll need to send one of your men for Antonio. He’ll be needed. We also must activate the northern militia. It’s time we respond to Verseine.”
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			After the room had been cleared of its screams and horrors, only Ordean and Martel remained. They sat at the table with a pool of blood between them that trembled each time the table was touched. The general eased his nerves with a long gulp of Lucine wine. He was eerily calm when he resumed his orders to the corps general. “Corporal Bonheur and an escort will lead the blind king to the Kark side of the mountains. They’ll then retreat, same as was planned with the Lioness, with a signal fire lit. But when they first approach the pass, the corporal will leave Lucas with the escort and ride ahead, to ensure our camp and operations are completely hushed for the passage of King Lucas. Remember, the king will bear witness for the Old Lion. He cannot be aware of our operation atop the mountain.”

			“Yes, General,” replied Martel.

			“I want the Old Lion to be ridiculed by what he’s told. When the threat is relayed, requesting a daughter for the queen’s life, I will turn that into the ultimate mockery by showing we never intended to make a legitimate offer. So, by the heat of tomorrow afternoon, the Lucine king will smell a foul stench from behind but won’t know what odor gets worse and worse the farther he travels. It will be his queen’s head carried in a sack from his saddle. And the Old Lion will know we taunt him by handing over the only leverage we claimed to have. Only humiliation will provoke the Old Lion as much as seeing a daughter murdered.”

			Martel only nodded in exhausted agreement. After ensuring Ordean was finished, Martel proposed a question: “What if Karkov has already responded?”

			“Then we are only awaiting our fate. Corporal Bonheur shall be advised to immediately return at his swiftest pace with news of whatever we face. The moment he knows, wherever he is, he will turn his horse and race to Lucenze.”

			Martel wondered what Ordean would do if the corporal returned with dire news but didn’t ask anything further. He could perceive Ordean was finished with him. “I will prepare Corporal Bonheur to depart at once,” stated Martel as he rose from the table.

			“Have Duval return to me,” Ordean ordered. “I don’t believe the commander finished his account of Marisa. I will take this report privately.” 
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			Lorenzo watched as Thomas observed the open roof and stately walls of the abbey. When Thomas saw he was being studied, he turned the subject to a different marvel. “She’s . . .” His usual fluency with words remained elusive.

			“Not what you expected?” suggested Lorenzo.

			“I can better understand what had been difficult for me to comprehend before. She was the one meant for my friend.” 

			“I’d only begun to know her then. You’ve yet to see all that she is and all she is capable of being.”

			“That’s rather beautiful, Lawrence. Maybe I will consult you when I attempt to describe her in writing. How could I ever pen words to better explain?”

			“I’m not sure I can explain the feeling when she looks at you,” responded Lorenzo. 

			Thomas scoffed, “I believe it’s referred to as terror.”

			Lorenzo chuckled. 

			“Do you think she noticed?” Thomas joked.

			“What was the feeling that actually had you speechless?” asked Lorenzo.

			In another uncharacteristic move, Thomas paused to think about his answer. “She just doesn’t seem real. I don’t know why I say it. Perhaps because I was told what happened in Verseine.”

			“Allow me to add to your difficulty believing,” said Lorenzo. “Immediately following her sister’s death, I saw her eyes change color. Now they’ve returned to her normal color. But they are usually a deep, sparkling blue like sapphires for a while after she wakes. A woman who once lived in Fjordland told us it’s a trait of Northern seers. She suggested Natalia is one.”

			“Like a fortune-teller?”

			“Not exactly. Her mind places her in conversations with loved ones, including her sister, when she sleeps. In these dreams, she’s either told something directly or has to interpret what she feels there is to learn.”

			Thomas responded, “You say it as a skeptic.”

			“Of course I’m skeptical. Aren’t you?”

			“Does she believe the dreams?” asked Thomas.

			“Yes.”

			“Then so do I.”

			“I cannot,” said Lorenzo firmly.

			“You’re too rigid—”

			“That’s not it,” Lorenzo interrupted. “Perhaps I am. I don’t know. There’s evidence of some phenomenon occurring. I’ve watched her eyes transform. But I have to believe what she’s being told in her dreams is a manipulation of her subconscious. I cannot accept the future she has seen.”

			Thomas thoughtfully responded, “Couldn’t your mind just as easily be manipulating you?”

			“Yes, it could. But it’s a conscious decision. The same as I do with anything. I break the problem down to its elemental form, considering all possibilities.”

			“Lawrence, I’m your friend. So, I have the right to tell you when you’re spewing rubbish. You most certainly are not considering all possibilities when you openly admit that you cannot accept one.”

			“Science would demand it be thrown out,” responded Lorenzo. 

			“You won’t find Natalia in one of your science books. If you want to calculate something, tell me the odds of her escaping the Verseine Palace surrounded by a thousand guards.”

			“She proved it was possible,” Lorenzo argued.

			“But had we a similarly ridiculous conversation beforehand, you would’ve given her no chance. Don’t deny anything about her until she’s given the chance to prove it. Right now, I would say your family and your people need any miracle presented to them. Supernatural or not.”

			Lorenzo didn’t know why he’d gotten into a debate so quickly with Thomas. Perhaps he needed to unload thoughts that had become too heavy to carry by himself. Or maybe he needed to hear an opposing view. Thomas could always be trusted to think in a unique direction. Lorenzo didn’t feel any relief, but sharing some of what had been bothering him made him feel ready to move onward.

			Thomas broke up Lorenzo’s thoughts with the return of his playful personality. “I really wish you hadn’t told me about her mystical powers. Now I will surely be a mess in front of her, wondering if she knows what I’m thinking. She can’t read minds, can she?”

			Lorenzo smiled and changed the subject. “Thomas, were you able to save your camera?”

			“It’s strapped to Rafael’s ass. Or is it a mule? I don’t know the difference.”

			“I’m glad you’ve found your tongue again, Thomas. I almost didn’t recognize you before.”

			“Why do you ask about the camera?”

			“I’m going to ask a great service of you,” said Lorenzo, putting his arm over Thomas’s shoulders. The others were gathered under the arched stone roof, and Lorenzo led Thomas in that direction.

			“Anything for you and your people,” responded Thomas.

			“Then I’ll ask you to travel with Natalia into enemy land and start a revolution.”

			“Is that all you ask of me? I feared you would ask something dangerous.”

			The others were seated around a fire, watching the two approach. Lorenzo asked Rafael, “Natalia has told you her plan?”

			He nodded. “I find it brilliant. My worry is your defense of the road into Verseine. Ordean cannot receive word of what’s happening.”

			“I’ve been working on a blockade strategy. I rode over the mountain this morning to scout where the road dips into a gorge on the way to Verseine. We can utilize the terrain to increase our military advantage. On the Verseine side, we’ll dig a wide trench across the road, which will serve as cover for our shooters and prevent enemy horses from escaping the gorge. The eastern side of the gorge will remain open, allowing riders to enter. Once they do, our men will block the road behind them. Each man will carry a segment of wood to interlock with others, forming a makeshift barricade. At that point, we’ll have the riders pinned inside the gorge.”

			With a smile, Rafael said, “I am not surprised at how you bring engineering into your military strategy. What if a detachment of troops arrives exceeding what the gorge can hold?” 

			Lorenzo answered, “I’ll need to better estimate the capacity once we’ve mobilized. Whatever the limit, we will keep watch for a party beyond what we can defend against. There’s a rocky peak with a perfect view of where the roads from Karkov and Lucenze meet. We’ll place three watchmen on the peak. The first will ride to the blockade at first sign of movement. The second will wait to take a count and will only send the third to the blockade if the count exceeds our capacity. If the latter occurs, then the entire blockade will retreat, with the militia going into the mountains and the guardsmen with me into Verseine.”

			Everyone seemed satisfied with the blockade plan, so Lorenzo turned to other roles. “Thomas and Antonio will immediately join Natalia in Verseine. Once Antonio learns the whereabouts of Natalia’s allies, he’ll return for Rafael, who, at first, will stay behind with me to receive and organize the northern militias. Rafael must be in Verseine for the taking of the wharf so he can sail immediately for Karkov. Thomas will remain with Natalia until the wharf is taken. At that point he will return here for Emilia, so, together, they can sail to Vestra.”

			“No, Lorenzo,” responded Emilia. “If at that point we control Verseine, I want to stay there with Natalia.”

			“Verseine won’t be truly controlled until it’s occupied by the Kark Army,” said Natalia. “Even then, it could be the site of war when Ordean returns.”

			“You and Thomas won’t be sailing west for safe haven,” added Lorenzo. “You both will have a very important job to do. The West will view Natalia as an assassin. Thomas must write the truth to be published across the country. You, as princess of Lucenze, will need to provide a true account both of Natalia’s character and of Verseine’s actions against us. Whatever we accomplish here, east of the sea, will ultimately need to be supported by the West. Because of that, your roles are vital to our plan.”

			Emilia agreed, but she wasn’t finished. “At least don’t leave me here, needlessly guarded. I don’t want to take soldiers from where they’re needed most. Let me stay with my friend Gabriella, disguised as one of Marco’s daughters. Let me return with the soldier fetching Antonio, and I’ll remain there until Thomas sends for me.” 

			Lorenzo thought it over before responding. “Very well, Emilia, but this means we say our farewells now. And Natalia and Thomas will be prepared to leave the moment Antonio arrives. It’ll be better to ride into Verseine under the cover of night. Rafael and I will wait here for the militias.”
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			Commander Duval watched Ordean swirl his cup of wine until he was ready to speak. “Our endeavor at the pass seems to face longer odds now that our ambush of the Lioness has failed,” said Ordean coldly, without lifting his eyes. “Nothing would have hurried the Old Lion into our trap faster than the severed head of his prized daughter on a stake. What I have done to the king and queen of Lucenze will not light the same fire in him. So I’ve formulated a contingency plan which must only be known by the men in this room.”

			Only Duval and Ordean were present.

			“If the corporal brings word of the Karks’ marching west, it’ll mean our defeat. Even if our trickery decreases their numbers to give us a majority, it won’t matter. Our army is inferior in every way. And we are trapped here by mountains and sea. But we have something the Old Lion does not.”

			“The fleet,” uttered Duval.

			“Yes, Commander, the fleet. How many could you carry if the provisions were lightened for only a day’s voyage?”

			Duval thought for a moment. “Without our ships in the Northern Sea?”

			“Yes,” replied Ordean. “How many could you carry tomorrow, from Marisa, if it were suddenly necessary?”

			Again Duval hesitated, realizing he was about to choose how many would be able to escape a Kark assault. “Five thousand comfortably, but if we were only sailing a short way we could possibly carry a thousand or two more.”

			“That will do,” Ordean responded. “And your men will support their general and commander no matter their orders?”

			“Absolutely, General.”

			“We will consider the northern ships lost,” continued Ordean. “I do not expect they will survive their attack upon the Lion’s Roar. You will prepare provisions for your men plus seven thousand of my best soldiers. You will tell them only that the preparation is for reinforcement of the Northern Sea.”

			“General, we cannot sail to the Lion’s Roar on one day’s provisions without a stopover in Verseine.”

			“Actually, we will never sail past Verseine at all. We will be taking what is ours, and what will just be sitting helplessly awaiting the pillaging of the Karks if we have to enact this plan. But your men mustn’t know what they prepare for, in case we are victorious at the pass.”

			“But, General, if we take Verseine, we would be just as trapped as we are here—with only a fraction of your army.”

			“We will only stay long enough to take Verseine’s wealth and merchant ships. Then we will find an isle of the southern seas or maybe settle lands south of Vestra. It doesn’t matter as long as there is a vast sea between the Old Lion and me.”
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			Tears were easing down Natalia’s cheeks when she whispered, “Farewell, Lorenzo Fercisi,” her face close to his. It was dark, but her emotions were revealed in her unsteady whisper. 

			“Don’t make it seem so permanent,” said Lorenzo.

			“I’m just sad. It went so fast.”

			“What did?”

			“My time as a Lucine wife.”

			“Your time as a Lucine wife hasn’t even begun. Have you harvested grapes? What about stomping them?”

			“Stomping them?” she asked.

			“Yes. With your bare feet.”

			“You’re making that up.”

			“It’s how we do it. The whole community comes together for the harvest.”

			“And you stomp grapes with your feet?” Natalia allowed her curiosity to distract her from her sadness. “You haven’t designed a machine to crush the grapes?”

			“Our process predates the conquerors. How can we replace that kind of tradition?”

			“It doesn’t make me want your wine.”

			Lorenzo laughed and hugged her. “It’s more about sharing our happiness.”

			That was why Natalia knew it couldn’t be. Even if her dreams were wrong and she survived, there would never be happiness for her to share. “Everything’s about to change. I can’t shake the feeling Jillian gave me. Her stare was intense. She wouldn’t speak to me. Making me concentrate on her fury. She was showing how I must be when I go to Verseine.”

			“Just as long as you return to me as you.”

			Natalia didn’t want more back-and-forth regarding her fate. If the nations converged upon Verseine, then she might never see him again. Natalia wanted to spend their time together feeling everything she hoped to remember. She raised herself to his lips and kissed him as if she would spend eternity remembering the moment. 
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			The repeated clanking on the door woke Marie in the middle of night. She guided herself down the stairs by holding on to the smooth wood rail as the knocking continued. 

			She heard a muffled voice. “Marie, it’s Warren.”

			Marie opened the door. “Come in, young man,” she said wearily.

			“No, madam, you’ll want to come with me.”

			Marie was still waking and trying to determine why Warren would make such an odd suggestion. 

			“I received the same wakening as you,” Warren continued. “It was the smith at my door. The blacksmith’s home was the only place she knew to go.”

			With her grogginess, Marie didn’t understand what he was saying and became frustrated with his confusing excitement. “To your point, Mr. Sherrot.”

			“I opened my door and it was the smith. When he stepped aside, there was Natalia holding the golden gown. She sent me here for you.”

			It took a moment for Marie to believe him; she covered her mouth in shock. “Where’s she now?” asked Marie as she passed him on the stairs.

			“My home,” answered Warren. “Marie, your door!” he called. 

			Once she accepted Natalia was alive, Marie rushed toward her without thinking of changing from her nightgown, much less closing the door. Marie was trying to run, but her bare feet made her hobble over the irregular stones. Warren soon caught up with her. “Was her twin with her?” asked Marie.

			“No,” he replied. “There was a man and a boy with her. The man, I believe, was Western. The boy was Lucine. I’m sure of that.”

			“A boy? Are you sure he was younger than Natalia?” Marie asked, wondering if he could’ve been the Lucine prince.

			“I am certain,” responded Warren. “He couldn’t be more than twelve.”

			Marie tried to make sense of Natalia’s returning with a Lucine boy and Western man, and what it might mean about Jillian.

			“Did you hear me about the gown?” asked Warren. 

			Marie ignored him while pressing onward, gasping for breath. 

			Warren continued, “Why else would she come back and ask the smith for the golden gown? Don’t you see? She’s here to light the fuse of our movement.”

			“Hush yourself, Warren. The girl has done enough for your movement.”

			“My movement?” he asked sharply. “Marie, this is your legacy. It’s in your blood to see this through.”

			“The only concern of my blood is to protect Natalia. What good is any movement now? The military will again take control, just like when my father was killed in the last coup, this time under Ordean. It’ll be the same. But I will not lose her the same way I lost my father. She will not be another sacrifice.”

			“The taverns have sung about their queen in the golden gown. They’re inspired.”

			“They’re drunk,” snapped Marie.

			“How will they be when their queen returns from the dead and unites the people to stand against Ordean?”

			“Those drunkards? Stand against Ordean?” Warren was making her furious. Marie had gone to bed mourning Natalia. Warren had had the gall to expect she’d wake to learn Natalia was alive only to send her back into danger. Her feeling of loss remained fresh. She hadn’t even fully accepted its untruth, much less felt the pain of it fade. “I know how it feels to lose her, Warren. I won’t know that again. No talk of revolution.”

			“She’s the one who brought revolution to my door.”

			“Did she say that?” asked Marie. 

			“No,” he answered. “I was to bring you to her. Her only other request was for me to find a merchant who could sail into the Lion’s Roar. I told her our port is closed. She said to find someone anyway. But in secret.”

			“It sounds as if she’s planning to leave,” noted Marie.

			“Why does she have the wedding gown?”

			“To pay for her passage.”

			“You’ll see I’m right,” Warren said. 

			Marie’s feet were hurting badly, and she’d slowed to a fast-paced limp, walking on the edges of her feet. They were close to Warren’s home when Marie asked another question: “How did she appear?”

			“Different,” he stated in an ominous tone.

			“No, you fool. Not philosophically. Was she more injured than when she left?”

			“Her face was scratched on one side,” answered Warren. “I didn’t see that when she left here.”

			“She’s had conflict beyond Verseine?”

			“So it seems,” he responded. “Other than that, she appeared healthy and strong.” 

			Marie was eyeing the door that separated her from Natalia. 

			“More than that,” he added, drawing Marie’s attention as she gingerly paced toward the stairs, “you can tell she’s determined. She’s not here to stay hidden. Everyone will soon know she’s here, alive, and that Verseine will never again be the same. Just as you predicted.”

			Marie turned her attention to the door and its handle. She pressed the lever and pushed in the door. The room was dimly lit. She searched faces, found Natalia, and started crying. Marie trembled as they rushed to each other. “Oh, Natalia!” cried Marie.

			They hugged and wept together. Marie knew Jillian was gone by the way Natalia crumpled within her arms, even before Natalia told her, “I lost her, Marie.”

			“My darling girl,” sobbed Marie. “No. Oh, no.”

			Natalia’s emotions poured out, and she cried hysterically in Marie’s arms. “I was there. I had her . . .” Moaning sounds were coming from her open mouth each time she paused. “Safe in my arms.” 

			Natalia’s knees buckled, and Marie had to bear her weight. A red-haired man stepped up to them, supporting Natalia under her arm to assist Marie.

			“Young man, help us into this room,” said Marie. 

			He helped Natalia into the adjacent sitting room and closed the door, leaving the two in privacy. Marie sat beside Natalia and pulled her into an embrace. “Oh, darling, this just can’t be. My poor girl. I’ve longed to hold you, but not like this.” Marie was swaying as she held Natalia, trying to ease her pain. “Not like this, my precious Natalia.”

			“I fought through a battle in the road but couldn’t find her. When only a few fighters remained, I heard Jillian call for me. We fought the last of them together and killed them.” Natalia resumed sobbing heavily against Marie’s breast as she recalled the event. Marie consoled her, but Natalia continued, “I looked around, Marie. I swear I did. Before losing focus. There were only men suffering toward death. Jillian rushed into my arms. If only I could’ve stopped time in that moment. We were so happy. For the last time, we were happy. Or if I could’ve known to turn my back into the shot. I would’ve died happy, Marie.”

			“Shh, don’t say that, Natalia.”

			“It’s true, Marie.”

			“I know it’s true, but my darling mustn’t say it. Oh, this hurts me so much,” cried Marie.

			“She told me horrible truths about our father. Tragedy about our mother. If we would’ve returned to Karkov—to the warriors—” Natalia was hysterical and difficult to understand. “But she made us promise not to.”

			“Us who?” asked Marie.

			“Me and Lorenzo. We were the only survivors.”

			“Where is Lorenzo? That’s not him,” said Marie, referring to the boy beyond the door.

			“No, Marie. I was injured. Lorenzo took me off the mountain and away from Karkov as we promised Jillian. For days I was in and out of dreams. You came to me in my dreams.”

			“I did?”

			“You convinced me to send Lorenzo for Kark warriors,” answered Natalia.

			“Natalia, you know I didn’t say that, but it’s good that I did. Otherwise, he might’ve taken you where Ordean has invaded.”

			“Lorenzo wasn’t able to reach Karkov. He was saddled and about to leave our camp when Verseine soldiers marched past us to attack Karkov.”

			“Karkov?” Marie was confused, knowing that Ordean had invaded Lucenze.

			“And we did go into Lucenze and have just come from his northern lands. Lorenzo has been reunited with his sister, but his parents are captives or worse.” 

			Marie patted Natalia’s back. When Marie kissed her head, Natalia looked up at her. “Marie, I’m married to him.”

			“I know, darling, but you must remain clear of him until we see what comes of Ordean’s return. Or maybe he can still get us passage to my sister in Acadiene.”

			“No, Marie, I am married to Lorenzo.”

			Natalia searched Marie’s face, as if looking for a mother’s approval. But Marie didn’t ask anything further. Natalia needed rest more than Marie needed explanations. As Marie sat consoling Natalia, she thought about what Natalia had said about the Lucine prince and what it would mean. It meant her fight was not complete. But all she wanted was for her darling to stay in her arms as long as she would. Natalia was safe there, and she could feel the girl’s breathing relax.

			Just when Marie was convinced Natalia would sleep until day, Natalia jumped nearly out of Marie’s arms. 

			“I’m sorry I startled you, Marie.” 

			“Don’t be, darling. You can’t properly rest in a chair. Let me take you home. The man and boy can stay with Warren.”

			Natalia nodded sleepily. “The boy’s name is Antonio. He’s to learn where I’ll be before returning to Lorenzo and Captain Rafael. He’ll bring the captain here tomorrow.”

			“As long as you get some sleep, darling.”

			“Marie. I need to tell you why I’m here. Warren has suggested the city’s on the verge of revolt.”

			“Unfortunately, darling, I’m more aware than you think.”

			“We need this rebellion to gain control of the port. So Captain Rafael can sail to Karkov for help.”

			“A Verseine rebellion will always turn bad, with hardly any good. I know its effect and don’t want you in the midst of it. Let Warren and his drunkards take the wharf for you. This cause of his is nothing but a cycle of wasted sacrifice.”

			“Has the army not been gone for a week? If their revolution didn’t need me, then it would’ve already happened by now.”

			“They prefer your husband over Ordean,” said Marie, referring to Francis.

			“If I can get Jillian’s warriors, there will be no Ordean.”

			“Natalia, our revolutions tend to take from me the ones I love. I cannot lose you again. I just can’t.”

			“Using the revolution to take the port is my only concern. I’ll leave the rest for the people to handle as they choose.”

			“Let me take you away from all of this. Revolution doesn’t come without sacrifice. There will be sacrifice.”

			“Marie, I need your help,” pleaded Natalia. “Just help me motivate the people. Then I’ll step aside.” 

			Marie sighed, knowing resistance was of no use. 

			Natalia continued, “Can you modify the gown to fall over both sides of the saddle and over the back? When I rode in it before, it was lifted nearly to my waist.”

			“Why would you wear the gown on a horse?”

			“Because Jillian told me to. Actually, she showed me. And you must make it black around my eyes,” said Natalia, tracing circles around her eyes with a finger. 

			Marie was perplexed and worried about Natalia’s mental well-being. 

			“I’m going to ride her roan into the Philippe Gardens wearing the golden gown. To attract a crowd.”

			“You’ll certainly do that,” Marie responded. “If I alter the gown as you suggested, there won’t be much left in the front.”

			“But you can do it?”

			“Of course I can do it.”

			“Tomorrow,” added Natalia. “Can you do it in one day?”

			“If you promise to rest, then I’ll do it tomorrow. But you must also vow that when the insanity begins, you’ll return to my home, where it’s safe.”

			“I promise.”

			“If you insist on inspiring this revolution, then we’ll do it together. Neither Ordean nor his army nor either of your husbands will ever take me from you again.”

			“I only have one husband, Marie.”

			“Have you told that to the other?” 

			“Not yet. But he’ll know it soon.”
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			“Where am I, Marie?”

			“You’re home.” 

			Natalia looked about the room. The walls were blue with a white floral pattern. She could hear commotion from Marie’s open window, including a man singing.

			“You don’t remember coming here?”

			Natalia shook her head.

			“The nice-looking Westerner carried my darling the entire way, while I trudged on my sore feet. Young women always transform young men into eager gallants.”

			“Has Antonio left?”

			“You mean that adorable country mouse? I fed him, then shooed him away hours ago.”

			Natalia tried to remember the previous night’s dream but couldn’t. She asked, “What color are my eyes?” 

			A baffled Marie answered, “The same as always.”

			“Light blue?”

			“Why’re you asking such a bizarre question?” asked Marie.

			“Maybe it means nothing’s expected of me today.”

			“I know not what’s leaving your mouth. But if it means you’ll be at ease today, then I agree.”

			The thought of a carefree day with Marie, like the brief time she’d had with Lorenzo, made Natalia happy.

			“Now,” said Marie, throwing the bedcovers off of Natalia, “I’ve been patiently waiting to get these bumpkin rags off you. I didn’t want to wake you, but the sight of you in such filthy clothing has nearly driven me mad. Did the boy lend you his plowing attire?” Marie continued rambling about the clothing as she began unbuttoning Natalia’s shirt. “I’ve sent notes to friends in the trade and will have you properly outfitted—” Marie’s words suddenly halted when she gasped at the sight of Natalia’s injured torso. “Natalia!” It was as much a reprimand as an expression of compassion. 

			“I’m much better now, Marie.”

			“You most certainly are not,” said Marie, backing away from the bed in shock.

			Natalia noticed a tray of bread, cheese, and fruit. “I am hungry. Is that for me?”

			“Yes, yes, yes,” muttered Marie as she turned about frantically with her hands on her hips. “Darling, I must draw you a mineral bath. It’ll help your healing.”

			“I’d rather eat.”

			“You eat, my dear. I’ll come get you shortly.”

			Marie swept from the room, rolling up a sleeve. Natalia placed her feet upon a thick rug at the bedside. It felt like it had been a season since she’d felt softness under her feet, not counting the squishy grass at Lea Abbey. Natalia smelled the tray of food and determined that the bread offered the sweet fragrance. She selected a piece of bread and ate it while exploring the room. The wall opposite the foot of the bed displayed two portraits, one a painting and the other an image captured by a camera. The painted likeness was of a man about Marie’s age sitting with his elbow rested on a table. The picture was in a round frame. It displayed a woman also near Marie’s age. The woman could’ve been a plumper version of Marie. Natalia’s nose nearly touched the glass as she attempted to study the woman’s features. She was sure it wasn’t Marie.

			The playful squeals of children outside the window caught Natalia’s attention. She moved the tray to a table beneath its sill and pushed the drapery aside to follow the scene. A man pushed a cart entirely full of apples while avoiding boys chasing each other. Many horses were plodding along the streets, all pulling either wagons or carriages. One oversized carriage was pulled by four horses. It held seven men on its roof with more underneath in a cabin. Down the street, Natalia could see linen-covered tables arranged between the busy street and the ground floors of the buildings. People were sitting at the tables for breakfast, though she mainly saw them drinking from tiny ceramic cups. 

			The street was lined with tall buildings that were all similar and large enough to be castles, except they didn’t look like castles. The roofs had sloped fronts with windows extruding from them. The highest windows showed signs that the buildings were full of life, with drying clothes strung on lines and flowers blooming in pots. Some had railings so that a person could step out onto the roof edge. Verseine was so full of people that some had to live within the attics!

			More and more people came and went about their varying businesses. No one failed to fascinate Natalia. And no one had any idea the girl who’d beheaded their king watched from a window. The pleasantness of the streets made Natalia regret her intention of turning them riotous. 

			Natalia was left alone for some time, amused with people-watching while devouring the tray of food. Marie was composed and more like her jovial self when she came to take Natalia downstairs. “Away from the window with your near-nakedness. Will I ever teach you modesty? I thought the ado was reserved for the morrow.” Marie ushered her from the room by the arm. “Are you able to walk down the stairs?”

			“I told you I’m much better, Marie.”

			“Just because you’re better, it doesn’t mean you are able.” Marie seemed to hold her breath as Natalia walked down the stairs. The silence ended as soon as Natalia placed a foot on the bottom floor. “I believe a few more days of recovery are needed for my darling.”

			“The only reason we don’t begin today is to give my husband time to isolate the city.”

			“Ah, this second husband who has only added to your troubles. Tell me how another wedding became necessary or even possible.”

			“There was no wedding,” replied Natalia.

			“Oh, it’s one of those marriages of justification, without validity.” Marie led Natalia into a small room off of the kitchen with a large copper tub in the middle and began unlacing the corset. “I once knew a fair maiden of strong convictions but loose hips. She would never bed a man without first being wed within her heart. I believe she had more than a century of cumulative marriages before she reached thirty. Now into the tub with my darling,” instructed Marie, offering her arm to help Natalia balance.

			“Marie, I know what you’re doing. But I will see Lucenze liberated. Lorenzo is my husband. Nothing will lessen my obligation to his home.”

			“You carry too much for such a young girl. Too much loss. Too great a burden. In a matter of days, everything you’ve known has collapsed upon you.”

			“I thought you wanted me to be at ease today. I wanted to appreciate today before it becomes tomorrow. Just like the short time I was given to be a Lucine wife. Today, I am Natalia, Marie’s darling in Verseine. And it’ll be a wonderful day for which I am thankful, and I will savor every moment with you. Tomorrow, I must become someone else, who Jillian expects me to be.”

			“Jillian would be concerned about your safety. And I promised her I’d watch over you.”

			“Both of you have said otherwise.”

			“When?” asked Marie.

			“In my dreams. You told me I must respond as she would. And that I must take up her destiny.”

			“Obviously, I never said such foolish words,” declared Marie as she stepped into the kitchen. “I would’ve told you to go in an entirely different direction.” She returned with a pail of hot water. “I don’t know what to make of all this reckless dreaming,” she said after she’d added warm water to the bath. “Your other husband, the official one, has been talked to in his dreams as well.” 

			Natalia spun around to face Marie so abruptly that water sloshed over the rim of the tub. 

			Marie laughed at Natalia’s reaction. “My dear seems rather interested in the one she’s cast aside.”

			“I’m trying to imagine how you could be aware of his dreams.”

			“Because he came to me distraught and frightened in the middle of night, while I was imprisoned.”

			“Imprisoned?” shrieked Natalia. 

			“You had haunted him.”

			“I’ll do more than haunt him.” 

			“He dreamed he was outside of his bed, noticing the outline of a young woman within the bed curtains. It was your wedding night. When you invited him in, he went through the veil before noticing you weren’t among the living. He was over you when you slashed his throat. His blood was coating your face, and you told him, ‘You will pour blood until you right the wrong you’ve done.’ He replied, ‘I knew of nothing of this.’ You answered, ‘You knew of Marchand’s arrest.’”

			“Arrest? Then his dreams will also come true,” declared Natalia, still turned to watch Marie. “This is what happened to you? I knew he was aware by the way he avoided my questions.”

			“I would still be jailed if not for him. Perhaps because he was afraid of your spirit, he let me free. It wasn’t his fault in the first place. It’s because of who I am. And I must confess that Francis and I comforted each other. You wouldn’t believe how he fell into my arms. It was more than fright. Francis was grieving. He was also concerned for my protection and said you would want him to keep me safe. He tried to send me with the Acadiene diplomats set to return home the next day. I told him that I couldn’t leave without knowing for sure what happened to you.”

			“Oh, Marie, I don’t know whether to be happy or regretful you didn’t leave.”

			“Nonsense, my dear, I am where I need to be. It was after he ordered my release that I discovered Warren had seen you. Warren was convinced you’d found a different death, but I was even more determined to find you. I had a coach commissioned within hours, but the impending war saw my fare denied. The post chaise had also been halted. I tried to find other means. No merchant could sail. Only foreign diplomats had permission for departure. I even sought to buy a horse, but Warren and others discouraged my endeavors.” 

			Natalia chuckled. “You were going to ride horseback through war?”

			“Of course, darling, and if I’d been able, I might’ve been there to care for you.”

			“You were there for me. In my sleep. You fed me. Cleaned me. Comforted me.”

			Marie smirked and shook her head. “I prefer this version of caring for you, where I actually exist. Rather than being an invention of your mind who speaks the opposite of what I’d say.”

			Marie ladled water repeatedly over Natalia’s head before working a lovely-smelling soap into her hair. Marie labored at the task for a while in silence as Natalia reflected on all that she had been told.

			“Marie?”

			“Yes, darling.”

			“What did you mean when you said you were jailed because of who you are?” 

			“It was Ordean,” Marie replied. “He recognized the name Marchand. My father was a politician of our independent state. Until a military coup saw him hanged.”

			“Marie. Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I knew enough about you that I was cautious not to. And I saw something in you, far beyond what I could’ve ever hoped for for my country. I wanted you uninfluenced by my family history. Francis learned who I was after I was jailed. He also learned that I had family in Acadiene and tried to send me there. Acadiene has always been the standard haven for endangered Verseinemen. My sister’s husband is the only leader of our democratic era to survive. He and my sister were overseas when the coup took place. He was fighting in the Acadiene courts for the wealth that had been stashed there with the exiled monarchs.” 

			“Your sister’s still there?” 

			“Jane. I haven’t seen her since. They are barred from reentry. Ordean declared me a spy. Truth be known, it was my original intent. I’ve been part of the movement since my father’s death, but not any longer, because I don’t want you involved. Now do you see why?”

			“Before . . . this was only a strategy to fulfill my own intent. Now I will think of your father. It will have more meaning.”

			“You do realize that your husband now wears the crown which will become their target? You’ll likely mark his death.”

			“As you said, I already have enough worries. Frankly, I’m surprised at how concerned you are for him.”

			“The boy is growing on me. You changed him for the better. It may sound strange, but I’m glad to have been imprisoned. I now have an ally who can get us out of here.”

			“I am glad you weren’t at the banquet. I would’ve never been able to protect you. And we don’t need Francis for access to the port. After tomorrow, you’ll be able to sail to Jane.”

			There was a brief quiet while Marie rinsed soap from Natalia. 

			“Will you go with me?” 

			“I can’t do that,” Natalia replied.

			“Why not? Once you let this Captain Rafael sail to Karkov, your role will be complete. Your father’s warriors will scrub Ordean from existence.” 

			“So far, this doesn’t feel much like the day it was supposed to be. Today should be a day without past or future; it’s the only way I can be happy.”

			“You’re right. Just Marie and her darling,” announced Marie, rising with a smile and returning her hands to her hips. “But why can’t you be happy in your future?”

			“Marie,” sighed Natalia. “No more talking about anything other than today.”

			“Fine, darling, we don’t have to discuss your future, provided you acknowledge I am in it.”

			“My dreams must be proven wrong. Otherwise, it’s not a place I want you to be.”

			“Where you will be is where I will be. Wherever that may be.” 

			Natalia laughed at Marie’s always-nimble tongue. 

			“And if you get to forbid topics, then so do I,” continued Marie. “No more talk about dreams.”

			“That is fair, my darling,” laughed Natalia.

			“I am darling now?”

			“You are my darling, and I am yours,” replied Natalia. 

			“You are my darling because you are most dear to me. How can I be that to you, when your devotion is so widespread? You have two husbands!”

			Natalia splashed water at Marie. “No, Marie, no talk of husbands either. It’s only you and me today.”

			They heard the clanking of the door after the water had settled. “. . . And all the Lucines you bring with you,” quipped Marie.

			“It may be Antonio with the captain,” responded Natalia, still laughing.

			“Up with my girl.” Water ran heavily from Natalia’s body as she rose within the tub. “I will go see about your Lucines,” said Marie as she handed Natalia a linen cloth. “Just so I’m prepared, how handsome is this captain?”

			“Rafael is much adored by the young women of Lucenze.”

			“Well, his handsomeness will be enjoyed by my eyes alone. I’ll not have you abandon decorum in my house. You will speak through that door, or not at all, while in the dressing gown.”

			Natalia laughed at the fretting woman with rolled sleeves hurrying through the kitchen.
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			Even though she had been integral in executing Natalia’s vision, Marie was still spooked at the first sight of Natalia leaving the blacksmith shop on the gray horse. Apparently, the specific look requested by Natalia had originated with her deceased twin. Perhaps that added to the eeriness. But what frightened Marie the most was how much Natalia looked like a renowned queen from a century before, about to haunt the city with a vengeance. The resemblance was due to Natalia’s hair formed upward into the pouf style made famous by the extravagant queen. It had taken longer to style her hair than it had to alter the gown. The lampblack shadowing her eyes completed the terrifying scene of a queen risen from the dead. Marie had tried to protest the black eye shadow, but Natalia had said it had to be precisely as Jillian had shown her. 

			Even Natalia’s posture was unlike her own. Her head was tilted back in an elegant manner. She held the Lioness sword across her lap with her left hand as the horse slowly clopped toward Marie, who waited in a parked coach. The few pedestrians in the back streets near the shop stopped in awe to marvel at the spectacle. Antonio climbed into the open coach with Marie. The driver flicked the reins, and the coach pulled out ahead of Natalia. 

			Waiting at the first turn was the paperboy, Pierre, with his many cohorts. One of the boys called, “There she is!” The mob of boys ran ahead of the turning coach, dispersing and drawing the attention of all ears, whether in the streets, in homes, or in shops. “Our queen lives!” the boys yelled. “Our queen in the golden gown!”

			Marie kept her composure and ignored the commotion around them, but Antonio turned with his knees on the seat to watch the people adore Natalia, who was trotting the gray roan through the suddenly busy streets. “How is she, darling?” 

			“The streets are filling around her,” he answered. “A crowd is following. People are coming from doors and hanging from windows. They’re excited.”

			“Yes, I can hear that,” responded Marie. “But how is our girl?”

			The boy’s chin rested on his hands, which gripped the back of the seat. The tone of his response showed his concern. “She looks angry at them.”

			Marie turned enough to study the Lucine boy. She patted his leg. “We have that effect on people,” she joked, and the boy responded with a grin. 

			“She was already angry in the blacksmith shop,” said Antonio. “I wish she was still at the ruins.” Antonio looked at Marie. “She was happy there.”

			“Ruins?” Marie asked. “This is a place?”

			“Yes. The Lea Abbey. It’s where she and Lorenzo stayed before coming here.”

			“Hmm,” responded Marie. It didn’t please her to think of Natalia happy in Lucenze and unhappy in Verseine. “Well, darling, she’s only this way because of her obligation to your people.”

			Antonio’s look of hurt instantly made Marie offer comforting words.

			“It’s only a persona she has assumed to scare the people into revolution. You know her true self. Don’t you?”

			He nodded before returning his gaze to Natalia. But when they turned through the iron gates of the Philippe Gardens, Antonio spun around in amazement as he caught sight of the gardens with the Verseine Palace as their backdrop. His exuberance reminded Marie of watching Natalia lean from the royal carriage only two weeks earlier. That night she’d waved at onlookers with unbridled joy. As the coach veered away from the crowd, Marie observed the disparity between the two versions of Natalia separated by two weeks and unimaginable tragedy. The latter version trotted her gray horse beside the fountain, with the reins lightly held in the fingertips of her right hand, ignoring the throngs of people cheering and following her. 

			Marie began to question the words she’d said to soothe the boy’s concerns. What if it wasn’t temporary? No one knew better than Marie that revolution always required sacrifice. What if Natalia’s true self was the sacrifice? The indignant beauty riding through her admirers was more like the epitome of Verseine queenship. She’d been dipped in the burning forge of Verseine revolution. What came out of those fires was entirely different than what went in. The traits that were precious to Marie, and considered flaws by the king she’d slain, had melted away, leaving only what had been desired of her all along. Marie couldn’t allow Philip that victory. The revolution would have to find another sacrifice.

			As Natalia approached the statue of King Philip, she passed Thomas, Warren, and Rafael, who stood by the camera. Thomas was busy making final adjustments until she passed him. “Stay as still as you can for as long as you can,” he instructed.

			“Maybe she will, but they won’t,” said Rafael, referring to the raucous crowd. 

			Natalia stopped at the steps leading to the statue and turned toward the camera. She raised her sword with her right hand while the crowd filled the steps behind her. Some climbed the statue, others closed in around her, and they all affectionately cried out to her. 

			“This may not work,” fretted Thomas. “The moving people will wreak havoc on the calotype.” 

			When the camera puffed, the crowd cheered. Natalia remained still until she received a signal from Thomas. She then turned the roan into the mob, forcing a path up the marble steps, still wielding her sword. 

			“What’s she doing?” asked Thomas.

			Before anyone could answer, someone fired a celebratory musket shot near the east gate of the garden. The coach carrying Antonio and Marie pulled up behind the others. “Captain, this crowd is out of control. She has finished what needed to be done this morning. Pull her from this insanity,” pleaded Marie. “You don’t know the madness which can come of this.”

			Rafael started toward the statue, but Warren grabbed his arm. “No, listen,” said Warren, referring to the calls from the crowd.

			“Queen Natalia!” 

			“Lioness queen!”

			At the top of the steps, Natalia sharply circled around the pedestal of the statue, harshly eyeing the crowd as she went around. The roan stepped agilely across the marble surface. Men were hanging from the statue above her. More people were filing into the gardens from every gate. Natalia, still maneuvering the roan in a tight circle, waved her sword over the crowd for silence. Then she stopped, pointed the sword back toward the statue, and admonished the city. “Why does this still stand?” she yelled. “Why do you adorn the garden with a fallen king?” Grumbles were heard from the crowd. “This is not the way I remember him! The last time I saw your king, his head landed on the floor!” 

			The crowd erupted into boisterous cheering. When Natalia resumed her mocking questions, she had to scream to be heard above their praise. “Why does this still stand? What have you been doing since I toppled the crown? Are you scared? Do you fear authority? They don’t fear you! The entire army is gone! They do not fear you! They cannot hear your voice! Do you want to be heard?” She cut around to the other side and repeated, “Do you want to be heard, Verseine?! I’ve been told you were once heard! Where has that courage gone? Were you not once free? My father put the crown on his head, but I took it off!” 

			She cut the roan around the statue again, inciting the crowd. Natalia could see rope being passed to the front of the cheering mob. The plan was to allow people to accumulate throughout the day before taking the wharf that evening. With more people congregating than they had expected, Natalia briefly considered sending them immediately to take the wharf.

			Murmurs began, due to her silence, as the people watched the ropes being thrown to the men clinging to the statue. The people craved more of her scorn. But Natalia was through with them. She would let Warren use the picture to communicate the rest as they’d planned. 

			When the ropes had been secured around the statue, the ends were tossed back into the crowd. As the first rope was pulled taut, she started the roan down the steps into a rush of chaos. The crowd stretched another rope, while the climbers jumped clear of the statue. More people grabbed the ropes and pulled, until the statue of King Philip toppled over, smashing into pieces. The crowd exploded and another shot was fired. Thomas and Warren were hurrying the camera into the covered carriage in which they’d arrived. Rafael, mounted on a horse, pushed up beside the roan just after the statue crashed. “There’s no way to lose the crowd,” exclaimed Rafael. “They’ll see wherever you go.”

			“I won’t go to the smith,” Natalia responded. “They didn’t ask for this.”

			Marie had directed her coach to turn for departure, and Antonio stood up on the seat, signaling Natalia and Rafael. 

			“Stay on their rear,” directed Rafael. 

			Some of the crowd remained in the gardens to do further damage to the fallen king. But most, including some carrying pieces of the statue, followed Natalia out of the gardens like a triumphal parade through the streets of Verseine.

		


		 

			Chapter 128
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			Francis looked up from his desk when Bellamy entered the State Room. “Your Highness,” said the chancellor.

			“What is it, Bellamy?” asked the young king as he returned his attention to writing.

			Bellamy quickly walked past the divans and stood across the desk from Francis. “Your Highness, it seems the toppling of the statue was not an isolated occurrence. Another pamphlet has been printed. The pamphlet may be the cause of the stir.”

			“A stir, Bellamy? By what criteria do you define a stir?” 

			“Trouble is stirring outside the palace. Guards were chased inside the main gate. The mob is calling for the end of monarchy. Some of the rioters appeared to wave another so-called Liberty Pamphlet.”

			“I wouldn’t worry much about a pamphlet, Bellamy.”

			“Nevertheless, Your Highness, I have sent a palace guard in plain clothes to get his hands on one. There is no reason for us to ignore what has suddenly had such effect.”

			“Fine, Bellamy. You have exhibited proper caution.”

			“Your Highness, perhaps we should also send a message of the threat to Ordean, to request the timely aid of cavalry,” added Bellamy.

			Francis raised his gaze, showing his disbelief. “Bellamy, why did Ordean restrain the troops when Natalia approached my father? Why did he leave me with only palace guards? It wouldn’t surprise me if he was somehow manipulating this riot. Perhaps he authored the pamphlet. Imagine how stricken he would be over my death in a riot, leaving no legitimate claim to the throne. He would merely have to squash a weak rebellion to gain power, rather than staging a coup d’état.”

			“Well, Your Highness, it seems as though the city knows the palace is vulnerable. This threat could be real. We must consider all options in case it becomes dire.”

			Francis relaxed his arms and sighed at having to ease the mind of his counselor. “The subjects rebel against my father and his ways. They assume they will receive more of the same from me, but in time they will see great change. Right now, they cannot know how Verseine will flourish under my rule.” Bellamy moved his lips to speak, but Francis continued, “All I need is a little time, Bellamy. Do you know what today is?” Again, Francis resumed speaking as Bellamy was about to reply. “Today is the day my mercenaries have been acquired. We can withstand a siege of Verseine drunkards for a few days, Bellamy.” Francis lifted his hand as Bellamy started to speak for a third time. “And, if circumstances become dire, as you say, we will escape via tunnel to the quay, board a ship, and await the arrival of the mercenaries by sea.”

			Bellamy seemed to consider the suggestion and determine it appropriate. “Your Highness, with your permission, I will have a vessel stocked and ready for an immediate departure in case it becomes necessary. It must be a smaller ship which could negotiate the river to the palace.”

			“As you say, Bellamy,” replied Francis, returning his focus to his desk. 

			Satisfied that the king had no more to say, the chancellor departed the room to send instructions to the wharf and to wait for news of the unrest.

		


		 

			Chapter 129
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			A bootmaker named Frederick Babin tied the cordage around the paper wrapping. Marie waited impatiently. His eyes were upon her instead of his task.

			“Your eyes have sting, old man,” snapped Marie.

			“You’ve brought chaos to our neighborhood.”

			“Maybe some will need boots,” she quipped. 

			The old bootmaker frowned at her remark. 

			“As I certainly recall, you were a soldier.”

			He groaned, “What does that have to do with anything?”

			“Perhaps you’ll take up arms with your brethren,” said Marie. 

			Frederick ignored her suggestion.

			“Were you in the gardens this morning?”

			“No,” he answered.

			“Perhaps if you were, you’d be like everyone else.”

			Again, he disregarded her.

			“What is the real cause of your annoyance with an old friend?” she asked.

			“I don’t see the point.”

			“The point of liberty?”

			“Today won’t matter,” Frederick said. “What happens when Ordean returns? Are you calling for the people to resist him?”

			“That will be up to the people,” replied Marie.

			“That, I cannot support. And that is what will be attempted if their lunacy gains enough momentum.”

			“You would rather be ruled by Ordean?”

			“No.”

			“Then you make no sense,” Marie retorted.

			“My son joined the army,” he said as he pushed the package across the counter.

			Marie put her hands on the rough paper. “I see.” She remained standing in the same place while they looked at each other. “Your son is a good boy.”

			“There are many good boys. The army is full of young men who just recently answered the call.”

			“Yes.” Marie positioned the package beneath her arm, started to turn, but then pivoted back. “Your son? He wasn’t given duty within the city, was he? Perhaps a member of the garrison defending the wharf?” 

			“No, that’s not the way the army works. The youth would be among the first to greet your rioters upon Ordean’s return. Or the first to stand against the Old Lion when he comes to protect his daughter.”

			“For now, it is best he’s beyond the city,” said Marie.

			“For now,” he gruffly agreed.

			“Well then,” she said awkwardly before resuming her escape. Marie departed the shop with her hat tilted downward, ignoring the wild happenings all about. When she came upon a known loyalist apothecary, there was violence in her way. Rioters were hurling stones through the storefront, and the proprietor had been dragged into the street. Marie never slowed nor looked. She only quickened her pace through the madness.

			A different type of mob was fixed in front of her home. It was a joyful crowd who awaited their queen, already celebrating what they were yet to do. Captain Rafael saw Marie’s approach and cleared a path between the rebels. Despite having escaped through the door, with it quickly shut behind her, Marie still raced up the stairs as if evading chaos. 

			When Marie entered the bedroom, Natalia had her hair pulled in front of her right shoulder and was attempting a braid. “You shouldn’t have gone out into that,” said Natalia.

			“Babin is rather slow-handed these days,” was Marie’s response as she handed the package to Natalia.

			Natalia tugged the cords around the edges, laid the package on the edge of the bed, and unwrapped a pair of brown leather boots, which were folded over. “They’re wonderful, Marie.” Natalia sat on the bed and pulled the tall, slim-fitting boot over her lower leg.

			“Darling, all of Verseine knows where I lay my head now,” said Marie, at the window, while Natalia put on the other boot. 

			Natalia stood and observed the boots. 

			Marie stepped behind her and unraveled the messy braid. “Shall I do it properly?” 

			Natalia nodded and sat in front of the mirror. “I want to look like Jillian.” 

			Marie observed the fierce look within the black shadows around her eyes. “Can I remove the ridiculous lampblack?”

			“Why?” asked Natalia.

			“Your eyes do not need accenting. If only I had your eyes. Beautiful eyes never age.”

			“It has nothing to do with beauty,” said Natalia. “I liked how ferocious Jillian looked.”

			“In your dream?” scoffed Marie, rolling her eyes.

			Natalia tried to nod, but Marie’s edginess had her yanking Natalia’s head side to side as she worked on the braid.

			“There’s no longer a need for you to appear ferocious,” Marie said. “You lit the fuse. Now’s when you step aside.”

			“If I was going to break my promise it would’ve been this morning,” responded Natalia. “After watching the crowd gather in the gardens, I should’ve led them to the wharf immediately. But I didn’t, because I promised to stay out of it.”

			“At least they would’ve been sober. Now they’ve had time to drink their courage in the gathering places. That absinthe makes them crazy. I worry more about the danger from our own, rather than the soldiers at the wharf.”

			“You agree I made a mistake?”

			“No. My point is you must stay entirely away from them now that they’re blind drunk.”

			“Sometimes you have a confusing way of getting your point across.”

			Marie had finished with the hair but remained peering over Natalia’s shoulder into the mirror.

			“I’m only going to watch from the hilltop. Verseine needs to take Verseine. I’ve done enough for these people already,” Natalia said.

			“Darling, that is absolutely true. But why is it so difficult for me to believe you’ll stay away when the fracas begins?”

			Natalia smiled. “Would it make you feel better to remove the shadowing from my eyes?”

			“Yes. It would, actually.” Marie looked closely into Natalia’s eyes while scrubbing away the lampblack. “Such sad eyes,” Marie whispered.

			“You said it’s a wound that will never heal.”

			“No, I didn’t.” Marie realized Natalia was talking about something she’d heard in a dream and stopped her. “Don’t say it. I’m fine if I never hear that word again. I really need to cross paths with this Marie who visits in your sleep. She and I are rarely in agreement.”

			“But it’s true.”

			“Not entirely,” argued Marie. “Were you not happy yesterday?”

			“Yes, I was,” Natalia agreed. “Don’t ever forget how happy you made me yesterday. Yesterday and every other day we were together. I love you, Marie.”

			What were meant to be comforting words gave Marie a chill. Natalia spoke as if there would never be a day like that again. Marie already had an eerie feeling, so when they heard an increased commotion in the streets, she darted toward the window. People were running away from her front door. “Oh, I don’t like this one bit,” muttered Marie.

			“What’s happening?” Natalia asked, rising from the chair.

			“Nothing good,” answered Marie. “Something’s not right.”

			Both of them turned toward the stairs when they heard boots rumbling up the hardwood steps. Captain Rafael turned the corner into the room. “Warren sent word. It’s starting. A small ship was seen preparing for departure, so the fighting has begun early.”

			“I have to go,” said Natalia.

			“No!” shouted Marie. “This is the exact kind of unplanned circumstance that sees people killed. This is bad, Natalia. I can feel it.” Natalia tried to walk past, but Marie took hold of her arm. “Captain. She needs to stay here. Tell her so.”

			“I can’t tell her that. But she can’t leave without her roan. Thomas is getting the horses.”

			“Don’t worry, Marie. Four nations aren’t gathered.” Natalia freed herself by taking Marie’s hands. “I know how I die, and this isn’t it.”

			“What do you mean you know how you die?”

			“You wouldn’t believe me, and there isn’t time. Not one vessel can escape the port.”

			“You’re not leaving until you explain this about dying.”

			“What’s meant to happen will happen. But not today.”

			“That’s it, Natalia. I’ve heard enough. When the wharf is taken, we’re sailing for Acadiene.”

			“I can’t.”

			“It’s these atrocious dreams. You’ve got to stop thinking your life should be dictated by what you see when you sleep. You’re being haunted by grief. Darling, dreams are just dreams. And troubles have ends. The end of all this will come. What you need is to keep yourself out of harm and be willing to move on with your life.”

			“The reason I can’t move on has nothing to do with the dreams. It’s something Jillian told me before she died.” Marie saw she was on the verge of tears and cupped Natalia’s cheeks in her hands. “Our mother was killed.” The tears released; Marie felt them on her fingers. “By my father. He killed her, Marie.”

			“Oh, darling. Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I can’t run away from him. It has to be me. No one else can stop it.”

			“Stop what?”

			“Stop it from ever happening again. There’s too much darkness in my lineage, and it needs to end. It needs to end with my father and needs to end with me.”

			“Natalia!” Marie covered her own mouth against her outburst.

			Natalia kissed Marie’s forehead. “We’ll talk more when I return,” Natalia said, and then left the room.

			Marie was too shocked to stop Natalia but gathered herself when Captain Rafael began to follow. “You heard her,” Marie blurted. “How can you let her go toward danger sounding like that?”

			Rafael stopped. “I have to sail right away. But Lorenzo should be told what was said.”

			“Get me a horse, and I’ll tell him.”

			“Thomas is to ride that way for Lorenzo’s sister. You can go with him.”

			“I’ll be ready,” vowed Marie.

		


		 

			Chapter 130
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			Francis had attempted to play a game of Patience but failed. When he had dealt the king and queen of hearts side by side, he’d sat there, gazing at the king with his queen. He couldn’t go on with a meaningless game of cards. He’d been staring at the cards for longer than he realized when Bellamy crept into the State Room. Francis was annoyed at having to disturb the bliss of the royal couple by raking the cards aside.

			For some reason, it irked Francis even more that Bellamy remained quiet. He looked up to see the chancellor’s face was pale, as if he’d been haunted. Francis was unnerved and didn’t want to ask what had happened.

			With both hands, Bellamy carefully laid a printed image on the desk for Francis to view. Francis picked it up, stood, and looked closely. If he could have made himself faint, he would have. That was the only appropriate reaction. It was her! But he couldn’t fully rejoice. The scene was too frightening. “Is she alive?” he whispered aloud, more to himself than to Bellamy. He couldn’t be sure from the photo. The look on her face was chilling. And those around her were blurry like swirling ghosts. 

			“It could be her twin,” replied Bellamy.

			He looked at Bellamy and then again at the image printed on the paper. 

			“This is what’s being passed through the city,” explained the chancellor. 

			Francis was dazed. “How could . . .? Where has she . . .? Why is she . . .?” 

			Bellamy was silenced by his own astonishment. 

			“This is her gown, Bellamy. Say something, Bellamy.”

			“The people must’ve found her body. The twin wears the gown to taunt us.”

			“It’s not her twin, Bellamy. Stop saying that.”

			“How can you know?”

			“Because Natalia and I talked about my father’s statue. She found it to be ridiculously conceited and is sending me a message.”

			“Not a pleasant greeting,” remarked Bellamy. “Being that the statue was destroyed.”

			Francis threw himself down in the chair. “I can’t believe it.” 

			“Your Highness. You nearly sound pleased.”

			“I am very pleased, Bellamy.” Francis released a hopeful smile. “She’s alive.”

			The chancellor was obviously perplexed.

			“Bellamy, my wife is the answer.”

			“I beg your pardon, Your Highness?”

			“She knows of my innocence. I told the truth to Secretary Arnold that day. About what she whispered to me. It’s why she didn’t kill me along with my father. Ordean is her enemy. Not me.” Francis let Bellamy catch up before continuing. “The people adore her. With her at my side, they will also adore me. If she is by my side, then Karkov is my ally against Ordean. I will have Natalia, the mercenaries, and the Kark Army.” 

			“How do you expect Natalia of Karkov to reconcile with the son of the man who conspired to murder her twin and attack her father?”

			“First of all, Bellamy, I am her husband. Secondly, I had nothing to do with any of that. Nor was I aware of it. Lastly, Ordean is my enemy as much as hers. I will help her see it, and she will return to me. Together we will defeat our common adversary and rule a utopian Verseine. This is the answer, Bellamy. Are you unable to see it?” 

			“Your Highness, I am not sure she will see it your way. If you are not her enemy, then why does she stir the city against you?”

			“Because she does not know how I really feel about her. I wore this façade of what I thought I should be. She is yet to see it removed.”

			“I suppose we should try, Your Highness,” said Bellamy with doubt.

			“I know where she will be. With her woman Marie. Madam Marchand, I should say. It is where she would have gone to heal. And I am the one who released Marchand to care for her. She has been there this whole time, Bellamy. My grief did not allow me to consider it possible.” Francis rose with excitement. “While I have rued her loss, she has been right under my nose. I could have cared for her with the best physicians. Here in the palace. I am surprised Madam Marchand did not return her to me.”

			“The Marchand home was searched the night of the wedding and again in the following days,” Bellamy responded. “Your wife was not there.”

			Francis picked up the paper again. He had to remind himself she was alive. Then he gave instructions. “Bellamy, you will take as many guards as you need for your protection. Take all of them if you want. You will go to the home of Marie Marchand. And you will profess my love for Natalia. My love and my allegiance. Aldo will go with you, as witness to the legitimacy of my claim. I have confided in him. He knows Natalia was the only loss I was unable to bear. He will tell her my fear of Ordean. She will believe him more than you, or even me.”

			“Your Highness, our marching through the city with armed guards is likely to start the impending upheaval.”

			“At your choosing, you are welcome to go disguised.”

			“It would be best, Your Highness. I will take only two guards in plain clothes. Armed only to appear as rioters.”

			“Go then, Bellamy,” responded Francis.

			“What should I tell her, in either case?” asked Bellamy.

			“Well, Bellamy, if she declines an alliance with me, then I do not suppose you will have anything else to tell her. Or to tell me, for that matter. My wife has a certain temperament which would be unfavorable for you if she is displeased. If she is willing, request that she meet me at the tunnel exit. If she wants to kill me, then she will have her chance. And if that is what she wants, then it is what I want as well. For how could I go on without her, knowing after all I could have had her? But, Bellamy, if she is willing to see me, then she will know I am changed. She has transformed me. My wife will see that her death took me to my foundation, and her return has erected me with the will to be as she wants me to be.”

			“I will go at once, Your Highness,” said Bellamy, though he hesitated, as if to ask whether Francis was sure.

			“Yes, Bellamy, go at once,” he replied with a smile. “Do not worry, Bellamy, it will be grand.”

		


		 

			Chapter 131
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			Natalia, along with Thomas and Rafael, rushed through the Verseinemen who also were making their way toward the harbor. The sound of musket fire was more frequent by the time they reached the first windmill atop the giant hill. Riding under the slowly rotating blade reminded her of Francis. Four windmills could be seen from the palace, and Natalia had asked Francis about the odd-looking structures with vanes turning with the wind. He’d tried to explain their purpose, but it seemed likely that he didn’t really know. Nevertheless, Francis came to her thoughts. Natalia wondered if he was aware of her return. If so, what was his reaction? 

			After topping the hill, Natalia still wasn’t able to see the wharf. The buildings were too high. She knew they were near due to the stench of fish in the air. They negotiated numerous meandering turns, which forced Natalia to remain with the others. When she was close enough to hear shouts from the fighting, she released the roan to gallop at a faster pace.

			The first signs of the wharf that came into view were gigantic ships docked in alignment. Behind the ships was another hill. That hill was grassy and vacant of buildings, most likely protecting the harbor from the sea. Once the entire wharf came into view, Natalia briefly stopped to assess the skirmish. There were bodies in the road outside the gates, showing where the fighting had begun. The struggle had moved onto the nearest pier, which was mostly empty except for one small brig. The brig was a shallow vessel whose hull barely extended above the pier. The rioters were vying with more than twenty navy men attempting to flee. The pier wasn’t wide enough to hold all the rebels in pursuit, and men were forced into the water. The violence spilled into the brig as navy men worked to cast off from the pier while fending off their attackers. 

			Seeing that their escape was probable, Natalia raced the gray roan down the dirt road and through the gates. When she reached the wharf, she turned away from the crowd trying to push their way to the madness. There was no way she could reach the brig from the overcrowded pier. The adjacent pier held massive commerce ships. Natalia prodded the roan onto the wooden dock to make her way toward the adjacent pier. 

			The clash continued while Natalia made her way to the other side. The brig was filled with fighting, and men from each side were being thrown overboard. The navy men had the upper hand, but the rioters were carelessly firing black-powder pistols from the midst of the crowd, sometimes four or five people back from where the sailors were trying to undo the mooring ropes. The shots splintered the rail of the brig and hit both soldiers and civilians. Two soldiers working the last rope were shot, simultaneously, just as they untied the brig. One fell into the water and the other into the congested brig. A navy man with a long pole pushed the brig away from the face of the pier, but multiple people grabbed the pole and pulled him overboard. Men swam to the brig but were unable to climb the hull. Two long poles remained on the brig. Using the poles, the navy men began to push off the bed of the harbor to propel the vessel forward and put distance between themselves and the shooters still giving chase along the pier.

			Only eleven soldiers remained after the last citizen was tossed over the rail. The rioters continued to follow the brig along the pier, volleying musket fire as it crept along the adjacent merchant pier. Nine navy men took cover behind the rail, which kept exploding into splinters, until the two polemen pushed the brig beyond the rocks at the end of the navy pier. When the riotous crowd could no longer follow, the other nine commenced dropping the sails of the foremast and mainmast.

			Jumping nets and stacks of rope atop the roan, Natalia had followed their progress between the docked commerce ships. She continued ahead of them and ran the gray roan up a battened ramp onto the last clipper docked at the end of the merchant pier. People were congregating on the hills within view of the wharf, and thousands cheered when the gray roan emerged onto the deck of the merchant clipper. The cheers morphed into a steady roar as all onlookers became aware that Natalia was preparing to thwart the brig’s escape.

			Natalia dismounted directly onto the railing of the clipper, steadying herself on the rigging. She leaned over the rail, waiting for the approaching brig beneath her. The front poleman passed below as she leapt for the rigging of the foremast. She grabbed the taut rope midfall and used it to swing toward the navy man who’d just gone under her. Landing in a run, Natalia drove her right shoulder into the back of the front poleman. The man went down hard onto the deck with Natalia sliding on top of him. She raised his head, clenching his hair, and slammed his face onto the wood once, then a second time, as another man working the foremast sail charged her. She drew the revolver from her right hip, thumbed the hammer, and fired point-blank into the man’s chest. Natalia grabbed his collar and twisted her hand to tighten her grip on his uniform. Forced to stand, the wounded man weakly grasped her wrist as she turned his back toward the approaching soldiers. Resting the revolver on the wounded man’s shoulder, Natalia fired at the chest of the closest attacker. The self-loading pistol seemed to surprise the others, who held their ground, and she shot one more of the hesitant enemy. 

			Scared of the revolver, the men fled back across the deck, toward the rail behind which they’d first taken cover. While the brig drifted without direction into the open harbor, the citizens cheered from their vantage points. Natalia walked the wounded man backward toward the retreating soldiers. One soldier was squatting behind the standing men, loading the muzzle of a dead rioter’s pistol. Natalia shot the squatting man, who crumpled forward. The remaining men dispersed around her. Two men were to her left, three to her right, and one more veered behind her right shoulder with a swing of an axe handle. She dropped low, and the handle cracked across the neck and shoulders of the wounded man she was using as her shield. He was finally free to collapse. As she evaded the handle, she maneuvered the revolver to the chin of the one who had swung it, fired, and felt warm blood spray her face as she straightened.

			One of the men who’d been on her left rushed her from behind. As he wrapped his arm around her, the pistol was jarred loose and fell to the deck. The man pushed Natalia toward the three on her right. She jumped enough to raise both boots and kick into the chest of a very large man who was prepared to strike with his fist, sending the big man crashing into the other two.

			Natalia remained trapped in the arms of the man who had rushed her from behind, and another beside him struck her across the face. The blow gave her a bit of space within the man’s arms, and she flung her head back into his face while thrusting her arms free. Natalia unsheathed her sword as the man who struck her went for the revolver on the deck. She swung the sword through the man’s wrist and down to the deck, then turned to deliver a backhand slice across the throat of the man who’d trapped her.

			As she prepared to fight the others, a boulderlike fist crashed into her right eye. The back of her head thudded onto the deck, leaving her dazed. Natalia felt like she was outside her body watching the beating of some poor girl lying on the deck of the brig. Two men stayed on their feet and kicked her, while the large man landed on a knee and struck her mouth. As the large man cocked his elbow back for another punch, the brig crashed into skiffs moored at the outer edge of the harbor. The impact knocked the man from his knee to his rear and slid her sword to closer to her. Natalia rolled quickly to her belly, grasped the sword, and flicked it outward, grazing the cheek and nose of the large man, who was trying to regain his footing.

			One of the standing soldiers recovered from his stumble and kicked the same ribs she’d previously injured. Natalia pinned the boot with her arm and pulled herself up, plunging her sword into the man’s gut. She pulled the stabbed man, still impaled by the sword, down on top of her to shield herself from a kick from the other standing man.

			Natalia saw the revolver lying above her head and squirmed from underneath the stabbed man toward it. She contorted and reached as one of the men fell upon her. He struck the back of her head, driving her face into the wood, as she gripped the revolver. She cocked the hammer, twisted, and fired back over her shoulder into the head of the man on top of her.

			✴

			Like Natalia, Rafael had also decided a pursuit along the crowded pier would be useless. He had moved through the congregating observers on the back hill and followed a group of men along the stone jetty that enclosed the harbor. Rafael was wading into the water when the drifting brig crashed into a multitude of skiffs moored along the jetty. He climbed over the rail of the vessel and saw Natalia pinned below two bodies with a large man looming over her. He ran along the deck and drew his revolver as the large man threw his weight into a crushing punch. “No!” Rafael cried as he took aim. He couldn’t have hit his target at that distance even if he’d been standing still. The shot missed, but the large man flinched and turned. Three running paces closer, Rafael fired again and struck the man in the shoulder. He fired again at close range just as the man tried to stand, striking him in the throat. When Rafael took the final shot, with the pistol against the man’s head, his gaze was already shifting to Natalia, lying blood soaked and unconscious. 

			A wet coating of blood was smeared over the wood deck of the brig. In some cases there were tracks from sliding feet or where dying men had dragged their bodies through the carnage. A navy man without a hand flailed with panic as blood sprayed from his arm. The men who had waded with Rafael came on board and were helping place Natalia onto Rafael’s lap. Some men wept at the sight. One man ended the suffering of three mortally wounded soldiers.

			“She’s breathing,” said Rafael. He heard her gargled breath and tilted her head forward to empty her mouth of blood. Rafael ordered the Verseinemen, “Get word to the wharf! To a Western man named Thomas. Have him and a wagon ready at the end of the pier so we can get her to a physician. Send word to Marie Marchand to meet us at the physician’s.” 

			Men at the rail of the brig started shouting Rafael’s instructions toward the wharf. 

			“Untie one of those skiffs,” continued Rafael. “It’ll be quicker to return her to the pier.”

			When he lifted Natalia, her limbs dangled loosely. Rafael could hear the murmurs from the hilltops as he lowered her limp body into the skiff.
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			Anxiously awaiting the arrival of Thomas, Marie was standing just inside her door when she heard men talking. She opened the door just as someone knocked. Despite the fact that the man was dressed as a commoner, Marie immediately recognized the chancellor to the king. “You?” she said, spewing scorn.

			“Wait, please, Madam Marchand,” responded Bellamy. “I beg of you.” 

			“I’ll not be taken,” said Marie.

			“Madam, please, young King Francis has sent us. He has learned that his wife lives.”

			“The Kark girl?” asked Marie incredulously. “Alive? I haven’t seen her since Ordean had me thrown into prison. I heard she drowned during her escape from the palace. It was King Francis himself who told me she died. A terrible shame. Such a sweet girl.”

			“The king has seen the paper with her image,” insisted Bellamy. “He believes she would have come to you.”

			“An image of a drowned girl? How disturbing. Good sir, how could a dead girl have come to me? Oh, do you not know of the twin sister? I met the twin when we took Natalia from her home. The girls were identical except for the eyes. Let me ask you, sir, could you see the blue eyes of your king’s wife in the picture?”

			Bellamy ignored her question and continued. “Madam, the girl will not be tried for her actions, the king only—”

			“Put on trial?” interrupted Marie. “That sweet girl is to blame for nothing.”

			“She took the head of your king,” responded Bellamy with offense.

			“Took the head of my king? Are you sure your king’s head hadn’t become too fat for his neck to hold?”

			“Woman, I have no time for games.”

			“Nor do I, Chancellor. As you gentlemen can see, I am clearly dressed for a romantic evening ride and am expecting my young lover to turn that corner at any moment. I do not expect he will respond kindly to my harassment by a palace official and his brutes.”

			“Madam Marchand, you take all of this wrongly,” responded Bellamy.

			“Then tell me, Chancellor, how should I take it?” 

			“Madam, I want to return to the palace more than you want me away from your door. But I must speak to Queen Natalia.”

			“Queen Natalia?” said Marie mockingly.

			“I know you despise me, but my message is genuine and comes from the grieving heart of King Francis. He has known nothing but regret over what happened. It is true. I watched him suffer over what was taken from him. And I watched his heart respond with hope when he saw the image of his wife. You cannot convince him it is not her. Madam, he only wants a chance to reconcile with her.”

			“Tell my young friend that if the girl does live, and if she comes to me, then I will do my best to arrange a chance for him to be heard,” declared Marie, noticing a Lucine man standing below her steps. “And who might you be?” she asked the man.

			“I am Aldo Fercisi. Brother of Lucas, king of Lucenze.”

			Marie was stunned into laughter. “And you’re here for the same purpose?”

			“Madam Marchand, I can only profess what I have witnessed,” answered Aldo. “I was also taken prisoner by General Ordean. Once King Francis learned of my imprisonment, he freed me and informed me of the general’s occupation of Lucenze. I have been his guest ever since, and he confided in me multiple times his love for young Natalia. Even before he became aware of her survival.”

			Marie laughed louder. “You are Lorenzo’s uncle?” 

			“Yes,” answered Aldo.

			“And you speak in favor of my Natalia’s reconciliation with King Francis of Verseine?”

			“Yes,” he answered again.

			“This is so absurd it’s amusing,” declared Marie.

			Aldo said, “I believe Francis to be an ally. Both to me and to Natalia. She is the reason I view him in a good light. You would not believe the transformation Natalia has created in him. Even in her supposed death, she evolved him into something good for Verseine. And for Lucenze.”

			“I do believe it. I saw it myself. That is not what’s absurd.”

			Bellamy added to their plea. “Madam, if you believe he is sincere, then allow King Francis a chance to speak with your girl. He is willing to risk his own death to meet with his wife.”

			“It seems he was more willing to risk yours than his,” remarked Marie as she noticed men running down the street. “Here come fellows of my Thomas. It’s in your best interest to leave me now.”

			“Marie!” shouted one of the men as they continued their sprint toward her. “Natalia is badly injured.”

			Marie put her hand to her face. 

			“Madam, she should be brought to the palace to be properly cared for. This is the queen they speak of,” Bellamy insisted. 

			Marie was frozen with fear for her darling and didn’t think to silence the men from divulging information as they reached her steps. 

			Another man from the wharf addressed Marie. “She leapt onto a ship full of soldiers trying to flee the wharf. By herself, she stopped them. But she was badly beaten by a giant of a man. She’s being taken to the home of Tremblay, the physician.”

			“Hush now, not in front of these men,” snapped Marie, returning to her senses.

			Bellamy responded to the man giving news from the wharf. “Kind sir, have her brought here instead. I will bring the best physicians in Verseine, and she will be cared for properly.”

			One of the men from the wharf looked suspicious of Bellamy and asked, “Why does the woman wish us to hush?”

			“Is he harassing you, Madam Marie?” asked another, pushing up his sleeves in a threatening manner.

			“Sure does have a fancy way of speaking for his tattered garb,” noted the third man from the wharf.

			Marie noticed one of Bellamy’s guards move his coat to expose a caplock pistol. One of the men from the wharf saw it and grabbed his wrist as he pulled the gun. Another from the wharf struck Bellamy down, while Aldo stepped up to the top step with Marie. The other men joined the wrestling for the pistol. While the men struggled for the gun, it discharged with a puff of smoke. The men continued to fight as Marie collapsed and fell from Aldo’s grasp as he attempted to catch her. She rolled over Bellamy’s legs and all the way down the steps, coming to rest at the feet of the brawling men. The fighting stopped. Marie was facedown on the cobblestones, gasping for air. Aldo ran down to her. Bellamy rose, seemingly dusting his britches free of blame. He stepped over Marie and quickly walked away from the rioters, with his two guards following. 

			The three men from the wharf looked at each other, unsure what to do. 

			Aldo pleaded for their help. “Help me carry her to the physician.” 

			“We’ll be blamed for this,” stated one of the Verseinemen.

			“Help me! I can’t get her there without your help!”

			“She’ll kill us,” added another. “She’ll chop off our heads.” 

			Without another word, the three men from the wharf fled, leaving Aldo helpless and Marie dying.
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			From his usual window for viewing the lighting of the streetlamps, Francis watched a different lighting of Verseine as flames rose above the outer walls of his palace. However, the burning gate was not his worry. Instead, he fretted over the return of Bellamy and Aldo. He would soon learn of Natalia’s response, and he feared her potential rejection of him more than death by riotous invasion.

			He heard the quick, clicking pace of someone approaching in the long corridor. “Your Highness, we must go at once,” insisted Bellamy, in a state of panic, as he neared.

			Francis looked at him and noticed dried blood at the corner of his mouth. “What happened, Bellamy? Where is Aldo?”

			“It all went very wrong, Your Highness, and we must go at once.”

			“Not until you tell me her response.”

			Bellamy shook his head and explained, “There was a struggle. Madam Marchand was accidentally shot.”

			Rage boiled within Francis. His reconciliation with Natalia was doomed. All hope had instantly vanished. He should have never trusted another person with anything of such importance. Francis reached for the marble bust closest to him and flung it with both hands as far as he could. “Damn it, Bellamy! Do you realize what you’ve done?”

			“Your Highness, for now, you must listen to reason.”

			“Reason?” gasped Francis. “Now there can be no reason!” 

			“We have to leave now. There is no chance to align with the girl. We must flee the city.”

			“Natalia saw this happen?” Francis asked.

			Again, Bellamy shook his head but did not explain further.

			“Aldo saw what happened?” 

			Bellamy answered with a nod.

			“And he stayed with Marie?”

			Bellamy continued to nod anxiously.

			“And what will he tell Natalia of the incident?” 

			“Your Highness, he will say the vile rioters caused the weapon to discharge.”

			“Whose weapon, Bellamy?” 

			“A palace guard’s. But in response to the agitation of the rebels who had just returned from sacking the wharf.”

			“Sacking the wharf?” Francis asked.

			“The wharf was taken, so we cannot escape via water,” said Bellamy. “Your Natalia must have led an attack this evening.”

			“I don’t want to escape. And stop forcing me to pry every morsel of information from you.”

			“She is said to be badly injured from the battle. It was the ship being prepared for us. Soldiers tried to flee in it. The rebels said she leapt into the vessel to stop them but was beaten by a giant man.” 

			Francis felt weighed down with disbelief. How cruel his life had become. Just when he had begun to withstand his grief, fate had mocked him by dangling a chance for redemption before him. It would’ve been better to have never known of Natalia’s survival than to endure life without her all over again.

			He stepped two paces away, as if walking away from his sorrowful thoughts. It was not his fault Marie had been shot. He actually cared for her. Something had to be done. Staying in the palace was not an option, nor was sailing west or running east. If he was going to die, Francis preferred his fate to be decided by the only person in his life he’d been able to love. Love would either save him or doom him. There was no other way. Whether it was the end or the beginning of something else, his path had to be toward Natalia. He had to see her one more time.

			When Francis finally turned to face Bellamy, he had a clearer head. “She will need treatment. We will search every physician to find her. I must appeal to her.”

			“Your Highness, we will be killed if we go out into the city. The madness has worsened.”

			“Look through this window, Bellamy. We will die in the palace tonight if I don’t get to Natalia first.”

			Bellamy looked at the rioters burning the main gate, sighed, and yielded to the king. “I know which physician.”

			“You know where?” 

			“Yes,” replied Bellamy. “We will take the two guards already dressed as commoners.”

			“Quit being a fool, Bellamy. I cannot be escorted to Natalia by the men who contributed to Marchand’s death. Those men will be discharged from service due to their actions. But I will take their clothing.” 
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			Natalia opened her eyes to see the Old Lion closely inspecting her battered face. 

			“How did you let this happen?” her father asked.

			Much of her life had been spent discussing errors she’d committed in training. Out of habit, she admitted, “I misjudged the order of threats. With the fourth shot, I disabled a man loading a pistol. That bullet should’ve been for the large man with fists like iron.”

			“This was not your first mistake. You should never have allowed the garrison time to ready a departure.”

			“I know,” she agreed.

			The Old Lion grunted his displeasure. “Jillian had better instincts than you.”

			“You’ve been told of her death?” 

			He nodded.

			Despite her hatred toward the Old Lion, it still hurt to see him acknowledge Jillian’s death. Mourning Jillian remained something shared between them. But Natalia had to steady her emotions. Jillian wouldn’t want her showing him compassion. “You should’ve done as my letter said. Since you didn’t stay in Karkov, one of us will die today. I know when I die. Can you say the same?”

			“Don’t taunt me. You are not your sister. You’re only pretending to be someone you’re not.”

			“If I were her you’d already be dead.”

			“She tried and failed. As will you.”

			“When I die you’ll be defeated. There’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

			“I can have you returned to Karkov in chains. It’s how your mother should’ve been kept.”

			“Do not speak of her.”

			“I used to think she was the only one worthy of my seed. She was a fierce warrior. Just like Jillian.”

			“Don’t act like you cared for either one of them. The only thing you love is the continuation of your legacy. I will take that away from you.”

			“The Lineage has outlasted centuries of real and actual danger,” responded the Old Lion. “It will also survive a mere dream.”

			“I’ll ensure it doesn’t,” vowed Natalia.

			“By dying? You think you can stop the Lions by simply dying?”

			“My death means you’ll never have the Heir. My death means you’re the last.”

			“Am I? Are you sure?”

			Natalia was puzzled and didn’t respond. 

			“What if I told you my true Heir already lives in utero?”

			Natalia’s mind reeled. How could he know? She was in a healer’s room. Would a healer be able to know so soon?

			“Are you also vowing to murder the living Heir?” asked her father.

			Grieving emotion flooded from her at the same time she cried out, “It’s not up to me!”

			“Who’s it up to? Fate?”

			“How has attempting to alter fate turned out for you so far?” asked Natalia.

			“Leaning on fate is an excuse. I am greater than fate.”

			Natalia shouted, “I’m not going back!”

			The Old Lion reached for her with his large hands. “Your mother couldn’t escape Karkov. Neither will you.”

			Natalia rose from bed screaming, ready to fight the Old Lion. But she was taken into a comforting embrace. “Natalia,” someone said in a tender voice.

			It was Antonio. She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. While still holding on to Antonio, she noticed Lorenzo’s uncle was in the room. “Aldo. I’m so glad . . .” Natalia became dizzy, and her head throbbed. She released Antonio. Aldo took hold of her to help steady her. “Does Lorenzo know you’re safe?” she asked.

			“He’ll know soon. Thomas rode to the blockade, and Rafael set sail after bringing you here.” 

			“He saved you from the giant,” said Antonio.

			The discussion abruptly halted when a man Natalia didn’t recognize entered the room.

			“I see my patient is awake. Lord Aldo, please help her return to bed.”

			“This is Tremblay,” said Aldo, obeying the instruction. “He’s a physician. We’re in his home.”

			“Do you remember being injured?” asked Tremblay while examining her eyes. “Absolutely incredible. I observed this while you were sleeping but could not see them as clearly. The boy told me your eyes become dark when you sleep.” 

			The subject of her eyes reminded Natalia of her last dream and what the dream had suggested. “I’ve been in your care?” she asked.

			Tremblay gave a distracted, mumbled affirmation, as he was still fascinated by her eyes. 

			“Have you discovered anything about my condition?”

			He stopped the examination to professionally deliver the prognosis. “Your body has experienced mounting trauma—”

			“That’s not what I meant,” Natalia interrupted, placing her hand over her belly. “Is there a child?”

			The physician showed surprise at her question. He looked at Aldo, puzzled, before responding to Natalia, “Oh. I haven’t . . . Do you think it so?”

			Natalia regretted asking the question in front of Aldo and Antonio. She didn’t want Lorenzo to know. It would only further his suffering after her death. “No, just a foolish dream,” replied Natalia. “Where’s Marie?”

			It was apparent that Tremblay was silencing Aldo by the way he hastily spoke over him. “Lord Aldo may be the brother of a king, but I am your physician. As the person who is responsible for your well-being, I must insist that all conversations cease immediately. You must rest, and that is final.” 

			“I’ll rest when Marie is here,” said Natalia, just before she heard two voices, male and female, beyond the door. “Is that Marie? Let her in.”

			The door opened, and Natalia was stunned when Francis stepped into the room. She rose from the bed, not knowing how to react. 

			“There you are, lovely.” After seeing her condition, he took two quick steps toward her. “Look at you.”

			“Don’t—” As Natalia began to snap at him, she once again lost her balance, and Francis was there to take hold of her. Natalia yanked free of his touch. “You’re not my husband. Not anymore.”

			“That hurts me more than you can believe,” responded Francis.

			As much as she despised realizing it, Natalia didn’t want to hurt him. “I’m not saying it to be hurtful. I married Lorenzo as part of a vow to my sister. When she died after being shot by a Verseine soldier.” 

			When Natalia started crying, Francis embraced her. She didn’t resist. Francis squeezed her and also began to cry. He’d never seemed so genuine. “All we’ve done is burden you with sorrow after sorrow.”

			Natalia looked up at his teary eyes.

			“Truthfully, I came here hoping to be forgiven. After seeing what we have done to you, I could never ask for such an impossibility. Someone must answer for all of this. Let it be me. Especially for what happened to Marie.”

			“What?” She felt panic and pushed him away. “What happened to Marie?”

			Francis glanced at Aldo instead of responding. “She doesn’t know?”

			The look on Aldo’s face let Natalia know something tragic had occurred. It felt like reality was collapsing around her. The world seemed less real than it did during her dreams. The waning clarity gave her hope. She reached out for Francis, and he took her hand. “Tell me this is a dream.”

			“If only I could.”

			“No. You don’t understand. You’ve already appeared to me once. What color are my eyes?”

			“The deepest blue,” he answered.

			“That means I’m only dreaming.” 

			Other people were speaking. The physician’s voice was muffled. He was possibly ordering her back to bed. Natalia only wanted to be aware of Francis. If it was just the two of them, then it could be a dream. It had to be a dream. 

			But Francis remained defiant. “Feel my touch, Natalia. You are awake.”

			“Doesn’t it seem real?” she asked, trying to convince him.

			“I must tell you what happened,” he insisted.

			“No, Francis. Whatever you say will really happen.”

			“It already has. You have to hear it.”

			Pleading for silence, Natalia covered his mouth with both hands. “Don’t say it.”

			Francis gently removed her hands. “I wish more than anything you did not have to hear this.”

			“No,” Natalia sobbed. She cried against his shoulder as he placed his arms around her.

			“As I said, I am at fault. Like a coward, I sent men to find you. There was a disturbance. An accident.”

			Crying hysterically, she begged him again to stop.

			“Marie was shot.”

			Natalia moaned loudly and pounded her fists onto his chest. “Why did you have to say it?” she cried.

			Francis seized her and held her tightly. Her head became heavy. She felt herself completely giving in to his support. He picked her up and placed her in bed. When Natalia settled onto her back, Marie sat down beside her. Natalia wasn’t surprised. All the prior confusion had vanished. It was as if reality had returned. 

			Marie compassionately touched Natalia’s battered face. “My darling cannot seem to keep herself out of trouble.”

			Natalia squinted, and a tear rolled onto Marie’s fingers.

			“You mustn’t blame Francis for this,” said Marie.

			“I don’t. I blame myself. You tried to tell me there would be sacrifice. I should’ve listened. Why wasn’t I warned in a dream?”

			“You were meant to stop the escape. Would you’ve gone, knowing I was in danger?”

			“Protecting you was more important than anything else.”

			“I don’t have to bicker with you any longer. It is proven that from now on I am always right.”

			“Marie . . .”

			“You have to accept everything I say. Now, you must listen when I tell you to wake. It’s not the time to dream.”

			“I don’t want to.”

			“It’s really Francis sitting here, holding your hand. Wake up and save his life.”

			“I don’t know how I feel about this friendship between you and him.”

			“You will make him an ally for our cause. He has soldiers coming from Vestra who’re paid to protect him from Ordean.”

			“From Vestra? This is the fourth nation.”

			“Wake up, darling. There’s trouble in the streets, and it’s coming your way.” 

			Natalia popped up in bed to see everyone watching her with concern. “Something’s about to happen,” she said.

			“Lie back down,” Tremblay advised. “You’ve been delirious.”

			Francis was blocking her from getting out of bed. “Move, Francis.”

			“I will not.”

			“It’s you they’re coming for. Let me up. Unless you’d rather die.”

			Francis yielded and rose from the bedside.

			“Where’s the sword?” she gasped, struggling to her feet.

			Antonio came forward holding her entire belt, which had the sword sheathed on it, as well as the revolver Lorenzo had given her. Natalia unsheathed the sword and looked at Antonio. He was frightened. “Stay in here,” she ordered.

			When Natalia turned to leave, Francis was standing in the doorway of the room, once again obstructing her. “I really do not think it’s wise to go toward any trouble in your condition. Look at yourself.” Not only did he refer to her injury, her feet were also bare, and she wore only a bed gown. 

			“I’m not asking you to think. I’m telling you to move.” 

			There was an uproar in the streets beyond Tremblay’s main door. Despite hearing the commotion, Francis remained defiant. “If they come for me, then I will face them. I will not allow you to suffer anymore because of me.”

			“Stop acting like you’re still my husband.”

			“Legally, I am,” interjected Francis. When he saw her irate expression, he hurriedly said, “Let me finish, lovely.”

			“Don’t call me that.”

			“I will agree to properly annul our marriage so there will be no disputing your other one.”

			“Then why’re you still in my way?”

			“You could marry a thousand men, but it would not alter my love for you.”

			“I don’t want your love.”

			“Yet you are intent on saving my life.”

			Natalia had an idea. “That’s it, Francis. You could legally declare Verseine to be free of the monarchy. To save your life.”

			“I suppose.”

			“If you did this, no one could dispute that Verseine belongs to the people.”

			Francis was startled when the door behind them was flung open. Chancellor Bellamy was fleeing from the streets, but he couldn’t shut the door, for Warren was wedging himself into the doorway, trying to secure Bellamy as a prisoner, and at first didn’t notice Natalia, until he realized he was the only one in the room not watching her. 

			Warren seemed stunned to see her standing beside Francis. “You have the king,” he said, keeping a hold on Bellamy’s collar.

			“He’s no longer the king,” Natalia responded. “Francis has declared Verseine a democracy with the hope of becoming our ally.”

			“Our ally?” said Warren.

			“Vestran warriors will join our fight on his behalf.”

			“How do you know that?” Francis asked.

			“How many are coming?” she asked him.

			“Two thousand.”

			Natalia looked at Warren and said, “It doesn’t feel as if we’re in any position to refuse this gesture, or the legitimacy it will give to your movement. Is this not what your democracy lacked the first time?”

			Warren was in awe and could only nod.

			“Ordean wouldn’t be returning to restore order,” she continued. “He’d have to go against a credible government backed by its former king.”

			“That’s brilliant, Natalia,” said Francis.

			“Francis, this man is Warren Sherrot. He’s a leader of the people and you’ll negotiate with him from now on. Marie trusted him, so you can trust him.”

			“What about this man?” Warren asked, referring to Bellamy. “He was seen at Marie’s when she was killed.”

			Natalia angrily strode toward Bellamy. She brought the tip of her sword just beneath his chin and pinned him against the wall. “Is this true?” she asked.

			“Lord Aldo was there too.” Bellamy pointed at Aldo as if trying to shift the blame to him.

			Without removing her stare from Bellamy, Natalia asked, “Were you there, Aldo?”

			From behind her, he answered, “Madam Marchand died in my arms.” Natalia quickly wiped away a tear with her free hand as Aldo continued, “I agreed to go with Chancellor Bellamy. To plead for peace. We arrived while you were in battle. During our discussion with Marie, Verseinemen returned from the wharf, bringing word of your injury. The frantic nature of the men, and edginess of the guards, led to a struggle over a weapon, which discharged, striking Madam Marchand.”

			“Was this man at fault?” Natalia wanted him to be at fault. She wanted someone to feel the pain of her heartache.

			The chancellor was stricken with fear. His eyes moved toward Aldo.

			“Not directly,” said Aldo. “Marie was responding favorably. I believe she had agreed to arrange a meeting just as the agitated men arrived. The awful timing was the most tragic circumstance.”

			“But indirectly?” she asked, giving her sword the slightest push against Bellamy’s vulnerable skin.

			“He is only guilty of condescension and cowardice,” answered Aldo. “The chancellor fled to save his own life instead of helping me with Madam Marchand. But so did the Verseine rebels.”

			“Marie’s own people left her to die?” Natalia asked, unable to believe the betrayal. 

			“I am sorry, Natalia,” replied Aldo.

			Natalia was instantly disgusted with Verseine. She had thought Marie was adored by her countrymen. Natalia wanted nothing to do with people who would abandon Marie. She wanted out of Verseine, never to return. 

			While Bellamy remained at risk of becoming the target of Natalia’s vengeance, Francis broke the long silence. “He is not to blame for Marie’s death. If anyone . . . it is me. Let me stand trial for what I have done.”

			Natalia slowly moved the tip of her sword from underneath Bellamy’s chin and used it to trace the features of his face, until she pressed it against his forehead. “What about him? Will he stand trial for his part in this?”

			“He only did what was ordered,” replied Francis.

			“What about for his role in Jillian’s murder? Will you tell me he didn’t have knowledge of the attack? Is he not advisor to the king?” Natalia pushed her sword forward, pinning Bellamy’s head against the wall. There was a trickle of blood where the sharp point had pricked his skin. 

			Then she turned away from Bellamy as Francis responded, “Everyone involved should answer for the crime against your sister. Via the courts.” Suddenly Francis saw something that made him lunge forward.

			Instinctively, Natalia tightened her grip and prepared to strike him, but it became evident he was rushing past her. At the same time, Antonio drew the revolver and aimed. When she turned, Bellamy was shifting his pistol away from her and toward Antonio. Natalia dove in front of the gun as Francis collided into him, shoving the caplock upward. The gun fired with a puff of smoke. After landing on the floor, Natalia looked at Antonio. He was holding the revolver that he had tried to fire. It hadn’t been reloaded after the wharf battle.

			On her other side, there was a struggle on the floor. Francis struck Bellamy in the face. “Imbecile!” cried Francis. Tremblay kicked away the discharged gun, and Warren went to the floor to assist in restraining Bellamy. “Were you hit?” Francis asked frantically, turning to Natalia.

			Natalia was stunned and didn’t answer. She was angry with herself for letting down her guard. As Aldo helped her stand, she directed some of her ire at Antonio. “I told you to stay in the room!” Natalia quickly took the revolver from him. “What were you thinking?” She put her arms around his neck to console him at the same time she scolded him. “You could’ve been killed.”

			“He was being brave,” said Aldo.

			Francis was approaching as if to check on her.

			“Stay away from me,” said Natalia sharply. “I’m thankful for what you did. But you’re Verseine just like the rest of them. I don’t want to be near any of you.”

			Warren had stood after securing his prisoner. “Natalia. We need you.”

			“This movement of yours has taken from me the only mother I’ve known. I will say farewell to Marie and never see this city again. Verseine has taken Jillian and now Marie.” Natalia cupped Antonio’s face in her hands while beginning to sob. “It almost took you. I’ll not lose anyone else to this awful place,” she cried.
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			“Did I tell you about the dream, Marie?” Natalia rolled next to Marie in bed, close enough to feel her breath.

			“Oh, darling, not more of these silly dreams. What did I tell you this time?” 

			“Not you. My father.”

			“Then it’s surely nonsense,” responded Marie.

			“He said I’m with child.”

			“Oh,” said Marie, intrigued.

			“What, Marie? You think it’s possible?”

			“Darling, you would have to tell me whether it is possible.”

			They began giggling at the same time. 

			“I suppose it’s possible,” responded Natalia. 

			“It’s possible?” Marie gasped. “My sweet Natalia wastes no time at anything.”

			“So, what do you think?” Natalia asked. 

			“I think I’d like to hear more about why it’s possible,” laughed Marie.

			“Come on, Marie. I really need to know.”

			“You don’t need me to affirm that you’re pregnant. You already believe what the dream told you. Would you like to be clear about what you’re seeking from me?”

			The words would be difficult to say, but Natalia could tell Marie anything. “If it’s male, I know what must be done.”

			“What if it’s not?” asked Marie.

			“I’m not sure,” Natalia replied. “A girl wouldn’t be sought by Karkov. So, my instinct would be to protect her.”

			“Which means you must protect yourself. This is a much lovelier dream. It’s certain she’d be named Jillian.”

			Natalia smiled. “No. Her name would be Jillian Marie.”

			“Two names?” chuckled Marie.

			“Three,” responded Natalia. “Lorenzo has an extra name. She would be Jillian Marie Fercisi.”

			“So pleasant to think about,” Marie sighed. “Why don’t you save Marie for a girl and name the boy Jullian?”

			“No,” snapped Natalia. “If it’s a girl, I’ll not have another.”

			“Natalia,” scolded Marie.

			“Do you realize what a boy would mean? What he’d be taught? What he would become?”

			“You wouldn’t let that happen,” Marie responded.

			“That’s why it must be prevented.”

			“My darling mustn’t speak that way.”

			“Then I won’t. I’ll keep it to myself.”

			“There’s the person you should speak with,” said Marie.

			Natalia didn’t know whom she referred to. “There’s no one else. It’s only you and me.”

			“Listen. He’s asking Antonio about your injuries. The boy just told him he’s more worried about your coping with my death.”

			When Natalia felt herself being lifted off the bed, she grabbed hold of Marie. “Hold on to me!” she cried to Marie.

			It was Lorenzo who responded, “I’ve got you.” Then he whispered, “Let her go, Natalia.”

			Natalia released her grip before she was pulled higher to rest against Lorenzo’s upper body. “Where are you taking me?”

			“To another bed.”

			“No. Take me back to Marie.”

			“I can’t do that,” Lorenzo responded. “You were right. I should have been here.”
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			Natalia pretended to be asleep while Jillian watched, propped up on an elbow. Even when they were small girls, Jillian would patiently wait for Natalia to wake on her own. Sometimes Natalia would be aware and savor her attention for a while. Nothing was more soothing than to know her twin was watching over her and letting her rest.

			“How long would you’ve let me sleep?” asked Natalia when she finally opened her eyes.

			“Forever.”

			“Why have you stayed away?”

			“I don’t like it here,” Jillian answered.

			“You would’ve never lasted a day in Verseine without there being a massacre.”

			Jillian’s eyes brightened. “Now, that would’ve been a Verseine for me to enjoy.”

			Natalia laughed.

			Jillian moved a strand of hair out of Natalia’s face before beginning to gently brush the back of her fingers over Natalia’s cheek. “Aren’t you going to ask me about Father?” asked Jillian.

			“Why do you think he came to me in a dream?”

			“You’re baffled because it’s usually those you love.”

			“Not always,” said Natalia. “Francis has appeared.” 

			“Natalia. Think about where I exist. Don’t try to deceive me.”

			“That’s not what bothers me. Something about the dream makes me wonder if he’s dead.”

			“Not yet. He isn’t aware of anything. Soon, though, he will prepare his warriors to depart in a hurry.”

			“I wrote him not to,” said Natalia.

			Jillian moved her hand to begin petting Natalia’s hair. “Did you expect that would happen?” 

			“No.” 

			“What will you do?” Jillian asked.

			“Is it not enough to deprive him of the Heir?”

			“That’s your plan? You’ll die to prevent your child from being an Heir?”

			“You’re the one who said I’ll die,” argued Natalia.

			“If your child lives, he’ll be expected to rule Karkov. With or without Father.”

			“He?”

			Jillian nodded.

			“He cannot become a Lion!” shouted Natalia. “I won’t let it happen!”

			“It will all be decided on the day of the battle.”

			Natalia’s lips trembled as if she were about to cry.

			“Come on, Natalia. This constant weeping is getting old. What did you think was going to happen? Did you think Karkov was going to let you become some Lucine matriarch? If you live, there will be obligation. Accept it.”

			Natalia gathered herself and asked, “Are you suggesting I could live?”

			“Why could you not stay away from the battle? Sokol will do everything he can to keep you from it. The real question is . . . Do you want to?”
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			Natalia felt an arm around her as she woke. “Jillian?”

			“It’s me,” whispered Lorenzo. He was lying behind her on the bed.

			She turned around slowly. Her vision was as slow to focus as her muscles were to move. “Is this real?” she asked.

			“I’m really here,” he assured her.

			“So is everyone else. I can’t tell the difference anymore.”

			“You can know I’m not one of your dreams because I have no idea what’s going to happen.”

			Natalia briefly smiled.

			“You’re having difficulty separating life from dreams?”

			She nodded.

			“That’s concerning,” said Lorenzo. “In Vestra, I read about people having similar disorders. Perhaps it’d be best for you to stay awake for a while.”

			“I don’t want to. They’re alive when I sleep. I’d rather stay—” Natalia suddenly remembered Lorenzo’s taking her away from Marie. “Where is she?”

			“She had to be taken to the morgue.”

			Natalia swung her feet over the edge of the bed and onto the floor.

			“You want to go see her?” he asked.

			“No. I don’t want to be around these people.”

			“I met Warren. He was here when I arrived.”

			“Make him leave.”

			“That was hours ago. He’s gone now.”

			“I want out of here,” said Natalia.

			“We can’t go yet. Emilia is on her way. They’re due to sail this evening.” 

			Natalia remained on the edge of the bed facing away from Lorenzo. She heard the crinkle of paper.

			“The foundations of the toppled statue are being removed. In its place, Marie and the others killed will be entombed beneath a new monument in their honor. The gardens will be renamed Liberté Gardens.”

			Natalia wasn’t ready to appreciate the gesture.

			“You’re wanted to speak at the service.”

			“They want another spectacle. This time they wouldn’t like what I’d say.”

			Again she heard the sound of paper. 

			“Warren wanted to give you something.”

			“I don’t want it.”

			“He wanted you to understand how Marie felt about this.”

			“She told me how she felt.”

			“This was written before she knew you.”

			Natalia quickly turned around. Lorenzo extended the paper and was about to reach across the bed when Natalia whispered, “I don’t think I could.”

			So, Lorenzo read aloud, “‘How long are two decades in your mind? To me it remains fresh, so the wounds of sacrifice are yet to heal. Two decades ago is recent enough that our capability is not forgotten. Maybe those without wasted losses neither feel the pain nor remember what we had. There was a Verseine which, for a moment of its long history, lived free. That Verseine fought its oppressor because of starvation, poverty, and abuse. Victory was realized because the only alternative was unbearable suffering. 

			“‘What we earned has now been stolen. Yet we are all too comfortable to know it. Just because we are at ease, are we to forget those who sacrificed everything? Verseine has seen many improvements during recent years. Do you think the crown would have made these concessions without those sacrifices long ago? By pacifying us, he takes away our ambition. Could we not have built the same Verseine had we the same means? 

			“‘The betterment we see is not because we were returned to the rule of the crown. It was because what belonged to us has returned here. The crumbs that fell from what should have been ours were enough to lull an entire nation to sleep. Now we are far from starving. Far from suffering. Passions are appeased. Instead of being robbed of nourishment, you have been separated from something much more important. You lie in just enough comfort to remain satisfied in your prison of tyranny. The fact that we are ruled with more favor does not erase the fact that we are ruled. Liberty has no meaning to those who do not crave it. And those who do not crave their own freedom no longer possess their own self. Are you the docile and obedient property of a king? I ask you to search within the depths of your soul, which you say does not belong to you. I ask you to see if you can find a hunger for something else. And when you find it, let your starvation for freedom be the catalyst to bring an end to a dynasty’s birthright to own the Verseine people. Beseechingly yours, the Loneliest Daughter.’”

			“Loneliest Daughter?” Natalia asked.

			“It was her pseudonym,” explained Lorenzo. “To protect her anonymity.” 

			“No better words could be said at the service than these. Perhaps her people will finally listen.”

			“Are you sure you wouldn’t read it?”

			“They would see me instead of hearing her.”

			Lorenzo walked over to sit beside Natalia and take her into his arms.

			“She has a sister in Acadiene. I should find a way to write her.”

			Natalia separated from Lorenzo and was looking around the room, wondering how she might learn more about Jane, Marie’s sister.

			“Did you know Marie meant to ride away with Thomas?” Lorenzo asked.

			“No.” It bothered Natalia to learn about Marie’s intention, because it reminded her of their argument. “I had just told her what’s been foretold to me about when the warriors of four nations converge.”

			They remained quiet for a while, until they heard Emilia entering Marie’s home.

			Natalia wanted to tell Lorenzo some of what she’d learned before Emilia came upstairs. “I’ve learned the fourth nation is Vestra. Francis has Vestran mercenaries sailing here, and they’ll join our fight. I also know my father will bring Kark warriors.”

			Emilia’s shoes thudded up the hardwood steps. 

			“How do you know this?”

			Natalia was tired of her dreams’ being doubted. Thankfully, the conversation was halted when the door creaked open and Emilia ran into Natalia’s embrace. 
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			Captain Rafael Molinard stood on the deck of the ship, marveling at the snowcapped peaks on each side of him as the summer sun heated his skin despite the cutting winds. The highest elevations of both Fjordland and Karkov existed in a different season. His mission was to reach beyond the mountains regardless of what he might face. Rafael considered the possibility that he might encounter a siege or active battle, but he thought most likely Verseine’s attack had already been thwarted. 

			As Rafael contemplated the mountains, the ship suddenly lurched to the left. The merchant crew scurried to raise, lower, and adjust the sails while Rafael stumbled across the shifting deck. The helmsman was turning the wheel sharply beside the merchant captain, who peered out through a spyglass. He was eyeing their intended destination, which was now on their starboard side. The merchant captain handed Rafael the brass scope and explained the ship’s sudden turn: “They’re Verseine Navy.”

			Rafael viewed the ships in the distance. He could see six stretched defensively across the strait. “What are they doing?” Rafael asked.

			“Do you see the mountain’s face where it touches the sea?”

			“Yes,” answered Rafael, still peering through the glass.

			“You’re looking at the end of the civilized world,” said the merchant captain. “Ordean’s ships are anchored at the last bit of calm before the sea gives you a Kark sort of welcome. Just after that point is the beginning of a violent channel between mountain walls which leads to the Kark fortification carved into rock.”

			“They sit anchored outside of the Lion’s Roar?” Rafael asked.

			“Aye.”

			Rafael returned the glass to the captain. “Do you believe we were seen?”

			“We’ll not drop speed in case—”

			“Captain,” interrupted Rafael, “I’ll have to traverse the lower mountains on foot.”

			“The naval ships will easily reach us if we slow even a bit.”

			“The welfare of your people, and of mine, depends on me reaching Karkov,” declared Rafael.

			“The welfare of me and my crew depends on not being boarded by the navy,” retorted the merchant captain.

			“This ship and the navy fly the same flag. There’s no reason for them to view you as the enemy unless you act as one.”

			“Aye, we’re a Verseine merchant ship, which wasn’t supposed to leave Verseine. You’re welcome to disembark, but it’ll be over the rail.” Rafael grew angry, and the merchant captain tried to make his suggestion more palatable. “We can concede a slightly slower pace and hug the coast a bit.”

			Rafael rested his right hand on one of his revolvers and narrowed his eyes. “Captain. Order the longboat prepared. I will step onto the shore with dry bread, dry boots, and preserved letters to Karkov. I can do so as either friend or foe. I prefer the former, but let me ask you, is your caplock packed with lead and powder? Or are any of your men prepared to resist the twelve shots I have ready at my waist? We’ve already retreated out of view. There’s a good chance they either didn’t see us or don’t have orders to chase Verseine merchants who disobeyed a stoppage. However, I am most sure the sound of gunshots would be helped to their ear by the rocky cliffs and would surely cause a ship to respond in order to investigate.” 

			The crew was beginning to notice the conflict.

			“As I see it,” continued Rafael, “you have two options. We can resolve our disagreement by fighting, which is neither your preference nor mine. It would almost guarantee you will be boarded, even if you successfully restrain me. Or you can allow me to disembark, on the longboat, to begin my trek up the mountains. If you’re pursued it’ll likely be as I’m making land. I will gladly play the part of a gun-wielding Lucine who forced you under duress to smuggle me into Karkov. After all, the best deception holds a bit of truth.”

			The merchant captain took another glance toward Karkov and then nodded to the helmsman before taking control of the wheel. “Ready the crew to drop the longboat for our Lucine friend.”
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			Natalia was relieved to have Emilia’s company. She wasn’t yet ready to tell Lorenzo about the pregnancy. She needed time to sort it out herself. Even the chaise ride to the wharf saw Natalia and Emilia alone together, since the others were hauling supplies for the voyage. As they walked up the ramp of the clipper, Emilia clung to her arm, but Natalia would soon lose the buffer that allowed her to delay a difficult conversation with Lorenzo. 

			Once atop the deck, Natalia gazed at the adjacent pier and saw the brig. Just like her, the small ship was battered from the events of the day before.

			“Is that the one?” Emilia asked.

			Natalia nodded as she watched Antonio top the ramp with another basket. Lorenzo was standing with Thomas, waiting to say farewell to his sister.

			However, Emilia wasn’t finished and moved in front of Natalia, grasping her hands to make a plea. “It’s not too late for you to go with us. Haven’t you suffered enough?”

			“I’m needed here.”

			“Then I’ll stay as well,” argued Emilia. “The importance of my role of convincing the West to help us has been diminished by the admissions of King Francis in his letter we’re carrying to Vestra. Now I’m leaving more to escape danger. But I feel safe here with you.”

			“No one around me is safe.”

			Emilia released Natalia’s hands. “I’ll return by the harvest and teach you to stomp grapes.” Emilia’s words quickly turned her mood to sadness. “I will need you with me if this is the first harvest without Mother.”

			Natalia didn’t want Emilia to experience any of the grief that had tormented her. She wished they had learned something about the queen. “Your mother is part of you, whether she is living or not. Her love has shaped who you are, and that will remain with you forever.” Natalia kissed her cheek, tasting the bitterness of a tear. “Your brother and uncle await their farewells.”

			“Be well, sister,” sobbed Emilia.

			When Emilia walked away, Thomas took her place. “I worked my way through the crowd on that pier yesterday, while you chased from this side,” he said as Natalia observed the brig again.

			“It feels longer ago than just yesterday,” responded Natalia. “If you were mixed in that mob, you were in a more dangerous place than me.” Natalia was attempting to joke with Thomas, but he was in a serious mood. 

			“What I saw you do yesterday, and other things I’ve been told. How can I explain these feats without them sounding like far-fetched stories?”

			“Don’t,” responded Natalia coldly. “Stick to what will clear my name. I don’t want anyone to think Lorenzo wed an assassin. Anything else is unnecessary and would only stoke their unfounded fascination.”

			“Unfounded?” Thomas exclaimed. “I watched you leap into a boat full of soldiers. Even the greatest warriors don’t do that and survive.”

			“I wouldn’t have survived. Without Rafael.”

			“The letter from the former king will clear your name. My obligation is to tell the complete story.”

			“I don’t want people to read about me. I want to be forgotten.”

			“We can’t help but be fascinated. There’s something incredible about you. Not just the years of relentless training. Something which separates you from normal people.”

			Natalia said, “Maybe I don’t know what’s normal.”

			“Then tell me what you know, and I will speak for the ‘normals.’”

			“Sorry to disappoint you. It was all the result of studying, practice, and perseverance. Nothing remarkable.”

			“How could you’ve been taught to survive a fall from a palace window?”

			“I don’t want to talk about this.”

			“Why?” he asked.

			“Because of the look on your face. I don’t enjoy being an object of curiosity.”

			“Just explain the palace fall, and I’ll leave you alone.”

			“You remind me of someone else who wouldn’t let this go. Do you intend to be as annoying as Francis?”

			“Did he get his way?”

			Natalia smirked.

			“Then I’m fine being found annoying,” said Thomas.

			“What do you want me to say, Thomas? I know what it’s like for me, but I can’t compare it to what you call normal because I don’t know anything else. I suppose the difference is my lack of fear. I was conditioned to be without fear while in a fight.”

			Thomas was already smiling, knowing he would make Natalia laugh. “In this case you were in flight.” He did elicit something like a laugh. “Speaking for those who are normal, fear would have been appropriate in that circumstance.”

			Shaking her head, she went on with her explanation. “Fear makes people vulnerable. If you’re worried about consequences, your mind is slow to react. I imagine things seem slower to me than they would to you. This allows me a better chance to manipulate the outcome.”

			“You’re saying you had not an inkling of fear as you soared through the air?”

			“If fear would’ve taken up any space in my mind in that moment, I wouldn’t have found a survivable landing. Fear uses up moments that would otherwise be available for strategizing. Fear accelerates the fall. But if you can’t see yourself dying at the bottom, the fall is slowed, and your mind is free to find the result of your choosing.”

			“You claimed there was nothing remarkable. I couldn’t imagine anything more remarkable than not knowing fear.”

			“I said I’m without fear while in a fight. I know fear. I’m more afraid every day. Afraid I’ll lose someone else. And it makes me more and more vulnerable. It’s why Jillian was killed. If I hadn’t been there, she wouldn’t have been distracted. Jillian had one weakness, which was being born a female twin. It proved fatal. If we’d been born male, then I would never have survived childhood, and she would still be living free of attachments.”

			“You think the same will happen to you? Because you have attachments?”

			Natalia didn’t like his boldness, as if he knew her better than she did. 

			“Lorenzo told me you believe you’re fated to die in battle.”

			“Thomas, you have your explanation. The discussion is over.”

			“Well, I’m not finished being Lorenzo’s friend. You made a commitment to him when you vowed to be his wife.”

			“I can’t help it if I die.”

			“Your husband fears you want it to happen.”

			Natalia sighed. “The continuance of my life is complicated.”

			“And your death would be simple?”

			Natalia became agitated by his confrontational questioning.

			He wasn’t intimidated and pointed toward Lorenzo and his family. “If you love those people, then you have a duty to them beyond this war. What if his parents have been killed? Do you wish to add to their grief, or will you comfort them as they’ve comforted you?”

			Her agitation gave way to remorse, and tears rolled down her bruised face. 

			Thomas put his arms around her and whispered, “Just as you don’t fear death, don’t fear life, and let the fall slow. Find a survivable landing.” 

			Natalia pulled away and wiped her tears. That level of wisdom coming from Thomas was unexpected. 

			“I understand the complications with Karkov,” continued Thomas. “Don’t shoulder this burden on your own. Face it together with your husband. Lorenzo is the most intelligent person I know.”
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			During idle times, young warriors have nothing better to do than be vicious with each other. Ever since Jillian’s departure with another man, Odani’s fellow warriors had had a duty other than war. They felt obligated to constantly remind him that the duration of their idleness would be governed by the prince’s ability to plant his seed in the Lioness. Despite knowing otherwise, after several days of endless razzing, Odani escaped into the Kark wilderness before he inflicted harm on the next person to tease him.

			Even after finding seclusion, Odani was still unable to rest. His thoughts remained poisoned by the torment he’d been subjected to. After spending the quiet night wondering about Jillian, Odani decided he was better off among the inane chatter and broke camp before the sun rose. 

			Just after dawn, Odani entered the south gate on his way back to the Naveshkev. He knew something had occurred by the frenzied activity so early in the morning. 

			One of the guards addressed him. “Sokol has been searching for you. You were to report to him in the Naveshkev zone at once. But that was many hours ago. It may be too late.”

			“What has happened?”

			“We don’t know,” answered the guard. “All we know is mounted warriors are deploying west.”

			Odani prodded his horse immediately. While racing through the infantry zone, he searched his mind for reasons. Had Sokol been able to change the Old Lion’s mind? Were Jillian’s warriors being allowed to join her? Once past the infantry zone, Odani determined that the guards were correct about his being late. The Naveshkev zone was completely vacant. 

			The urgency of the deployment concerned him. Odani continued onward without making his own provisions for travel. He finally found the Naveshkev congregated in front of the castle. Sokol was atop the steps looking west toward the mountains. While running up the steps, Odani glanced at the mountains to see Kheshkev ascending the twisting switchbacks toward the pass.

			Sokol didn’t wait for Odani to ask. “In the middle of night, a signal fire was lit at the foot of the mountain. Warriors found the king of Lucenze with his eyes gouged out and the severed head of his queen strapped to the rear of the saddle.”

			“What?” said Odani with shock and instant concern for Jillian.

			“A message from Verseine,” added Sokol.

			Rage at the Old Lion for sending her without warriors came over Odani. 

			Sokol, seeing Odani’s agitation, told him, “Jillian is alive. Natalia was killed attempting to escape Verseine.”

			There was little relief in hearing that Jillian was alive. Odani put his hands atop his head. His mind was reeling, knowing the anguish Jillian would be experiencing. One of the first thoughts he had was that Jillian would blame herself for sending Natalia into danger. Then he began to worry that Jillian was being held captive. “Where is she?” 

			“We don’t know. She had not yet arrived in Lucenze when Verseine invaded. The commander of Verseine’s army thought she returned here. We think she learned of Natalia’s death and has gone for vengeance.”

			“Alone?”

			“She wouldn’t have risked returning,” Sokol replied. “Killing those responsible would be her only concern.”

			“I won’t wait around like this,” declared Odani. “I must go to her.”

			Sokol grabbed Odani by the arm to keep him there. “You can’t get over the mountains any faster than I can. The Old Lion acted immediately. Mounted warriors only. The Kheshkev are ascending as quickly as possible. Naveshkev will follow.”

			“They’re taking too long!” shouted Odani. “I can see artillery being lugged around the switchbacks.”

			“He intends to level Verseine to the ground.”

			“It’s slowing us. We should be sprinting to Jillian!”

			“Jillian is his first priority. You need to listen to what the Old Lion told your father and me. Hearing of Natalia’s death devastated him. Changed his intention with Jillian. Jillian will be Lioness. The Lioness. He will not return to Karkov.”

			“The Old Lion would never . . .” Odani thought about why he couldn’t believe what Sokol had said. “He would never allow failure to be his legacy.” 

			“Would he be viewed as a failure if he were succeeded by the great Lioness? His legacy will be tied to her. If the change initiated with Jillian is praised by history, then he will be the Lion who allowed it to occur. The Lion who defied centuries of tradition to permit change.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” snapped Odani. 

			“History is written the way it is supposed to be remembered. The Old Lion is authoring his own legacy. I believe he will find death in battle, avenging his cherished daughter. His death is the only way Jillian returns. As Lioness of Karkov.”
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			Rafael had started his descent on the Kark side of the mountains during the dark hours of early morning. The flickering of Kark lamps in the distance showed him the way to the sea fortification prior to dawn, and the rise of the sun brought him the relief of seeing the Lion’s Roar free of Verseine ships. He also observed no sign of battle and reasoned the purpose of the Verseine Navy was to keep Karkov isolated. Just after he got a glimpse of the fortification, his trek took him from the barren rock into the cover of a spruce forest. By the middle of morning, Rafael stepped onto a road, which presumably led to the fortification.

			Walking on the level road felt strange after descending the mountain for many hours. Rafael felt pain in his knees and toes from holding his weight back during the hurried descent. When he neared the fort, he heard men shouting and found them pointing from an opening above the large doors. Rafael raised the letters from Natalia and addressed the men watching from the opening. “I am Captain Rafael Molinard of the Lucine Royal Guard. I bring word from Natalia of Karkov.”

			His words caused an obvious stir among the men, and soon, the large doors opened. Rafael returned the letters to his pocket and removed his holster, extending it in the fingertips of his right hand as a sign of surrender. Eight Kark warriors emerged from the door. One took the holster, while another asked Rafael, “Do you have the Daughters confused, soldier?”

			“The letters are from Natalia. Handed directly to me. I also have urgent news for your commanding officer. It’s why I arrived on foot. I came by sea, but the Verseine Navy had blocked the Lion’s Roar, forcing me to traverse the mountains overnight.”

			The mention of the blockade immediately had the soldiers rushing to deliver Rafael to their superior. Rafael followed a young Kark up a spiral staircase and then down a narrow corridor toward the rear of the fortification. Rafael asked the warrior, “Has victory against the Verseine soldiers been achieved?” 

			“It’s only been since morning, but just a matter of time,” replied the young Kark as he passed through an open door.

			Rafael could hear the sounds of the sea beyond the room he had been led to as someone announced him to the commanding officer. He remained baffled by the young Kark’s response and whispered, “Hasn’t it already been a week?”

			The young warrior warned him to shift his attention to the man approaching them. The commander was brawny, with a matted beard, and eyed Rafael from his boots to his hat before he spoke. “If you’ve come to tell us of your blinded king and beheaded queen, we already know. Be assured the full response from Karkov is already being sent.”

			The cold revelation crashed into Rafael’s chest, taking his breath away, and he wobbled on his tired legs. “Of Lucenze?” said Rafael with desperation, hoping his nationality had been mistaken.

			“You didn’t know?” The senior warrior poured a drink and offered it to his anguished visitor.

			Rafael waved away the drink and shook his head in an attempt to regain focus on his mission. The younger Kark saw Rafael’s turmoil and spoke for him. “Captain Molinard informed us Verseine ships are outside the Lion’s Roar.”

			“Is this correct, Captain?” 

			“At least six ships. There could be more, but it was night by the time I reached high enough to see.”

			“Anchored?” asked the senior warrior.

			“Presumably for a week,” answered Rafael. “I assume they deployed the same day their soldiers marched against you.”

			“What do you mean marched against us?” 

			Rafael was perplexed at the question.

			The man continued, “Captain, no army has marched against us. From where has your intelligence come?”

			“From the prince of Lucenze and his wife, Natalia of Karkov. They both saw an army march up the Kark Divide. An estimated ten thousand Verseine soldiers.”

			“Ten thousand?” scoffed the commander. 

			Rafael’s mind teemed with bewilderment, and he didn’t notice the man escort the younger warrior beyond the door for a secluded discussion. Eventually Rafael saw them talking, beyond his hearing, and determined he was being taken lightly. He knew he had to repress his emotions in order to clearly present his case. 

			It was the subordinate who returned to accompany Rafael. The young Kark picked up the cup of spirits previously offered by his commanding officer. “Aykl insists you take the rye to calm your mind.”

			“I don’t need the drink,” insisted Rafael.

			“Captain, you don’t see it yourself. But you claim to bring intelligence from the Daughter who is deceased, instead of the one who lives, that ten thousand Verseinemen attacked us a week ago. The only foreigner we’ve seen was your king, who carried his queen’s head tied to his saddle. Aykl has taken seriously the mention of the ships but thinks the news of your king and queen has you confused.”

			“I’m not confused about the fact that Natalia lives. And I saw her deceased twin brought home from the ambush against her and our prince. Natalia learned of the threat, killed the Verseine king, and made an incredible escape from the palace. There was a battle at the pass involving both twins, but only Natalia survived.”

			The young warrior was beginning to believe him. 

			“I fought behind Natalia as she led a revolt within Verseine to enable me to sail here. These letters were written by her. I must deliver them at once, before Ordean’s army returns and traps Natalia in Verseine.”

			“Every mounted warrior of Karkov rides toward this Ordean. Deployed this morning. You can be sure he’ll be dealt with.” 

			Rafael pleaded, “Surely you see these letters must be rushed to Sokol and the Old Lion.”

			“We’re to wait here. Aykl is preparing to defend the Roar.”

			“Isn’t it urgent they learn of Natalia’s survival? And where she is?”

			In contemplation, the young warrior didn’t respond. 

			“What about the ten thousand soldiers whom Natalia saw ascending the Divide? If they haven’t attacked, then they’re still there. Shouldn’t your warriors be warned?” 

			“It’s only ten thousand Verseinemen. The Old Lion leads more than a hundred thousand Kheshkev at the front of the march. With Naveshkev trailing.”

			“You just said the Old Lion is leading the way,” said Rafael.

			“As he always does.”

			“I’m certain that Ordean is exactly the kind of general who would sacrifice ten thousand pawns to eliminate one king.” 

			The warrior sighed as he considered straying from his orders. “You have a letter for Sokol?”

			“Yes.”

			“There’s a chance we could catch him early in his ascent. Sokol rides with the Naveshkev.”

			“Your commanding officer is preparing to defend against the Verseine ships, and there isn’t time to explain this again. To convince him of the truth.”

			The warrior nodded and seemed to be readying himself for something either foolish or brave. “Captain, if you’re wrong about any of this, I’ll kill you myself before the same is done to me.”

		


		 

			Chapter 142
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			Lorenzo had intended to return to the blockade immediately after Emilia’s departure but had to alter his plans. Natalia became increasingly troubled during the farewell, and her distress extended all the way to the next morning. He watched Natalia sleep restlessly most of the night. She was often covered with sweat despite her skin’s feeling cool. In the morning, Lorenzo’s suspicion of what had caused her unrest was confirmed when she opened her eyes, revealing the dark blue color.

			Natalia looked at Lorenzo without saying anything. It was as if she didn’t recognize him at first. Or, perhaps more likely, she was trying to determine if she was really awake.

			“How do you feel?” Lorenzo asked.

			Still reluctant to speak, Natalia shrugged.

			“Do you want to tell me about them?” 

			“It was only one. But it lasted all night. At least I think it did.”

			“Were you told something which upsets you?”

			“I wasn’t told anything,” she replied somewhat coldly. Natalia sat up and moved to the edge of the bed, looking around the room. She was obviously irritated to still be in Verseine. “Why’re we still here?”

			“You were in no shape to travel.”

			“I’ll be the judge of what I’m capable of doing.”

			He chose not to argue his point, though the previous evening she had returned from the wharf incoherent, as she had been for the three days they’d spent in the mountains after Jillian’s death. 

			After gently rubbing her eyes, Natalia rose and went to inspect her face in the mirror. She looked at her bruised eye before lightly touching her lips, which were swollen and scabbed.

			“Tell me about the dream,” Lorenzo urged.

			Without turning away from the mirror, she responded, “You don’t believe them.”

			“I don’t ignore them either. You’re obviously an extraordinarily intuitive person. The dreams may be how you discover what your subconscious already knows.”

			She whirled around furiously. “Allow me to catch up to my husband’s understanding of my dreams. Tell me if this is correct. I already knew I would kill my father. It only took a horrible night of sleep for me to remember.”

			“That was your dream?”

			“I stabbed him with the Lioness sword. Over and over again. All night long. Without him saying a word. He just watched while I inflicted wounds on every bit of his body.” It was obvious she was holding back tears as she spoke. As soon as she finished, she covered her mouth with both hands, trembling as tears filled her eyes.

			Lorenzo wasn’t sure if she’d accept his embrace, but she did.

			With her head nestled into his shoulder, Natalia continued, “He’s a terrible man and deserves to die . . .” She quit without finishing her thought.

			“It may be a while before you have to face him,” said Lorenzo.

			“What do you mean?” she asked, separating herself from him.

			“Part of Verseine’s navy sailed east to set up a blockade to prevent anyone from reaching the Lion’s Roar. I expect Rafael will have to turn back.” He waited for a reaction that never came. “The troops we saw marching up the mountain were doing the same. Keeping Karkov isolated. Your father isn’t aware of anything that’s happened.”

			Natalia finally responded, “He’s coming. Jillian told me.” After thinking for a moment, she asked, “How did you learn this?”

			“From Warren. He interrogated the chancellor.” 

			Natalia didn’t say anything else, as if indifferent to the news.

			“He returned a few minutes ago,” Lorenzo added. “Aldo knocked on the door, suggesting I come down to hear what Warren had to say. That’s when you began to wake.”

			“Tell Warren to go away.”

			“I believe it’s important.”

			“Then he can tell you as he leaves.”

			After taking one step toward the door, Lorenzo turned back to say, “I should get back to the blockade.”

			“I’ll be ready,” was her only response.

			Lorenzo left Natalia to prepare. Both Warren and Aldo were waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

			“How is she?” asked Aldo.

			“Not well enough for visitors.”

			“Then you’ll stay longer?” Warren asked.

			“No. We’re leaving immediately. Aldo will remain here if it’s acceptable.”

			“Of course it’s acceptable. But I thought he would drive the wagon of supplies.” Warren was motioning Lorenzo toward a window. As Lorenzo looked out, Warren continued, “The generous people of Verseine are giving to the cause. They’re already filling another as we speak.”

			Lorenzo said, “Antonio can tie his palomino to the wagon and drive it.”

			“Do you think she might change her mind about the memorial service?” 

			“No. She won’t.”

			“It’s most unfortunate she judges an entire city by the few who wronged Marie. If she would only stay until tomorrow and attend the service, then she’d see the real Verseine.”

			“Will you not wait for Marie’s sister?” Lorenzo asked. “Natalia wrote her a letter. My sister will post it upon her arrival in Vestra.”

			“I did the same. Except I wrote to her husband, Denis Chastain. He’d be a tremendous asset for our return to independence. He had become the de facto secretary of state when we were fighting in the Acadiene courts for the return of Verseine’s wealth. But if they come at all, it would likely take a few weeks.” Warren stopped speaking when he heard the creaking sound of someone walking on the floor above them. “I really must tell Natalia something. It’s about her father.”

			“Then she definitely isn’t up for hearing it.”

			“We’ve learned more from the chancellor,” continued Warren. “You’ll never believe how. We can thank our new ally the former king. While reviewing treasury documents, he inquired about the intelligence we’ve been able to gather from the chancellor. He insisted the chancellor had only given us a speck of what’s happening. Francis didn’t know much himself, but he did know there was no chance Ordean had any plan to challenge the Old Lion in battle. And he didn’t stop there. He accompanied me to the chancellor’s cell and took over the interrogation. He threatened to testify against both of them. To collectively doom both of them to imprisonment rather than banishment. Chancellor Bellamy immediately began divulging anything he could.”

			Aldo said, “I have a feeling Francis may continue to surprise us before this is over.” 

			“Hopefully not in a bad way,” said Lorenzo. “He’ll soon have mercenaries. What would stop him from reinstating himself as king?”

			Warren hesitated before answering, “It’s his alliance with Natalia which I trust the most. He wouldn’t disappoint her. She’s the reason he forfeited the monarchy. Not our rebellion.”

			“I agree with Warren,” said Aldo. “There’s good to be found in Francis, but he wants it discovered by Natalia.”

			“That’s probably true,” acknowledged Lorenzo.

			“Such a remarkable woman, to bring nations to war and kings to relinquish their kingdoms,” Warren said.

			“She did not cause this war,” retorted Lorenzo. “Perhaps if you have news, you should share it. I’ve been away from the blockade for too long. We’re overdue for conflict.”

			“Maybe not. Ordean’s plan was disrupted by Natalia. Now we’re all playing a waiting game. Ordean didn’t just intend to keep Karkov isolated while he took Lucenze. He planned to use the dead Lioness to draw her father into a trap.” 

			“But we took her body away,” noted Lorenzo. “Were they also planning to kill Natalia?”

			“No,” answered Warren. “She was severely misjudged. Ordean knows he can’t defeat all of Karkov. So he intended for Natalia to be a bartering piece as the last remaining Lion. Like a hostage.”

			“That would’ve never worked,” said Lorenzo.

			“Perhaps not,” said Warren. “But there’s another part I’ve yet to tell. Ordean also meant to cripple Karkov’s ability to reach him effectively, at full force.”

			“How so?” asked Aldo.

			“He planned an ambush on the Old Lion so devastating that the pass would be unusable for Ordean’s lifetime. And the sound of its destruction would signal the navy to do the same to Karkov’s sea fortress. The sound of the Old Lion’s death would be heard as far as the sea.”

			Lorenzo asked, “How could his death be heard?”

			“Have you heard of dynamite?”
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			Rafael and the young Kark met the Naveshkev when they were still well within the spruce forest. They were stopped by the rearmost warrior. Rafael’s escort addressed the Naveshkev warrior as he pulled the horse to a halt. “This man carries a letter to Sokol from a Daughter of Karkov. The same Daughter has said part of Verseine’s army approached the pass from the other side. We fear an ambush against the Old Lion and believe a signal should be blown.”

			The Naveshkev reacted more to the suggested action than the actual reason the request was being made. “You want us to signal the Old Lion to stop? Based on intelligence from a foreigner?”

			“From Natalia of Karkov,” interjected Rafael.

			“That may be true,” replied the Naveshkev. “But I can only signal as far as Sokol.” Then he gave an order to a young bugler: “One call.” 

			The boy gave one strong blow into the bugle.

			“Sokol will ride this way,” said the Naveshkev.

			Rafael decided not to wait and started onward without another word. His escort followed, and the two sprinted their horses along the edge of the road, passing row after row of curious Naveshkev. Some of the Naveshkev were younger than the Kark riding with him. After passing thousands of mounted fighters, he saw Sokol riding in the opposite direction of his subordinates. Rafael did not wait for his escort to speak first. “Sokol. I am Captain Rafael Molinard of the Royal Lucine Guard. My king has unknowingly delivered manipulated words from General Ordean. Natalia of Karkov is alive and has sent these letters to you and her father,” said Rafael, displaying both sealed letters. “She also knows ten thousand Verseine soldiers climbed these mountains a week ago and haven’t been seen returning west.”

			Sokol turned to the nearest Naveshkev and ordered, “Ride to Odani. Signal an immediate halt.” 

			Having received Sokol’s order, the warrior galloped up the road toward where Sokol had come from.

			After taking the letters from Rafael, Sokol asked, “From Natalia?” He looked at the letters and tucked the one meant for the Old Lion beneath a strap across his armor. “The Daughters are reunited?” he asked.

			“The Lioness was killed by Ordean’s soldiers.”

			Sokol winced, from either the shrill pitch of a bugle that had sounded up the road or the news about the Lioness. Not until the longest cry of the bugle ended did Sokol recover to ask, “Is Natalia safe?”

			The signal was repeated farther up the mountain, which created echoes of the same woeful tune.

			“She led a revolt within Verseine to allow my passage here. In taking the wharf, she was injured. I delivered her to a physician before leaving. She was unconscious but breathing. Even if she’s recovered, Natalia remains at risk if Ordean, or even part of his army, returns to Verseine before you.”

			Sokol hastily broke the wax seal of his letter.

			I know about your failed vow to our mother. You were tasked with protecting her daughters and let Jillian leave without any of her warriors. Now you’ve watched my mother die and forced me to watch Jillian suffer the same fate. There are two other men who must pay for her death, yet I do not hold you blameless. Do not seek me. I release you from your vow. Jillian’s legacy should be the reversal of what Karkov has done to Lucenze. Allow Odani and her warriors to be the protectors of the Lucine people, as was promised to them.
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			The Old Lion shifted his weight back, pushing against the stirrups, as the horse worked the steep descent within the darkness of the chasm walls. Without turning, he listened to three short calls of a bugle followed by a sustained note. “What could be the reason for this?” he asked Riked.

			“There should be no reason to stop,” Riked replied. “Unless word of Jillian has come by sea.”

			“If I’m to wait, I’ll do so shielded from the winds,” the Old Lion said. “We’ll gather below in the trees.” 

			The Old Lion continued onward. When he reached the end of the darkness, his entire body immediately met annihilation by a mass of obliterated granite that surged forward, overwhelming the spruce forest and choking the lungs of those not buried by the wave of rocks and trees. Left behind after the Old Lion’s death were a mountain with a huge wedge removed from it and an impenetrable granite wall where a road had once run.
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			Rafael was trailing Sokol through the forest when the ground shifted. It was as if the horse were yanked from underneath him. Rafael jumped off the side, landed on his feet, and grabbed a rein to keep a grip on the panicked horse. He pulled against the horse, which backed through scurrying warriors. The initial thud of the ground changed to a faint crackling sound before the ground resumed its quaking. Rafael could only see the sky trembling above tree limbs but heard voices shouting about an avalanche. The crackling evolved to a rumble, and a massive boulder roared through the canopy over his head. More boulders tore across the road, both above and below him.

			When the ground had mostly settled and Rafael had gained control of the horse, he noticed the soft touch of fizzled snow in the air and a strong fragrance of spruce. Sokol was not there. A warrior said he’d rushed up the road. Rafael turned the still-frantic horse sharply and mounted to pursue Sokol. He passed many casualties, hurt by fallen rock or trees. His path was stopped by a mangled wall of debris that included snow from the highest peaks. As Rafael looked for a way to get the horse past the rubble, he noticed the gash the avalanche had carved through the forest ran all the way to the top of the mountain. Above the peaks was a looming cloud of black smoke. 

			As Rafael dismounted, a warrior took his horse to allow him to climb the debris. Atop the mound, Rafael had a clear view of where the barren mountain road had been obliterated by heaps of rock and snow. At lower elevations, where the winding road made broader passes, there remained portions of the road unscathed by the collapsing mountain. Those intact portions were mainly bends, where surviving Karks were stranded since the connecting road segments had been destroyed. At the highest elevations, nothing was left of the road and no survivors remained, which meant a huge part of the Kark Army had been completely consumed by the avalanche.

			Two Karks hurried down from the debris. One of them held a piece of paper. They were taking the Old Lion’s letter up the mountain. Knowing Sokol had sent them, Rafael knew he’d be near. When he found him, Sokol was alone with another young warrior who was much larger than the others. Rafael had encroached upon a private discussion that was growing in intensity. Utterly distraught, the young warrior began to fall to his knees, but Sokol kept him upright by dipping a shoulder underneath one of the warrior’s large arms. After Rafael stepped in to help support his weight, Sokol jumped in front of the upset warrior, grabbed him by the face, and shouted, “Odani! Use your grief the way she’d want you to! You know what Jillian would want.”

			It was obvious Sokol’s words had an impact by the way the warrior jolted upright.

			“Get to Aykl,” continued Sokol. “I’ll follow with the Naveshkev.” The warrior looked at the mountain until Sokol barked at him again, “Go!”

			The warrior stumbled away in the opposite direction of the Karks who had gone up the mountain. 

			“This was the attack you warned of,” Sokol said to Rafael. “See that black smoke? It’s as if they filled the mountaintop with black powder and blew it on top of us, leaving a field of unstable boulders between me and the Daughter who lives. I’ve sent her letter to the Old Lion. I doubt he’s alive to receive it. If not, the surviving Kheshkev will follow my orders. They will continue west with Natalia’s protection being the foremost and only priority.” 

			Rafael asked, “How do you know any survived atop the mountain?” 

			“Listen,” replied Sokol. Rafael heard a slight rumble echoing from the peaks. “That’s not shifting rock. It’s Kark artillery. The Kheshkev are in battle.”

			Sokol walked in the same direction the large warrior had gone, and Rafael followed him. 

			“I wish I could offer passage to you and your king, but we have only one ship kept hoisted above the Roar. Its deck must be filled with Naveshkev to ensure the Daughter’s protection.”

			With the surge of events, Rafael hadn’t remembered to inform Sokol of the Verseine ships positioned outside of the Lion’s Roar. “I haven’t been able to tell you. There are at least six Verseine naval ships anchored beyond the Roar.”

			Sokol seemed glad to hear of the Verseine ships. “Giant ropes rest on the bottom of the Lion’s Roar, connected to weights atop each cliff. When the weights are dislodged, the ropes rise to the wave’s crest. Ships are caged to rack against one another, beyond the range from which they could fire on our fortification. If we can lure them in, we’d have seven ships instead of one. Does Aykl know about the ships?”

			“Yes,” answered Rafael.

			Sokol quickened his pace, shouting back to Rafael as he lunged over a downed tree. “If Aykl is aware of the threat, he’ll have manned the cliffs,” he said. “We must hurry. If the ships attack, he’ll sink them all.”

			Kark warriors led Sokol’s horse to meet him. He continued to address Rafael as he mounted. “Captain, if we can preserve the Verseine ships I’ll allow your passage with the Lucine king. If you think he can leap from the cable car onto a rocking ship in his condition.”

			“I’m not much aware of his condition, but he’d jump into the Roar from the clifftop if required to reach his children and save his people. And if we are not given passage by ship, he’ll have me leading him up this crumbled mountain.”
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			La Parte Finale
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			As they departed Verseine, Natalia felt like the fog of ambiguity had finally dissipated, leaving her entirely aware of being awake and riding toward the blockade. Yet, with nearly every memory of her time in Verseine, it was difficult to distinguish between dreams and real-life moments. She forced herself to recall every dream and try to remember what information she’d yet to share. Her child, a male whose life would bring many complications, had filled her thoughts whether she was asleep or not. Natalia was certain there had been no discussion with Lorenzo regarding their son. 

			The dreams about her child did remind Natalia who she was. Natalia was meant to be a mother more than a warrior. Jillian knew that better than anyone. It was Jillian who had suggested Natalia might avoid death by staying away from the battle. Jillian would want her to live and her child to live. And it was more than dreams that had passed wisdom to her. Thomas had rightly suggested that she allow Lorenzo to help.

			Lorenzo was riding beside her. When Natalia turned toward him, she realized he’d been watching and caught her with a stern look on her face. His concern had only increased.

			“I’ve been thinking about your dreams,” said Lorenzo. “They seem to occur more often when you’re grieving.”

			“Hmm,” was her only response. Natalia hadn’t made that connection, but it was true. She had dreamed less while at Lea Abbey and also when she was with Marie before her death.

			“Is the dream about your father what troubles you?”

			“No. If it’s up to me, I will kill him. But it also could’ve meant his death by dynamite.” Lorenzo looked at her silently, and she couldn’t blame him after the way she’d snapped at him that morning. “Either way, I’m not troubled by his death.” 

			“By sending Rafael, we may have done Ordean a favor by leading the Old Lion into the trap. If Rafael found a way in,” he added.

			“He hasn’t returned,” said Natalia.

			“If Rafael was able to pass on the information about the Verseine soldiers, would your father avoid the ambush?”

			“He wouldn’t fear ten thousand Verseinemen. He’d be at the front, thirsting for a kill.”

			“Do you think Rafael would be at the front with your father?” 

			“No. Only the Kheshkev accompany the Old Lion.” Natalia paused upon realizing the dynamite would also mean Riked’s death. “Do you think the dynamite would be successful?” 

			“It’s used by miners in Vestra and Acadiene but relatively unknown to this area. If the soldiers know what they’re doing, it could be effective. If they don’t . . . it could be even more effective.”

			After riding for a while, Natalia was surprised by Lorenzo’s next question. “What would your father’s death mean for your future?”

			Natalia couldn’t answer his question without speaking of their child. But he wouldn’t have to know the child already lived within her. “The Kheshkev would not want me to rule, but they would want our son.” Lorenzo would’ve expected that answer, but it still gave Natalia time to ponder whether she would tell him. She wanted to wait and was thankful when Lorenzo changed the subject.

			“When we reach the blockade, I’ll show you to my tent before continuing to where the road to Lucenze begins. I want to take the guardsmen and wait for a small dispatch of Verseine soldiers traveling to or from the pass. It’s time to be more aggressive and retrieve news of my mother and father.”

			“Will you leave the guardsmen there and return to camp?” 

			“It’ll require an instant decision about whether or not to risk failure. A botched attempt could lead to our blockade being discovered.”

			“Then I’m going too. I don’t want to be alone.”

			“You should continue to recover in camp. Atop the ridge, there can be no tent; it could be seen from the roads.”

			Her response was a glare that spoke louder than words. Lorenzo waited for her to say something before he eventually conceded. “Fine, Natalia, we’ll sleep among rocks once again.” 

			“We’ll take a watch together,” she added. “There’s something I’d like to discuss. Later. Not now.” 

			Lorenzo nodded before turning his head to look behind them, where Antonio drove the horse-drawn wagon. “Antonio can stay in my tent until we return.”

			“It’s also been a long time since we’ve had word from within Lucenze, and a long time since Antonio’s mother has seen him,” said Natalia. 

			“I’ll send him home,” responded Lorenzo. 
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			“Are you awake?” asked Natalia.

			“Yes,” Lorenzo whispered.

			“I’m glad I came with you.” She waited, but Lorenzo stayed quiet. “Don’t you want to know why?”

			“Yes.”

			“Because it’s a cool night.” Again, Natalia paused before continuing, “Now you have a wife to keep you warm.”

			Natalia listened to Lorenzo’s breathing and the singing of insects. She rolled over onto an elbow, toward Lorenzo, but couldn’t see his face. “Are you trying to sleep?” she asked.

			“No.”

			She remained perched over him, resting on her elbow. Her laughter broke another long silence.

			“What?” 

			“I was thinking that this reminds me of sleeping with Jillian. Because I would talk, and she would listen. She would keep quiet . . . never fall asleep until I did. But then I thought, maybe everyone would be like you and Jillian,” she said, giggling. “And I wouldn’t know any different. Maybe I should learn to be quiet at night.”

			“I enjoy listening to you.”

			“You wanted to leave me at the blockade.” When Lorenzo went back to being silent, she snickered, “You’d be cold without me here.” She laughed louder. “And it’d be quiet.”

			“Shh,” whispered Lorenzo.

			Natalia buried her laughter in his chest. When she lifted her head, she could sense his gaze upon her. “Aren’t you supposed to be watching the road?” 

			“There’s no moon,” he responded.

			“So we should sleep then.”

			“I’m too preoccupied to sleep,” said Lorenzo.

			“With what?”

			“Studying,” he replied.

			“What’re you studying?”

			“Your beauty.”

			Natalia scoffed. “You can’t see me. If you could, you’d see an ugly, battered face. Only your imagination sees beauty.”

			“If anything, your wounds reveal something else about you.”

			“Like what?” 

			“Courage. But I won’t glorify that, because I’d rather you be willing to stay back for a while.”

			“I think I will,” she said.

			“Really? You can’t know how much that would please me,” he said, cuddling her within his arms. 

			“Then I will please my husband.”

			“And I don’t need to see you to study your beauty,” he said as his hand gently traced the curve of her back.

			“You’ve found the last remaining soft skin on my damaged body,” laughed Natalia.

			“Listen, do you hear that?” he asked.

			She was fooled by his trickery and lifted her head, listening for travelers on the road.

			“Your laughter is beauty for my ears to study.”

			“Ha! You just finished shushing my laughter.”

			“A beautiful laugh can still wake men sleeping below in the trees.”

			“What about taste and smell?” Natalia asked softly.

			“I still have more to study,” he replied, kissing his way up her neck and breathing in through his nose. “Hmm,” said Lorenzo.

			“What?”

			“Smells and tastes a bit like dirt.”

			Natalia responded with laughter and muffled the sound in the quilt. Lorenzo moved her hair and touched her face. She turned to him and guided his finger to her lips. “Try here.” He gently kissed her bottom lip. “Taste better?” she asked.

			“Yes,” he whispered with another kiss. “Does it hurt?”

			“No. It doesn’t hurt,” she said, though it wasn’t true. 

			Natalia rested against Lorenzo’s shoulder. She had decided to let him sleep, but Lorenzo returned to an earlier subject.

			“Natalia,” he whispered. “Are you serious about remaining back from the fight?”

			“I mean to be,” she answered.

			“If we heard a group of soldiers right now in the road, you’d stay and let me and the guardsmen take them?”

			“The roan is the fastest . . .”

			“I saw him saddled, in case you had to ride suddenly. That’s why I ask.”

			“I would have,” she admitted. “Now I’ll stay back. But you should take the roan. He will catch any horse.”

			“What has changed?” 

			She answered, “You wouldn’t believe me.”

			“There isn’t anything about you I wouldn’t believe.”

			“You’re having trouble believing I’d stay back from a fight,” she argued.

			He chuckled. “That’s one thing. Try another.”

			“It’s what I wanted to discuss but still dread to tell you. It should be the most delightful news a wife is ever able to tell her husband. In my case I’m not sure. All of this is being said for nothing if you don’t believe me in the first place.”

			“How about this? I will promise to listen earnestly and consider anything that could be true.”

			Without hesitation, she said, “I’m with child.” Natalia responded to his silence, “I knew you wouldn’t—”

			“It would be impossible to know so early,” interrupted Lorenzo.

			“You promised to consider anything. And while you try to contemplate that my dreams might somehow speak the truth, you should also know the child is male. Which is why this news isn’t as joyful as it should be.”

			It was not uncommon for Lorenzo to spend much time thinking about what to say, even when he wasn’t shocked. Natalia thought he’d lie there forever if she didn’t question him. “Do you believe me?”

			He exhaled deeply before responding, “I think your dreams are based on what troubles you. Obviously, it worries you that Karkov would expect to take the Heir. But I also know you’re special and will never doubt anything you tell me. So, if you believe yourself to be with child, then I’ll not doubt it.”

			Still lying on his shoulder, Natalia could hear Lorenzo’s heart beating rapidly. “Perhaps I’m not the best sleeping companion,” she suggested.
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			At dawn, Lorenzo spotted a single rider traveling from Karkov to Lucenze. While Natalia went to wake the guardsmen, Lorenzo rode the roan down the ridge, toward the road.

			By the time the sky gave enough light to see far enough ahead, the roan had closed on the exhausted horse carrying a uniformed Verseineman into Lucenze. Once the soldier noticed he was being pursued, he stopped to load a pistol. The roan galloped hard as the man rodded the ball into the barrel. He was an officer. The stationary horse panicked at the roan’s charge, making the officer fumble the pistol just before Lorenzo reached him. Locked together, they went over the backside of the Verseine horse. 

			The men crashed onto the ground. Lorenzo kept hold of the officer’s shirt and pulled the more experienced fighter to keep him close, so that his punches had no power. When the officer tried to stand, Lorenzo tackled him facedown onto the road and pulled his arms back until his elbows touched. “What’s your name?” Lorenzo asked, regaining his breath.

			“Bonheur,” the officer responded. “Corporal Bonheur.”

			Lorenzo looked to the north and saw his guardsmen trailing him. “What information do you take to the capital?”

			“I was to be the one to take news to Ordean as soon as Karkov marched west.”

			“Was the explosion detonated?”

			“How do you know about the explosion?” asked the corporal.

			“Was it detonated?” Lorenzo repeated sternly.

			“Yes,” Bonheur replied.

			“Was the Old Lion killed?”

			“I don’t know. Luckily, I wasn’t at the front, or I wouldn’t be speaking to you now. The entire chunk of granite blew and took out many of our soldiers waiting in the spruces to attack. My orders were to ride to Ordean immediately, but the chaos following the explosion kept me there long enough to see the war is finished.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Because whether the Old Lion was killed or not doesn’t matter. There was nothing left of the road except a pile of granite. The mountains are impassable, and we control the sea. Karkov is forever isolated.”

			“How do you know there isn’t a way down the mountain?”

			“Because the Karks would’ve attacked us. All they could do was fire artillery from the cliff’s edge.”

			The guardsmen arrived with Natalia trailing them. Lorenzo’s men dismounted and restrained the officer with rope. As he was being tied up, Bonheur saw Natalia atop Lorenzo’s horse. “That’s the Lioness,” he said. “You must be the Lucine prince.”

			“What do you know about the king and queen of Lucenze?” Lorenzo asked.

			“Nothing,” he claimed. “I’ve been at the pass. If your parents haven’t been treated kindly, I had no part in it.”
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			Antonio topped the hill that overlooked the Verseine wharf and saw hundreds of men disembarking ships onto the pier. He made his way down the hill and was tying his horse when his name was called.

			“It’s Antonio, right?” It was Francis.

			“Yes, sir,” answered Antonio.

			“How is Natalia?”

			“She’s in danger. Lorenzo says the soldiers will be returning from the pass.”

			“Why does he think that?” 

			“He captured a messenger who said the battle at the pass is finished. Won by Verseine. I have a message from Lorenzo.”

			“For me?”

			“No, sir. For Warren. I was told by a man near his home that I could find him here.”

			“Then let us get your message delivered at once,” said Francis as he started down the pier, passing the lines of arriving men. 

			Antonio observed the men as he passed, noticing they were armed with guns like Lorenzo’s, but they weren’t in uniform like a soldier would be. A few of the men had red hair, like Thomas. 

			“Warren,” called Francis as they approached. “Young Antonio has an urgent message from Lorenzo.”

			“Did they get my message this morning? About the merchants who returned?” Warren asked, unfolding the paper from Antonio.

			Antonio shrugged. “I was at home this morning.”

			Warren read the letter aloud. “‘A Verseine corporal was seized this morning on his way to General Ordean. The dynamite was detonated. He described an unimaginable explosion which killed many from both sides and left the road unnavigable for the surviving Karks on top of the mountain. Natalia feels sure her father would have been at the front of the march. She assumes he is dead. The captive says the Verseine Army considers the war to be over because of the impassable mountain. This leaves us with two concerns. Most immediately, we fear the soldiers returning from the pass could march to Verseine. We will be prepared to flee, but that will depend on the numbers we encounter. Ultimately, we expect Ordean’s return to Verseine. His best move will be to return and take complete control of the Northern Sea. This would guarantee Karkov’s isolation. Natalia and I urge you to utilize the mercenaries to break Ordean’s naval blockade. You must get as many of the Kark warriors here as possible before Ordean returns. I realize sending the mercenaries away will make you vulnerable, but please know that having the aid of the Kark warriors should be the utmost priority for us all. Signed, Lorenzo Fercisi.’”

			“Will they try to fight the soldiers returning from the pass?” Francis asked Antonio. 

			“They’ve called for more militiamen,” replied Antonio. 

			“Natalia and Lorenzo don’t account for the multitudes of citizens ready to defend their city,” pledged Warren.

			“Madam Marchand’s funeral was today, and the city is ignited with passion,” Francis explained to Antonio. “Getting the Karks here in a few days may be too late, if Natalia fights without our help.”

			Warren agreed. “We can’t allow Natalia to fall. Rafael has surely told the Karks that Natalia is alive. They will find a way to reach her.”

			“Natalia must be our priority,” Francis continued. “Can you get horses for the mercenaries?”

			“It’d take days to acquire horses for all of them,” answered Warren. “I can get thirty to forty now.”

			“Antonio,” said Francis. “Ride ahead of me to inform Natalia and Lorenzo that forty mercenaries will arrive during the night, and the remainder of the two thousand will arrive tomorrow on foot.”
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			Francis knew she had been waiting for his arrival by how quickly Natalia emerged from the tent. She was angrily upon him by the time he dismounted. 

			“Do you think that because you’ve hired soldiers, it qualifies you to make military decisions?”

			Francis tried to respond but couldn’t in time.

			“What if Karkov cannot support us because you didn’t listen? How will your mercenaries, and this Lucine militia, stop Ordean’s army of a hundred thousand?”

			Francis hesitated, noticing that her rebuke gave him a pleasant feeling, maybe because of her proximity, or possibly due to the passion she exuded. He even caught himself showing a slight smile before recovering to respond, “There is support that you have not considered.”

			“From where?” Natalia growled.

			“There are just as many, if not more, Verseinemen organizing to resist Ordean. And we have still sent merchants toward Karkov by sea.”

			Natalia screamed and turned away, as if she suddenly needed space between them. Lorenzo appeared from the tent just as she spoke again. “Verseinemen, Francis? You’re ready to put Verseinemen between you and your death?”

			“You did not see how inspired they were after the funerals. They are ready to stand against Ordean.”

			“Now you know these people? The same people you wouldn’t walk among!” 

			“Perhaps not, but Marie knew them. Even in her death she spoke to them. And they listened.”

			“She did know them,” responded Natalia. “And she advised me they weren’t trustworthy.”

			“Marie didn’t want you hurt,” interjected Lorenzo as he tried to put his hands on her shoulders before she went toward Francis again.

			“Look around you, Francis. How can two thousand mercenaries be added to this camp? This gorge cannot hold that many people. You’re a spoiled child who thinks he can be a leader of soldiers. Soldiers whose loyalty you paid for.”

			“I knew you wouldn’t flee if attacked,” Francis responded. “If the soldiers from the pass were to come through this blockade, would you retreat or opt to fight?”

			“You know me as well as you know your people,” she said, mocking him angrily.

			“He’s right, Natalia,” said Lorenzo. “I’ve had the same concern.”

			“You’ll side with him?” 

			“I am on the side of our survival and victory,” replied Lorenzo. 

			Lorenzo reached out to calm her, but she brushed his hands aside. “If you want to accept his mercenaries, then you can figure out where to put them.”

			“I already have,” Lorenzo responded. “If they can arrive before the soldiers return from the pass, then we could move to block the road to Lucenze. The prisoner said they lost up to half of their numbers. With the two thousand mercenaries added to our forces, along with our weapons advantage, we could defeat the mountain deployment. If we can prevent Ordean from learning of the dynamite and the impassable road, then we’d delay his return. Possibly until we’re supported by the Kark Army.”

			Natalia peered at Lorenzo and then Francis before walking furiously into the tent without saying another word. 

			Being left alone with Lorenzo was awkward. Francis made it worse when he joked, “At least I am not the only one of her husbands who can induce volatility.”

			Lorenzo didn’t react in any manner.

			“She’s only angry because that plan is brilliant,” remarked Francis.

			“If you’re agreeable, I would have guardsmen lead your horses to pick up more soldiers who are on foot,” Lorenzo said. “We need as many here as possible, in case we’re surprised by Verseine soldiers.”

			“Do you ever say anything unintelligent?” 

			Lorenzo ignored him and continued, “There are no more tents. Our food stores will be depleted almost immediately after the mercenaries arrive. We’ll need more rations from the city.” 

			“I will send word to Warren,” Francis responded.

			“Physicians will be needed. Latrines must be excavated. You’ll be responsible for the care of these men.”

			“I will be,” vowed Francis.

			“There’s room in the gorge for the men who arrived tonight. When the remainder arrives on foot, you’ll need to make camp east of the gorge.”

			Francis nodded.

			“If there’s not anything else . . .” said Lorenzo, shifting toward his tent.

			“No,” responded Francis. “Lorenzo?” Francis asked after Lorenzo had retreated two steps.

			“Yes?” he answered.

			“Does she despise me because of my father? Or the way I was before I lost her?” 

			Francis didn’t know why he had asked her new husband such a strange question. He’d blurted it without thinking, because he wasn’t ready to stop talking about her. The way Lorenzo hesitated made Francis feel he had gravely offended him. But when Lorenzo answered, he spoke with genuine kindness.

			“When Natalia despises people, she expels them from her life, wanting nothing to do with them. With you, there was meaning in her reprimand. It says she isn’t finished with you. You have a major role in this, Francis. She knows that. Natalia scolds you because she wants you to succeed.”

			“That’s what I want as well.”

			“Start by making preparations for your two thousand,” advised Lorenzo.

			“Lorenzo,” called Francis, stopping him once more. “You deserve her. Not me.”

			Lorenzo sighed, paused again, but stayed facing the tent. “One could argue that this person or that person doesn’t deserve the sun to rise after a long night in the cold darkness, but that’s not how it works. The warmth of the sun touches all of us who are willing to emerge from the shadows.”
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			It was midmorning when the watchman rode into the blockade camp announcing a threat from Verseine soldiers. Natalia took the reins of the horse while Lorenzo met the rider as he dismounted. “They’re coming,” said the watchman frantically. “The Verseine soldiers returning from the pass.” 

			“Were you able to estimate a count?” Lorenzo asked.

			“Too many,” he gasped. “More than we can withstand.”

			“The remaining mercenaries should be close,” Lorenzo said to Natalia. “And we still don’t know how much, if any, of the Verseine Army will come this way rather than toward Ordean. It could be a manageable number. Or we could be overwhelmed.” 

			“Prepare for the worst,” she responded. “Our position in the gorge was meant for small numbers. It’d become a disadvantage to have to fight our way out of a hole. We’ll need to move to the Verseine side of the gorge.” Francis walked up while Natalia continued, “Force them to climb their way out against our assault. We’ll be on the same side as the mercenaries in case we need to retreat.” 

			Lorenzo said to Francis, “Send one of your mercenaries to order the others to march double time.”

			“What if we hid in the forest and allowed them to march past us?” Francis asked.

			At first, Natalia thought Francis was being cowardly, but something about his demeanor said otherwise. 

			“They would meet the mercenaries on the road,” continued Francis. “Then we can attack from behind.”

			“They’ll wonder about the trench we excavated which will lead them to find our camp,” Lorenzo said. “But it would be ideal if they were still in the gorge when the Vestrans arrive.”

			“This is what we should do,” stated Francis. 

			“It’s promising,” agreed Natalia. “We could relocate to high ground and charge down the ridge once the battle begins.”

			Lorenzo darted off to initiate action with his guardsmen and militia. Francis remained and was looking at Natalia. He suggested to her, “You should ride to warn the other mercenaries, then ride on to seek further reinforcements from Warren.” 

			Natalia was watching the preparations instead of responding to Francis. 

			“Or, come with me,” he added.

			“Enough talking, Francis. Stop wasting time, and go warn your mercenaries.”

			Natalia hurried to prepare for battle. As she saddled the horses, a lone rider speedily departed the mercenary camp in order to warn the others. Natalia was surprised it wasn’t Francis.

			Going back to her preparations, Natalia packed enough supplies for a day or two into a saddlebag. Then she did the same for Lorenzo. She was standing with the readied horses, between the camp and road, when Francis rode up beside her. Natalia noticed he carried a Vestran rifle across his lap. “You know how to use that, Francis?”

			“No,” he laughed.

			Natalia snickered at his candid admission. “Then I’ll stay behind you.”

			“Probably wise,” he responded.

			She saw Lucine militia members climbing the trail across the road from where she waited. Then another group jogged past carrying supplies in packs.

			“I admire your willingness, but it wasn’t ideal to send away the soldier who knows how to use that rifle.”

			“There’s nothing I care for in that direction,” Francis responded.

			“You’ll really fight?” she asked. 

			He nodded while eyeing the mercenaries who had started around him toward the road. 

			Natalia stepped closer and whispered, “Would you like for me to show you how to use the rifle after they pass?” 

			He smiled and nodded again.

			As the last of the mercenaries were riding past, Natalia heard a commotion in the road. She quickly mounted and rode to discover what was happening. Lorenzo was speaking with a guardsman and announced the news as Natalia approached: “The soldiers from the pass turned toward Lucenze. Not one rider is coming toward us.”

			Francis trotted his horse up to her side. He relaxed his posture and exhaled. 

			“Don’t be so relieved,” she said. “It would’ve been better to face the smaller detachment today rather than the full army soon. That’s what we’ll see once Ordean hears of Karkov’s isolation. He’ll probably waste no time before returning to Verseine.”

			Francis nodded but was unable to conceal that he was pleased. 

			“I’m still glad you were ready to fight,” she added. “This suits you better than privilege.”

			Lorenzo was conferring with two guardsmen. When they left, Lorenzo said, “These men will return to the watch post in case another wave returns from the pass.”

			“We should also send a scout toward the pass to verify what the prisoner has said,” Natalia suggested.

			“Yes,” agreed Lorenzo. 

			“Riders approaching!” someone yelled from the western rim of the gorge.

			“Not again,” exclaimed Francis.

			Lorenzo responded, “These should be riders from Verseine.”

			More shouts were heard. “Karks! They’re Karks!” The men, from the basin to the top of the gorge, celebrated. Both Lorenzo and Francis smiled with relief at Natalia, but she didn’t react.

			Lorenzo cupped his hands to call in the direction of the upper road, “Place the bridge timbers!”

			“Place the bridge timbers!” was repeated up the gorge.

			Lorenzo held out his hand for Natalia as she dismounted. A young militiaman ran down the gorge wall, sliding down the steep terrain, instead of traversing the switchbacks. When he reached them, he said, “At least fifty of their warriors. Even the horses are Kark. They sailed their horses here.” 

			“Kheshkev?” Lorenzo asked Natalia.

			“The one in front is an old man,” continued the Lucine man. “He’s annoyed with the wait. Because of the trench.”

			Natalia felt anger swell in her and unconsciously touched the lion pommel at her waist. 

			Lorenzo must’ve noticed her touch the sword. “Natalia,” he said, trying to calm her. “Francis, why don’t you take Natalia to camp while I speak with her father?”

			“Let’s go, Natalia,” said Francis, still mounted.

			She handed the reins of the roan to Francis, staring intensely at Lorenzo. “No, it’ll be now.”

			“You said you would stay out of fights,” said Lorenzo.

			“I didn’t anticipate how I would feel,” argued Natalia. “He doesn’t deserve to live. Jillian wanted him dead. Who else will stand up to him?”

			They all looked upward at the sound of hooves crossing timbers. Natalia prepared herself to face him. The first rider emerged over the crest. Natalia immediately noticed his bald head and spectacles. “This’s the old one you saw?” she asked the militiaman. 

			“That’s him.”

			“It’s Sokol.” Natalia couldn’t determine whether or not she was relieved. She was grateful for his support but still angry that he’d allowed Jillian to depart Karkov vulnerable. Sokol was followed by warriors who were only beginning their beards. “Those with him are Naveshkev,” she explained. Perhaps due to his beard, she didn’t initially recognize the large Naveshkev trailing Sokol. “That’s Odani!” 

			Her mixed feelings for Sokol were suddenly insignificant compared to the clash of emotions she felt upon seeing Odani. There was no other warrior she’d rather have seen. At the same time, Natalia dreaded seeing him grieve Jillian’s death. Despite being uncertain of her feelings, she couldn’t help but smile as Odani crossed the creek at the bottom of the gorge.

			Natalia only wanted to greet Odani, but due to Sokol’s authority, the senior warrior dismounted alone. Sokol opened his arms to receive Natalia, but he had to walk to her. He embraced her strongly and kissed her head. “Daughter, I mourn your loss.”

			Natalia remained stoic. 

			When he turned to place his hands on Lorenzo’s shoulders, he briefly glanced at Francis before addressing Lorenzo. “Your captain has made me aware of your marriage to the Daughter of Karkov. He also said I’ll likely deliver the news . . .” Sokol paused to glance again at Francis, as if he looked familiar.

			“Where is Captain Rafael?” Lorenzo asked.

			“He’s with your father,” responded Sokol. 

			“My father’s alive? In Karkov?”

			“Yes, but Ordean butchered him.” Natalia touched Lorenzo’s arm as Sokol continued, “I will return him to you alive, but as a blind man. We’ve captured Verseine ships, but I had to make the Naveshkev the priority for the Daughter’s immediate protection.”

			While Natalia consoled Lorenzo, Sokol turned to Francis again. He kept his eyes on him, silent, until he finally asked, “What is your name?”

			“I am no one. Just a Verseineman.” 

			“I know who you are,” declared Sokol as he unsheathed his sword and took a step toward Francis. 

			Natalia reacted by quickly drawing her own sword, which came to rest beneath Sokol’s chin, stopping his advance. “You’ll walk into our operations with respect. Is that clear?”

			Sokol stretched his chin above the blade, as if to gain enough room to speak. “Daughter, forgive me. Is this not the son of the king who killed your sister?”

			“Do you think he would still have his head if he were at fault?” replied Natalia. “You’re the last one who should blame others for Jillian’s death. There’s much you don’t know. Take the time to learn all that’s happened before you run roughshod through our progress.” 

			He sheathed his sword and Natalia did the same. 

			“The soldiers you passed on the road come because of him. And Verseine belongs to the people because of him.”

			Sokol responded, “I hear he’s been unseated because of you, Daughter.”

			“Why does he call you daughter?” Francis asked.

			“When the Karks say ‘Daughter,’ they speak of me as the daughter of an entire nation.”

			“But she is possessed by neither any man nor any nation,” Lorenzo said boldly to Sokol.

			“The reverse is probable,” responded Sokol. “Unfortunately, I haven’t finished bringing unwanted news. Natalia, to you first. The front of our army was attacked by what must’ve been five shiploads of black powder. There was a battle atop the mountain following the explosion, but I wouldn’t imagine your father survived to fight.” 

			Natalia glanced at Odani. If the Old Lion was caught in the explosion, Riked would’ve been next to him. Not only were they both mourning Jillian, they had also both lost their fathers. The difference was Odani’s father was worthy of being mourned.

			Sokol turned to address Lorenzo. “A resulting avalanche separated me from the mountain. While it is not yet confirmed, Natalia is most likely the only remaining Lion of Karkov. With that comes obligation. As you say, Natalia doesn’t belong to Karkov. Karkov belongs to her.”

			“We’ll not discuss my future until the present is rectified,” stated Natalia.

			“The future mustn’t be ignored,” Sokol responded.

			The way he said it angered Natalia more than what he said. “You should’ve complied with my letter and stayed in Karkov.”

			“Your protection is the only concern I have left,” he responded defiantly. 

			Natalia hadn’t noticed, but with tensions escalating, Odani had dismounted and moved between them. Nothing could’ve lessened her anger more than not knowing how to greet Odani. Sokol was similarly brought to silence, perhaps because his subordinate had stepped in front of him.

			Lorenzo hadn’t said a word since he’d heard what had happened to his father, but he was the one who ended the long quiet. “Sokol. We expect Ordean will soon return to Verseine. How many warriors have you brought?”

			“Not enough. That’s why we should evacuate Natalia until we can fully mobilize.” Francis laughed at the suggestion, drawing more ire from Sokol before he continued, “I ordered climbers to deliver orders for the Kheshkev atop the mountain. They’re to ride toward Verseine, but until they arrive—”

			“They aren’t coming,” interrupted Francis.

			Sokol stared angrily at Francis until Lorenzo explained, “A Verseine corporal was captured on his way to Ordean. According to him, the dynamite left a sheer wall that buried the road and kept your warriors on the mountain.”

			“Dynamite?” Sokol asked.

			“The explosive used,” Lorenzo clarified. “It must be true because the smaller Verseine detachment, which had been deployed to the pass, was just seen marching toward Lucenze. It can only mean your warriors were separated from them.”

			“Then we’ll return Natalia to Karkov,” said Sokol. 

			“Sokol, you’re failing to understand that you aren’t in command,” insisted Natalia. “We lead this response, and I decide what happens with me. Your support is needed. I hope you’ll join forces with us, but as equals. If you’re unable to do so, you should turn and go right now.” 

			“I’ll not leave without you, Daughter.”

			“Then welcome to our alliance,” interjected Francis. 

			Sokol was scowling at Francis when Lorenzo sought more information. “What update did my father give of my mother?”

			“None,” Sokol responded with a frown.

			“What do you mean none?” Lorenzo asked. “He would’ve had word of my mother.”

			“We had to tell him about your mother,” said Sokol. 

			“This is not the way to tell him,” said Odani, speaking for the first time.

			“Then you tell him,” snapped Sokol. 

			Sokol’s displeasure with Odani was obvious, but Odani didn’t seem to care as a Naveshkev should. With a grim look upon his face, Odani explained, “Your father wasn’t the only one sent by Ordean to taunt the Old Lion. But he didn’t know it because of his blindness. A sack was cinched to the rear of the saddle.” 

			It was obvious Odani didn’t want to say more, and Natalia knew why. She touched Odani’s arm to stop him. When she did, Lorenzo lost control of his emotions. He wailed loudly, on the verge of collapse. Natalia took Lorenzo’s arm to lead him toward their tent. It was Odani with whom she’d expected to share grief that evening. After the tragic revelation of Lorenzo’s mother’s fate, she knew her husband would need all of her care. While walking away, Natalia looked back at Odani, who was watching her leave. How could he not see Jillian when he looked at her? 
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			The next morning, despite the bustle around camp, Lorenzo wasn’t ready to leave the tent to begin his day. Thinking he might prefer time alone, Natalia went to check on the roan. After feeding and watering him, Natalia began to groom him. She stroked him with the brush, delighting in the smoothness of his coat. 

			When Natalia finished brushing, she found a hoof pick and carefully inspected each hoof. That didn’t take much time. But still, she lingered. She had an ulterior motive in caring for the roan. Natalia expected Odani would find her at any moment. For some reason, she felt being with the roan would help. Perhaps that way Natalia wouldn’t be the only reminder of Jillian.

			With her tasks completed, Natalia resorted to resting her head against the roan’s side. She had always loved the smell of horses. So had Jillian. It was one of many traits the twins shared. While their differences may have been stark at times, their similarities were more plentiful, and the twins cherished them. The fragrance gave Natalia a happy memory. As she patted the roan to thank him, his ears stood straight and he watched someone familiar approach. 

			It didn’t take long for Natalia’s eyes to fill with tears when she saw the roan welcome Odani by nuzzling him.

			“Do you want me to leave?” he asked.

			“I’m not ready to see someone experiencing the same loss. To feel you mourn her. We’re the only ones whose love for her meant everything.”

			“My love for her isn’t complete.” 

			Hearing his words made Natalia weak at the knees. 

			“I’m better off than you,” Odani continued. “Jillian has left a gift for me. You are what’s left of her. When I see you, I see her. Not just her image. You can be what she wasn’t able to be. The idea she invited us to know. And you can have what she wanted for you. Your life is what mattered to Jillian.”

			Odani couldn’t have understood the significance of his message to Natalia. After struggling for so long about her own future, the truth he spoke provided further affirmation that her mindset had shifted the way Jillian would have wanted it to.

			Natalia’s thoughts were in such turmoil that she found herself held in his arms without knowing how she got there. His powerful embrace, and the memory of Jillian describing it, returned her awareness of her surroundings. 

			Another memory made Natalia chuckle as he let her go. “Who would’ve thought we’d one day comfort each other? The last time we were together, one of us was to kill the other.”

			“Both of you know how to leave your mark,” he responded, lifting his shoulder flap to show her a scar.

			“Jillian did this?” Natalia felt the scar with her fingertips as if she’d be able to touch Jillian. Then Natalia touched her own scar, from Jillian, on the back of her head. “I have one too.” 

			“Sometimes it reminds me the wound will heal,” Odani said. “Other times it reminds me of how she fought against our love. It was difficult for her to trust that anyone could love her as you loved each other.”

			“But in the end, it was her love for me that betrayed her.”

			He responded, “It was her obsession with your safety. What choice did she have? The way you were raised. What she learned about your father.” 

			“Jillian told me,” explained Natalia. “Before she died.”

			“Then you understand he caused all of this.”

			“Do you think they were killed?” She referred to both of their fathers.

			“I know they were,” he answered.
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			By evening Lorenzo felt up to discussing their next move. Natalia suggested they build off the prior plan and allow Ordean’s entire army to march past them toward Verseine. The amassed forces ready to oppose Ordean included several hundred Lucines, two thousand Vestran mercenaries, and nearly the same number of Naveshkev warriors. All of those forces would move east, out of sight, but would follow Ordean as he made his way toward Verseine, where he’d be met by the next groups of Naveshkev to arrive. Entrapping the army in the road would overcome their deficiency in numbers since only the Verseine soldiers in the front and back would be able to fight. A vast number of Verseine soldiers in the middle would be useless.

			Lorenzo agreed but preferred they hide in the mountains so they could flee into Lucenze if necessary. He argued it was also better for their weapons advantage with the Western rifles. Shooters could take positions along the ridges and fire toward the road. 

			Before long, Odani joined the discussion, and they took him up the trail that overlooked the gorge. Odani agreed with Natalia when it came to the Naveshkev. The warriors on horses could better serve by attacking in the roadway. He also agreed that anyone with a rifle should take a position above the road. All of them agreed that their chance at success would be improved the longer Ordean stayed in Lucenze, allowing more Naveshkev to arrive. 

			“Ideally we would have ten thousand warriors on each side,” said Odani, “with the Vestrans and Lucines firing from elevated positions.” 

			As Odani was speaking, Natalia caught sight of people meandering down into the gorge on foot. “Who are they?”

			Lorenzo and Odani looked as well. The horde of people was larger than she’d first realized.

			It was Natalia who answered her own question. “Verseinemen.” She became angry at Warren for sending the people out to mess up their plans. “There will be no hiding from Ordean now.” With her frustration, Natalia prodded the roan onto the trail. 

			“Where are you going?” Lorenzo asked as he followed.

			Without turning, she called, “We’re wasting our time.” 

			“We can have Warren take them back toward the city. Let them be the ones on that end of Ordean’s march.”

			Odani added, “Then all of the Naveshkev could be on the other side.”

			“These people will be scattered from here to Verseine,” she responded. “By the time Warren organizes a hundred, thousands more will arrive.” 

			When Natalia reached the crest of the goat trail, she stopped to watch the multitude of people walking east. She couldn’t believe how many people there were and began thinking of a different strategy. 

			Lorenzo walked his horse beside the roan within the tight space of the laurel alley. She said to him, “In a couple of days they’ll match Ordean’s numbers.” 

			“But how many of them are trained for battle?”

			“It wouldn’t necessarily matter.”

			“What do you mean?” Lorenzo asked.

			“What matters is these are Verseine people,” said Natalia.

			He agreed, “The soldiers wouldn’t fight their own people.”

			Odani said from the trail behind them, “If the people stood their ground. I’ve stared across a battlefield at an army. How many of these men will remain courageous when an army takes formation in front of them?”

			“They obviously think they would,” replied Lorenzo. “Why else would they’ve come?”

			“Odani’s right,” she responded. “None of them have considered what that moment would be like. They’ve been carried out here by a wave of passion.” Natalia gave the reins slack and let the roan proceed. “Emotion is temporary.”

			Natalia was the first to emerge into the basin. As she followed the dry creek bed, the citizens began to notice her. They called out a variety of affectionate nicknames, like “Lioness of Verseine” and “Lioness Queen.” Natalia wasn’t fond of their praise and stopped short of the road. Odani and Lorenzo passed her to keep the citizens from going toward her. 

			While Odani forced the overly enthusiastic citizens to keep moving, Natalia noticed a somber man speaking to Lorenzo. The man was older than most of his compatriots. Listening intently, she heard Marie’s name mentioned and was surprised when Lorenzo allowed the man to leave the road and head in her direction. He was carrying an old, but well-kept, musket rifle. A large cloth sack was cinched to his back.

			“Allow me to apologize for disturbing you,” said the man. “I wanted to offer my sympathy for your losses.”

			Natalia found the man to be kind but didn’t know how to respond.

			He broke the silence by adding, “In our youth, Marie and I were sweethearts.”

			Natalia briefly smiled before asking, “It didn’t last?”

			“My time as a soldier complicated things between us.”

			“You were a soldier?”

			He nodded.

			“Is this why you’ve come?”

			“No,” was his emphatic answer. “My son is a soldier in Ordean’s army.”

			“You’ll fight against your son?”

			“I believe you know I won’t do that.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			The man exhaled and straightened his posture against its burden. “To tell Ordean that Verseine doesn’t belong to him. I served the general before him and saw firsthand how freedom is lost when power is handed to a single man.” 

			“What if Ordean doesn’t listen? Will you go back to Verseine to avoid standing across the battlefield from your son?”

			“At that point I’ll have to trust the work I did as his father.”

			Natalia had heard exactly what she wanted to. “What’s your name?” she asked.

			“Frederick Babin,” replied the old soldier.

			“If I choose to also trust your work, I may require your help in convincing the others.”

			Mr. Babin surprised Natalia by saying, “You’ve already trusted my work.”

			“I have?” She couldn’t imagine what he was about to say.

			He pointed at her boot resting in the stirrup. “You wore those boots during the wharf battle?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did you fret over their integrity? Did it enter your mind that the untested stitching might burst or a heel might fail?” 

			Without knowing his point, she replied, “It wasn’t on my mind.”

			“Then you trusted my work.”

			“You made them?”

			“I’m thankful I was able to see her one last time.”

			Realizing he had remained friends with Marie, Natalia smiled and said, “They’re fine boots.” Her smile faded when she heard an unruly shout from a less dependable Verseineman. “If only the rest were like you.”

			Soon after Frederick left, all the positivity she’d received from him had dissipated. The more she observed the foolishness of the men strutting about with delusions of heroism, Natalia began to consider alternatives, such as retaking Lucenze after Ordean vacated it. She could allow the conflict between Ordean and the people to be a diversion while leading the Naveshkev to recapture Marisa. A port would be necessary to maintain the stream of Kark warriors. The alternative strategy seemed the way to move forward. She’d certainly seen enough from the parade of idiots.

			With no end in sight, Odani had to disrupt the unrelenting flow of rebellion seekers so that Lorenzo and Natalia could cross the road. Moving among her overzealous admirers was worse than watching them from afar, which left her in no mood to see Warren waiting on the other side.

			“I’m told you plan to entrap the army in the road,” said Warren.

			“That was the plan,” she snapped. “Until the city followed you here.” 

			Warren vowed, “The city will not allow Ordean to return. Let us join your efforts.”

			Natalia scoffed.

			Lorenzo sought to explain her frustration. “You’ve made it more difficult. They could’ve taken this stance at the outskirts of your city. Not here. Having so many unreliable people here only complicates our situation.”

			“You’re wrong. We belong here. This is our fight just as much as yours.”

			“You haven’t brought fighters,” said Natalia.

			“I’ve brought an inspired nation.”

			“This many people will force a different strategy. Now your only choice is to make your presence known. Openly facing an army of a hundred thousand with a bunch of shopkeepers and tradesmen is not advisable.” 

			“Two more ships of Kark warriors arrived this morning,” argued Warren. “With the three from yesterday, that makes five shiploads of Karks. More will come tomorrow. And the next day. We’ve sent every ship that floats to bring more warriors. With Kark warriors by our side, the skill of our people has no significance.”

			Natalia became angry. “Their reliability is what matters.”

			“They’ll have courage if you stand with them.” 

			“I think they’ll flee at the first sign of danger,” she said. “Warren, I considered it. Really, I did. I wanted to be convinced. But I just cannot trust the people who betrayed Marie.”

			“It’s because of Marie that they’re here.”

			Lorenzo responded, “They’ve impulsively followed Natalia. On a whim. Imagining themselves as resistance fighters.”

			“If Marie’s words hadn’t moved them, they’d have been satisfied with letting Natalia and the Karks fight their battle.” Warren spoke directly to Natalia. “You don’t have to take my word for it. Someone is waiting for you whose words will mean more than mine.”

			“Warren, I don’t think I can take any more conversation tonight,” exclaimed Natalia with exhaustion.

			“You’ll change your mind,” he promised.
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			Approaching her tent site, Natalia could see an open carriage parked and waiting. She was tired and especially unwilling to be bothered by a Verseineman who would go to war in a horse-drawn carriage. The team could’ve been better utilized to pull a wagon filled with supplies. 

			Surprisingly, it was a woman who moved to exit the carriage. She had trouble finding the step and seemed too aged to be amid a conflict. Natalia hurried toward the plump lady. “Here,” said Natalia, kneeling to guide the woman’s foot.

			“Such a dear,” responded the woman in a manner so familiar it made Natalia’s breath skip.

			Still on a knee, Natalia looked up to see a woman she didn’t recognize. The woman caressed Natalia’s face with her hand, leaving Natalia again with the feeling that she had already lived this moment. She didn’t understand the sensation but wanted it to remain. She wanted to stay in what felt like a pleasant memory. The woman leaned down and brought her face close to Natalia’s. Her kind eyes only increased Natalia’s sense of familiarity, as did her greeting. “Marie’s darling girl,” cried the woman softly.

			Natalia tried to discern whether this was the woman in the round portrait on Marie’s bedroom wall, but she seemed too old to be. Even her gentle weeping, and the resulting sorrow it gave Natalia, felt like something she’d already experienced. “You are my solace,” the woman continued. “Oh, to finally hear her voice again. To touch her. How cruel it was to think I would soon hold my sister, then discover her death. I was devastated.”

			Natalia felt her body tremble. It couldn’t be Jane. There hadn’t been enough time since the letter was sent.

			“I expected to console her as she mourned your death. But you’re the one alive. Marie would be incredibly pleased we found each other. She would.” 

			“How could you’ve gotten here so soon?” asked Natalia.

			“Your husband sent a letter,” answered the woman.

			“No, madam, it was me. I wrote to you. The letter was carried by my husband’s sister. You should only now be receiving it. No, not even by now. It would only be in Vestra.”

			“It was your husband, and I assure you, I was more surprised than you to receive post marked with the royal Verseine seal. Even being a Verseinewoman, I was still the most unlikely person in Acadiene to receive such correspondence.”

			“Oh,” responded Natalia. “He’s no longer my husband.”

			“The deposed king? The one who has come to your aid? Does he know that he is no longer your husband?”

			Natalia tried not to snicker. It was as if the comment had come from Marie herself. “I suppose he has been divested of everything but his mercenaries. They’re all he has left. That’s why he’s here.”

			Jane returned a hand to Natalia’s face. “You are just as Marie said. Do you honestly believe that? Or do you only pretend not to see it? He wrote to my husband, telling him that Marie had been imprisoned by General Ordean. That Ordean had vacated the city but would return. And when it happened, Francis wouldn’t have the power to guarantee his own safety, much less Marie’s. He said his intent was for Marie to be in our hands in lieu of the letter, but Marie had refused because of her unwillingness to accept your fate. Young Francis implored my husband to come at once, to take Marie from danger. He wrote in the letter that he was determined to deliver Marie to safety, as it was the only way he had remaining to demonstrate his love for you. Now it seems he has found another opportunity. Whether you realize it or not.”

			“It’s because of me that Marie didn’t leave. It’s my fault she’s dead. I so badly want to fall into your arms because I feel Marie in the space between us. But I do not deserve your comfort for what I did to her. And I can’t endanger you as I did her.” 

			“Young lady, it’s not up to you how the hearts of others are directed. Francis is proof of that. I have no expectation of affection from you, yet I am deeply offended that you imagine my sister an unwilling participant in both your love and Verseine’s fight for freedom. Do not suggest my sister would’ve preferred to save her own life rather than pursue what she believed in. My entire family has been devoted to Verseine’s independence, and we are far too long committed to have turned from it so near our goal. Not only have you given our cause new life, you also gave Marie something she never had: someone to pass her love on to. You are the daughter neither of us had. And I didn’t come here to take Marie away. I came to reunite with my love. Don’t you see you’re now where she resides?”

			Natalia felt scolded as she had thought only Marie could do. 

			“While I have your consideration, I want to discuss my people. Warren Sherrot has told me what happened with a few bad apples and your resulting disgust. I urge you to realize that before Marie was dedicated to Natalia of Karkov—before you were her darling—fighting for the independence of Verseine, to ensure our father’s death wasn’t futile, was the entirety of her purpose. I know you’ve been their recent inspiration, but for the better part of twenty-four years, Marie was the one who refused to let the city forget their want of freedom. If she were here now, I realize her heart would still be divided, and she would lean toward keeping you safe. But I ask you to honor the purpose to which she devoted the bulk of her life. Recognize these people have finally left behind their comforts to demand that the one threatening Verseine’s independence lay down his arms. This is what she always wanted. I beg you to see it. These people aren’t soldiers, and I know they can be frustrating. But they’re the people who Ordean thinks he’ll usurp possession of, coming to tell him . . . He. Is. Wrong. This is the only justice my family deserves.”

			Natalia felt a lump in her throat.

			“Can you reach into the seat for me? There is a letter I received from Marie, which told me about you.” 

			Natalia rose, retrieved the paper, and handed it to Jane. 

			“It’s too dark to read, but I suspect I’ve read the words a thousand times. Maybe a hundred today. Most of the letter gushes over her darling, but I want you to hear something more serious she had to say. ‘This girl, I cannot imagine what she may be for our country. She is the most astonishing person, both by her existence and also her insistence upon justice. It is something demanded by her for even the slightest offenses. With great difficulty, I have withheld any influence, because she must remain unbiased. But my influence is not needed. She will find injustice on her own. It is too recurrent. I cannot tell you what the result will be, because this is what I cannot conceive. Yet I know enough, my dear sister, to vow my darling Natalia will not be sated without leaving her mark upon Verseine.’”

			Natalia felt ashamed for any coldness she might’ve put forth toward Marie’s sister and her lack of thought about Marie’s life before she’d entered it. A single tear slid down her cheek. Seeing it, Madam Chastain said, “Oh, darling, come here.” Jane pulled Natalia into her arms, and Natalia let her tough façade fall and released the grief she’d withheld for days.
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			When Natalia stepped from her tent, she was looking for Lorenzo but was annoyed to find Sokol waiting for her. “Not now,” she said. “I have things to do.”

			Silence wasn’t what she expected, but Sokol was astonished and without words.

			“Why’re you looking at me like that?”

			“Has this always happened?” he asked.

			“What?”

			“Your eyes.”

			“Oh,” she said. “That’s nothing.”

			“It is something. Your mother’s eyes did this when she gave birth to you.”

			It was Natalia’s turn to be stunned. “My mother had visions?”

			“She said it was you who gave her a vision. How long have you had this ability?”

			“Mostly since Jillian’s death. I think grief has something to do with it.” 

			“Have you seen what happens here?” he asked.

			“I haven’t learned how to interpret the dreams.”

			“Tell me what you’ve seen.”

			“I don’t have time for this.”

			“I’m here to protect you,” said Sokol. “I failed Jillian. I will not fail you.”

			“What is your motivation to protect me? A vow to my mother or to continue my father’s legacy?”

			“The vow.”

			“So, I will not be expected to return to Karkov?”

			“Karkov would have no purpose without you.”

			“I am only wanted to give birth—”

			“No,” he interjected. “You will be the Lion.”

			“I will not be a Lion. Jillian told me what a Lion is. I will never be that. Nor will—” Natalia stopped before mentioning her son. “Jillian wanted nothing to do with Karkov. Why would I want any different?”

			“Because of them,” he responded, pointing behind her.

			When Natalia turned around, Odani was standing there, waiting, along with three of his fellow warriors. She said to Odani, “He’s all yours.”

			“I’ve come for you,” Odani responded. “I thought you’d want to know Lorenzo’s father has arrived.”

			She asked where, and he pointed toward the road. 

			As Natalia quickly made her way there, she met Antonio coming to fetch her. “Antonio. When did you get back?”

			Antonio turned and matched her pace before answering, “I woke Lorenzo earlier to tell him the news from Lucenze. Ordean is preparing to leave the capital.”

			Natalia didn’t respond. She would worry about Ordean later.

			“I should warn you about the king,” he said.

			“About his eyes?”

			Antonio nodded.

			“How is he otherwise?”

			“He and Lorenzo are crying together about the queen.”

			When Natalia first saw Lucas, he had his hands on Lorenzo’s face. A brown cloth was wrapped around his head, covering the wounds. Natalia stopped to keep from interrupting. 

			Aldo and Rafael were standing beside the grieving father and son. Both noticed Natalia waiting. Rafael walked in her direction and said as he neared, “I can’t believe you’re already on your feet, much less preparing to fight another battle.”

			“Hopefully fighting won’t be required this time.”

			Rafael seemed puzzled but was more intent on giving her privacy with Lorenzo’s family. “Come, Antonio. It’s time to gather our allies.”

			Natalia heard Lorenzo mention her presence and saw him turn and gesture for her to come forward. Lorenzo positioned his father so he was facing Natalia. 

			“Ah, Natalia. I’m still learning the disappointments of life without sight. Not seeing your smile or your beauty is something I was not prepared for.” 

			His voice sounded hoarse, as if severely strained. He also seemed greatly aged since she’d last seen him.

			“You are missing neither right now,” she responded.

			Lorenzo explained, “Father, her face is badly bruised.”

			“My memory is good,” said Lucas. “All I see is the lovely Natalia before any of this happened. And I remember a precious young woman willing to escort a tired, old king by the arm.”

			Natalia interlocked her arm with his. It reminded her of how Lucas had comforted her when Jillian was away at war, and she wished to do the same for him. “I am deeply sorry for your loss,” she said.

			“My loss is yours, as yours is mine. We are family now. We love together and hurt together.”

			Despite Natalia’s effort, he was still the one comforting her.

			“You and Lorenzo have done so much for our people. I am proud of you. At times you must’ve felt alone, but we are together now. You will never feel alone again. We will be with you no matter what.” 
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			Outside of the large tent, Antonio took the reins from Natalia. He started to lead the roan away with the guardsmen who were doing the same for the horses of Lorenzo and the others. 

			“What’re you doing, Antonio?” Natalia asked.

			“I’ll tie him with the others,” he replied.

			“You will not,” she responded. “You’ve done more for this resistance than many of the men who’ll sit in this gathering.” 

			The boy proudly smiled while Rafael handed the reins off to a guardsman.

			“Escort me in, Antonio,” requested King Lucas, extending his arm.

			Antonio led Lucas in first, followed by Aldo, Rafael, Lorenzo, and Natalia. The tent was spacious, in both height and area. A makeshift table had been erected in the middle, with a map and sketches displayed for planning. Chopped log sections stood on end around the perimeter of the table for seating. Natalia and Jane Chastain studied each other as Lorenzo complimented Warren and Francis. “You two are showing signs of being military leaders.”

			“We are only pupils of Major Robinson,” replied Warren, as a way of introducing the commander of the Vestran mercenaries. “And these individuals, along with myself, represent the citizens of Verseine. Madam Jane Chastain. Misters Denis Chastain and Frederick Babin. Mister Babin has agreed to attend at the request of Natalia. And although I’ve already familiarized you with the Chastain family, I will briefly explain to the rest that this is the sister of Madam Marchand and the motivator of the people to honor Marie. Mister Chastain is our most experienced statesman. A most unexpected homecoming when we greatly needed his knowledge of how to govern.”

			“Warren, I believe you neglected the one who made himself citizen instead of sovereign,” advised Lorenzo.

			“Perhaps due to my embarrassment,” responded Warren. “I don’t know how to introduce the former monarch.” 

			“My mother’s surname was Gorman,” noted Francis. “From now on, I shall represent her name.”

			Lorenzo, Aldo, and Rafael exchanged pleasantries with the allies, while King Lucas sat with Antonio and Natalia on either side of him. Antonio was describing the setup, as well as his perceptions of the attendees, to Lucas when the canvas flap was opened for the entry of Sokol, Odani, and two other Naveshkev.

			Introductions were repeated with the Karks. However, the Karks didn’t introduce themselves. Sokol ignored the exchanges, opting instead to focus his attention on Natalia. 

			“These are all who are expected,” announced Warren. “To begin, Captain Rafael Molinard of the Royal Lucine Guard has received more information from a scout rider.”

			Rafael commenced where Warren ended. “Though we’d hoped Ordean would leave a heavier split behind in the capital, it seems he has little concern for Lucine opposition and set nearly all his army for a return to Verseine. As a result, we stand to face approximately eighty thousand soldiers by this time, two days from now.”

			“The good news is, we may match or exceed that number,” added Warren. “It will depend on what time they arrive on the second day. Or, if it becomes three days, our numbers will easily surpass the opposition.”

			Sokol was immediately ready to dispel any positivity. “In terms of trained and equipped soldiers, they will outnumber us at least sixfold. That is generously counting eight more ships of Kark warriors before Ordean’s arrival.”

			Lorenzo interjected, “I believe everyone knows of Natalia’s suggestion that we reach out to the Verseine soldiers. Let them know their countrymen stand here against only Ordean and deter the fight from ever beginning. I think we all agree this deterrence is our best course.”

			“But we’d all be fools to rely on that,” responded Sokol. “Failure could lead to unimaginable consequences, for us all, if we are not otherwise prepared.”

			“Of course you’re correct, Sokol,” agreed Lorenzo. “We must prepare for conflict while hoping to avoid it. We propose to erect a stone wall blocking the road from Lucenze, the full width of the open field. The Verseine citizens will be asked to stand in front of the wall, leaving column breaks. Filling the breaks, and behind the wall, will be Lucine and Vestran men, armed with either quick-firing rifles or revolver pistols. If fighting occurs, the citizens will be asked to fire the first shots before retreating over the wall. The quick-firing weapons will hold the Verseine soldiers, while the Kark warriors without horses will charge into the field previously held by our citizen allies.”

			“The mounted Naveshkev will be at the enemy’s flank?” Sokol asked.

			“Yes. On the downslope of the ridge, west of the field,” answered Lorenzo. “But they will remain hidden in the trees unless fighting occurs. It should be only Verseinemen who’re seen.”

			There was a brief silence while everyone turned their eyes to Sokol and awaited his response. Sokol wiggled his spectacles while considering the plan. “I don’t dispute the logistics of your strategy. Only the reliance on city dwellers. They have nothing to lose and will run when the sun reflects off an endless field of bayonets.”

			A defiant Jane shouted, “They stand to lose their freedom!”

			Denis Chastain and the other Verseinemen shouted their protests in support of Jane’s, until the lone voice of Frederick Babin rang out: “General Sokol, I guarantee you Verseine will stand on the field to face Ordean.”

			“How can you make such a promise?” Sokol asked.

			“The plan I heard placed thousands of Karks behind the Verseine citizens,” replied the old soldier. “I have firsthand knowledge of the intimidation of Kark warriors on a battlefield. And I can assure you our people will be more frightened of ten thousand or so Karks behind them than the eighty thousand of their countrymen in their face.”

			Sokol argued, “I would rather we be rational and understand that every day the fight is delayed, thousands more of my warriors arrive in Verseine. If we move our resistance to within Verseine, we gain at least another day. Probably two. We’d be able to fight off their advance while protecting the port’s continued supply of Kark warriors. Then we won’t be as fatefully dependent on ordinary men who have never stared down an army.”

			“We are beyond the possibility of concealing how many men have congregated here,” responded Lorenzo. “After seeing evidence of a threat, Ordean might return his army to Lucenze. I don’t wish to consider how he might react within the capital.”

			“He’d then shift focus to the navy,” added King Lucas, speaking for the first time. “His warships can destroy any port and cut us off from reinforcements.”

			The space was silent again, until Francis interrupted the quiet by speaking to Sokol. “So, if we know we are to resist, and know it will happen here, then let us focus our attention on a successful deterrence of battle, in lieu of insisting on its failure.” 

			Sokol asked, “How many successes have you planned?”

			“I will convince the soldiers to lay down their arms,” interrupted Natalia. “Yesterday evening I met Mr. Babin, whose son is one of the Verseine soldiers. He affirmed what I had considered. The soldiers only need to know who stands across from them. Do you think they will kill their fathers, brothers, or friends just because they are ordered to?”

			“Tell us how you’ll convince the soldiers,” said Sokol.

			“I will ride along their front line,” declared Natalia.

			“Absolutely not!” Sokol yelled.

			Natalia raised her voice to match his. “They will not see a Kark army across the field. Or a Lucine militia. Or Vestran mercenaries. They will see Verseine. I’ll tell them Verseine stands across from them. As the people who govern their nation. And so it will belong to any soldier who joins in the assertion that no single man will rule. I will tell them, ‘Your loved ones wait across the field. Go join them.’”

			Sokol rapped both palms on the table’s surface. “And what if one able shooter wishes to avenge his king!”

			“Sokol,” called Lorenzo. “You were given a place in the council based on the condition you help rather than hinder.”

			“Why would you, as her husband, not hinder this?”

			“I agree she must be protected, but who is better suited to turn the intent of an army?”

			“Then we’ll surround her with Naveshkev,” responded Sokol. 

			“You cannot do that,” argued Frederick. “The soldiers will think she’s the enemy, especially accompanied by Kark warriors. They wouldn’t hear a single word over the rattling of the gear hanging from their trembling bodies.”

			“If we cannot persuade the soldiers to desist, then we should regroup in Verseine,” urged Sokol.

			“I can have pamphlets printed and scattered in the roadway,” Warren said. “The soldiers can read of the change in Verseine.”

			“Ordean would not allow pamphlets to circulate,” responded Lorenzo. “And it would effectively warn him what to prepare for. I’d rather it not be Natalia, more than any of you, but it will take her passion to inspire the soldiers to resist the orders they’ll be given. Ordean will know his fate if the soldiers side with the citizens. He will respond with desperation.”

			“It should be me,” announced Francis. “I may not have Natalia’s ability to inspire. But as far as they know I am their king. I will forfeit the crown in front of them.”

			The only immediate response to the suggestion was Sokol settling himself back on his log, seemingly content for the first time. 

			Warren turned to Lorenzo. “This could work.”

			“Send someone to the palace to fetch the crown, a robe, and a royal stallion,” continued Francis. “They must recognize me. I will welcome them home and then tell them Verseine belongs to the people. Natalia can prepare me with words—” 

			“Ordean will kill you, Francis,” interrupted Natalia. “He’d have no choice but to reveal the true extent of his ambition for power. He’ll intervene before the soldiers can be turned against him.”

			“He would intervene against you as well,” retorted Francis. “Surround me with warriors to ensure I have time to speak.”

			“It should be Verseinemen providing the escort,” said Warren. “As many recognizable Verseinemen as possible should accompany Francis. There would be no reason for the soldiers to feel compelled to attack their king, approaching with fellow Verseinemen. Even if Ordean orders an attack, the soldiers are sworn to defend the crown.”

			“This is a strategy the Karks are prepared to accept,” declared Sokol. “But before we go further, I insist on hearing the intent of the Daughter of Karkov following the conclusion of this conflict. I want it known to all prior to our involvement in this operation.” 

			“Sokol, you have no obligation to participate,” responded Lorenzo. “If you wish to provide ultimatums, then we’ll proceed without your support.”

			It was obvious Odani wasn’t supposed to speak, but he boldly stepped forward to dispute Sokol’s words. “Sokol doesn’t speak for the Naveshkev when suggesting Natalia would be without our support.” Pointing to the exit, Sokol ordered Odani to leave but was ignored. Odani continued with his focus upon Natalia. “You are our future. You are our nation. Our borders are centered wherever you stand. While you stand in Verseine, that’s where our nation lies. If you go to Lucenze, we will go with you. You are the reason we are here, and you will never be abandoned by the Naveshkev.”

			Tears welled in Natalia’s eyes. Lucas reached for her hand before quietly asking, “Is he the one they call Odani?”

			“Yes,” she answered.

			“Young Odani,” said Lucas, standing, “I would say you have just emerged as a leader of your nation. Except I sailed here among many warriors who already viewed you with great esteem. I believe it was very important for Natalia to hear you speaking so well for your nation. Your bravery is truly appreciated.

			“Also, young Francis, you are to be commended. It is no longer your duty to lead Verseine, but you offer yourself unselfishly. When else in history has a royal been stripped of power and then offered himself so courageously to the cause of those who spurned him?

			“The same goes for everyone in this gathering. If not for the citizens of Verseine standing their ground, everyone would be waiting in angst to see which army arrived first. And to my own loved ones, you’ve been amidst horrid tragedies and unimaginable circumstances which presented no reasonable way to respond. You began as a vastly outnumbered few but grew into a united region and, together, have decided we will no longer be tormented by the depravity of men in power. What you all have done in the last two weeks is inconceivable. I wholly agree you have formulated the best course of action and will sleep tonight with the most ease I’ve known for many days, confident in this alliance.

			“I know it may seem to some that there is still a canyon to be crossed in the future once we have trekked beyond this valley. I encourage each of you to look at the intent of this precious young woman who has inspired us all. Look at her works and the choices she has made. Know the same ease as me; it comes from my confidence that she will continue to make the right choices. She is a natural leader. A leader leads. And followers trust. All our minds should be free of turmoil, so we are sharp and determined to face Ordean.”
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			Following the meeting, Natalia trailed Francis from the tent. “If you want my help preparing to address the soldiers, you can work next to me on the field wall.”

			He replied, “Any help would be greatly appreciated.”

			“I’ll begin just after dawn.”

			“I will be there,” Francis confirmed.

			She saw the palomino horse being brought to Antonio and turned to walk to him, but first, she looked back for a final word to Francis. “Francis, you should be careful. If you keep up this selflessness, courage, and humility, you may end up gaining the admiration of Verseine.”

			Natalia left Francis beaming with satisfaction as she walked to where the young farm boy stood among the leaders of Lucenze. She heard the palomino’s breath as Lorenzo’s father ran his hand over its muzzle. “We’re sending Antonio so that he, his father, and his brothers can orchestrate the southern militias,” said Lorenzo to Natalia. “The militias will follow the Verseine Army. If a peaceful resolution is accomplished, they’ll stay back and wait for our word. However, if they hear battle, they’ll charge the rear of the army.”

			“His whole family should go south,” said Natalia. “Their farm will be too close if there’s conflict. And retreating men could use their farm.” 

			“Yes. Do you understand, Antonio?” Rafael asked.

			Antonio nodded and lifted his left boot to the stirrup, before Natalia stopped him. “Will you not say farewell to your friend?” He returned his boot to the ground and embraced her. “Your smile will always represent the happiness of Lucenze to me,” she said.

			“Your farewell sounds permanent,” responded Antonio, stepping back to examine her face. “Will I never see you again?” 

			“Of course you will,” she replied. “I only wanted a reason to hug my friend.”

			“You should go now,” interrupted Rafael. “It’s getting late.” 

			As Antonio mounted, his eyes were on Natalia and showed his concern. Rafael patted the rear of the palomino, urging it forward, and it trotted toward the road.

			“Father, the guardsmen have made camp here,” said Lorenzo. “I know it’s been a long day for you.”

			“Indeed it has. Natalia, could you escort an old man to his tent?”

			She answered by taking his arm. “Where will you be?” Natalia asked Lorenzo.

			“Rafael and I will see if Warren can muster volunteers to begin harvesting stone from the mountains tonight, so the wall building can begin efficiently at first light.”

			Natalia led Lorenzo’s father toward the tent prepared for him. She saw some guardsmen by a fire near the tent. “Would you like to warm yourself by the fire before you retire?”

			“No, I’m quite satisfied with the day already,” he answered. “Let me ask you, though. Were the words from the young warrior comforting to your mind?”

			It seemed Lorenzo had shared what troubled them about Karkov with his father. “Yes,” she whispered without conviction. “He honors my sister. They do. It means more to me that they honor Jillian. And makes it impossible to deny: I must accept what began with her.”

			“But you remain worried?”

			“If my concern was only for my future, I’d be more prepared to accept any consequence. Has Lorenzo told you of my dreams? Of the child?”

			“Yes, he has.”

			“Do you believe the dreams foretell the future?” she asked.

			“I think a mother’s intuition is a powerful force.”

			“I don’t think Lorenzo believes it.”

			“Lorenzo works within the bounds of evidence more than you and me. It doesn’t mean he ignores the possibility. The fact that you believe in the child gives him both great comfort and inspiration.”

			“He’s comforted by my instinct to protect the child. Can I speak in confidence to you about what troubles me?”

			“Of course.”

			“My worry that the child is male has me tormented to the point it hurts inside of me.”

			“Tell me why.”

			“He’ll become the ruler of Karkov. I fear that eventually, after I’m gone, there will be dark traits of his lineage which would surface and make him like the Lions before him.”

			Lucas firmly gripped her arm. “There are absolutely none of those traits within you.”

			“No, but I’m not a man, like the child will be.”

			“You will show the way for him, and you’re the distance of the sun removed from the darkness of his history.”

			“What if Karkov makes the man?” Natalia asked.

			“These young Naveshkev will be the Karkov that influences him. They don’t seem to be men who would turn the child into something you despise.”

			“Maybe my father was once a better man. Maybe war and conquering changes men. Our son cannot be another Lion of Karkov.”

			“That won’t happen. You and your sister have ended the reign of Lions. Not because the Old Lion is dead. His blood will live on. But your son will never be a Lion. Karkov was changed by what you and Jillian have shown them. Because you have changed the nature of his surroundings, your son is free to become something else.”

			Natalia felt unburdened and hopeful. “You really believe this?”

			“I know it,” he replied. “I heard it on the ship when I was surrounded by Naveshkev. Jillian created the idea, and they depend on you to deliver the Karkov they want. And just as I advised everyone to put their trust in you, you must also do the same for the Naveshkev. You must have the same belief in them as they have in you. Karkov will go as you go. And Lorenzo will be with you. He is just as concerned as you, but you both are voicing your worries to me instead of each other. Do this together. Together you’ll not fail.”
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			As Natalia and Francis worked side by side building the wall, she drilled him endlessly on what he would say to Ordean’s troops. Francis claimed that he’d learn better without the physical exertion. Natalia disagreed. She told him it would help him recall the words when he was anxious. 

			Any time there was a break, Natalia made Francis rehearse his speech loudly to the people all around. Francis didn’t want to. He felt silly with everyone watching. Natalia asked how many he thought would be watching the next day. Francis reasoned it would be different when it mattered. Nevertheless, he followed her instructions. Each time he orated, Natalia would tell him it wasn’t loud enough. One time, she walked down the wall far out of sight. Francis could easily hear her shouting back to him, “Not loud enough!” She explained that volume mattered as much as what he was saying. 

			Not all of the day was demanding. Despite the intense work, there were plenty of pleasant moments filled with laughter. The two of them were more comfortable together than they’d ever been. Francis decided it was the best day of his life, especially because Natalia opened up to him.

			“I once found it awkward to talk to you. Now it’s easy,” she said. “At the same time, I dread speaking to Lorenzo about something.”

			“Aha,” laughed Francis. “Then you must practice your words with me.”

			Natalia laughed and shook her head, but Francis insisted that she rehearse.

			“I’m not pretending you’re him,” she muttered.

			“Not loud enough, Natalia.”

			She gasped at Francis’s mimicking her before throwing her head back with amusement. After finishing a thorough laugh, she asked, “Do you want me to tell you or not?”

			“Of course.”

			“I’ve decided to return to Karkov.”

			“That’s no surprise. Not since the tent meeting.”

			“He probably does expect it. But it doesn’t make it easier to ask him to go with me.”

			“I would go with you willingly. Without hesitation.”

			Natalia frowned. “Unlike you, Lorenzo has obligations.” 

			“Ouch, Natalia. You really can be vicious.” He chuckled. “You are absolutely right. How can you ask another man to give up his crown?” She shoved him as he continued, “I, on the other hand, am mostly free of duty. I have something tomorrow, but after that—”

			“It was a mistake telling you anything,” interrupted Natalia. She was also unable to remain serious and resumed laughing.

			“So,” Francis sighed. “Natalia will be Lioness.”

			“No,” she quickly responded. Her tone was completely serious. “I’ll not be that.”

			Francis held up his hands in surrender. “I misspoke,” he admitted. “A Lion leads by intimidation. Fear. But that’s not you.”

			“Are you sure?” she asked with a sly smile.

			“Well, you are sometimes fearsome. Only when we deserve it. My point is . . . People are willing to do exceptional things for you. Even if you do not ask them to. You are the best leader I have ever seen.” Francis determined it had been too long since he’d lightened the mood. “Look at me. You’ve transformed me into a stonemason.”

			“I wouldn’t go that far,” quipped Natalia.

			“Did you ever expect to see me perspiring through my clothing?”

			“There’s a lot about you I never expected.”

			“I just realized,” said Francis, stopping to wipe the sweat from his brow, “I never gave the advice you sought.”

			“I asked for advice?”

			“It was implied.”

			“Oh,” she said. “Then would it be rude to now refuse it?”

			“Entirely,” he laughed. “My advice, whether you want it or not, is . . . The only way you are wronging your husband is by withholding what must be said.”

			The moment that followed was the only time all day each of them had been quiet. Natalia finally broke the silence by asking, “What about you?”

			“Me?” Francis sarcastically responded, “There is nothing I need to tell Lorenzo.”

			Natalia rolled her eyes. “I mean what will you do after this?”

			“Perhaps I will go to Acadiene. My mother is there.”

			“I think that’s wonderful. Maybe you’ll also find love there.”

			“Or, better yet, I could become the curmudgeon I always knew I could be. I’d rather excel at it, actually.”

			“That’s unfortunate for the ladies of Acadiene. You’ve become someone worthy of love.”

			“Perhaps,” Francis responded, despite his disagreement. It wouldn’t be fair, to any woman, to give only what was left of his love.
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			With a deep breath, Natalia closed her eyes. Her recent means of falling asleep was to imagine Jillian racing through the lupine field. As Natalia eased into slumber, the scene was different. Behind Jillian’s galloping roan, the snow-covered mountains had been replaced with an abandoned ruin.

			“What is this place?” Jillian asked, halting the roan.

			“Lorenzo calls it Lea Abbey.”

			“It’s our new place,” said Jillian.

			“I knew you’d love it.”

			The sisters dismounted in the field to lie side by side in the high grass.

			“This is where I’ll stay,” vowed Jillian.

			“You won’t come with me to fight Ordean tomorrow?”

			“You plan to fight?” Jillian asked in return.

			“No. I didn’t mean that.”

			“Yes, you did. There’s been a battle within you for days already, between your instinct to nurture your child, and your hate for everything our father was and everything you fear your son could become.”

			“I’m over that, Jillian. I promise. I want to live.”

			“I am nested deeper in your mind than your thoughts and know what you’re capable of to prevent the continuance of evil.”

			“Stop, Jillian, let me rest here with you. Before tomorrow comes.”

			“Ordean must be your only adversary tomorrow. You must end this ongoing battle now.”

			“There’s not a battle within me. I love my child and certainly don’t seek to end my life or his.”

			Jillian turned onto her side, facing Natalia. She began playing with Natalia’s hair.

			“Do you believe me?” Natalia asked.

			“Only if you do. That’s why I’m making you say all of this. It must be said. As many times as you’ll say it. Tomorrow you will be tempted to abandon what you really want. It will be easy to forget when you’re under tremendous pressure. When simply taking another breath feels impossible, you must realize the difference between what cannot be and what needs to happen. Let go of me. Fight to breathe. Fight to live.”

			“There are so many people I must live for. You most of all. I know that now. I must finish what you began.”

			“What will you do after tomorrow?” asked Jillian.

			Natalia laughed, “Why’re you asking me? Don’t you already know?”

			“Of course I do. I only wonder why you haven’t discussed it with Lorenzo.”

			“I dread it,” admitted Natalia.

			“Because you must go to Karkov?”

			“How can I ask him to abandon his home? What will he be in Karkov? There’s nothing for him there.”

			“His wife and son will be there,” responded Jillian. “And do you really know how to do this without him?”

			“No.”

			“Then he can be your Chancellor Bellamy.” Natalia pushed Jillian’s face away, trying to stop her from teasing, but Jillian continued in a comical voice, “There you are, Chancellor Lorenzo. What shall we do about all these leftover cannons?” Jillian snorted a laugh as she fought off Natalia. Then she made her voice deeper to represent Lorenzo. “We’ll melt them all down so I can build something.”

			Natalia gave up and fell into laughter. Nothing made her happier than being the brunt of Jillian’s jokes. 

			They giggled for a while. After it was quiet, Natalia said, “Just because I want to live doesn’t mean I will.”

			“It is not in our nature to passively watch a battle unfold. I cannot think of anything worse.”

			“I’m not like you. I’d rather be done fighting. I need to mourn. I need to be done with all of this and move on.”

			“It’s wonderful to hear you say it,” said Jillian. “I know someone else who would appreciate hearing it.” 

			“I’ll talk to Lorenzo before the battle.” The mention of the battle recalled to her mind an earlier dream. “Jillian, do you remember when you spoke of this battle to me? You said I would fall.” 

			“In that dream I was only a child,” replied Jillian. “Which version of me should you listen to?”

			“Don’t make me give Lorenzo false hope if I’m to die. Carrying his son.”

			“The conversation with Lorenzo must happen. It will be crucial for you to know his view. Nothing can be left unknown. You have to know what your life means to him.”
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			From the rocky peak, the first visible sign of the army was a great cloud of dust, as if the road were smoldering. Natalia sat on the rocks with Lorenzo, watching their opponent slowly approach. Below them, the people of Verseine had begun stepping over the stone wall, which drew a line against the march of General Ordean. 

			“I suppose it’s time,” said Lorenzo.

			Natalia knew he referred to taking their positions, but to her, it meant something else. She could delay no longer. “Not yet. I have to tell you something.”

			When Lorenzo turned around, he took hold of her and helped her stand.

			“It’s about Karkov.” She wished he would make it easy and say he knew what must happen, but it wasn’t Lorenzo’s nature to speak when it was time to listen. “It’s up to me to right the wrongs of my ancestors. To continue what Jillian started.”

			“As long as I’m with you,” was his response.

			Natalia rushed into his arms. Having heard his willingness, she was excited to share more. She pushed out of his embrace with exuberance. “I want Karkov to be completely different, and I have an idea. Stole the idea, really. Philip once told me he wanted to trade with the East. Using Karkov as access. Before, it would’ve been impossible. But now, why not?”

			“Why do you think I sketched the tunnel through the mountain?”

			Natalia chuckled, “That’s why? I just thought you wanted to make it an easier journey.”

			“I started those sketches after my first trip to Karkov. From the moment I learned my son would be the Heir. I hoped one day there’d be another way for Karkov to prosper. A railroad through the Kark Divide would do that.”

			“But I want to end the conquering. How else would we fund what seems so costly?”

			“With partners,” he responded. “Lucenze will pay their share in order for Marisa to be the port of trade. Demand will be high. Vestra will want ores from the East. The East will want goods from the West. It’ll be more than Marisa can manage. Wouldn’t Verseine join us? There would be enough shipping traffic for both ports to prosper. All nations would benefit.” 

			“Our son would be a king of merchants,” said Natalia with joy. “You really want to go?”

			“In my mind, I’m already building the tunnel. It’s as we vowed to Jillian. We’ll do this together.”

			“You sound like your father,” she quipped, and pulled herself against him by grasping his shirt. Kissing him, she felt the hair of his beard, which had become coarse, against her skin. She moved her lips near his ear. “This will be every day,” she whispered. “It’s how I’ll send you to work on your railroad.” She kissed him again. “How I’ll greet you when you return.”

			Lorenzo said, “I wanted so much to hear you speak of our future. To want it. I loved you before. But after watching you fight through these tragedies and be willing to move forward with me, I know the love I felt was only the beginning. When I get a glimpse of our life together after this is all behind us, I have this deep motivation to spend every day showing you how much I love you.”
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			The Verseine Army stretched across the field to match the width of their opposition, assumed to be Lucine resistance. A rider returned to Ordean from the middle of the field. “They’re not Lucine,” shouted the cavalry scout. “They appear to be ours.”

			“Ours?” said Ordean.

			“Karks must have taken Verseine, by sea, and driven them from the city,” suggested Corps General Martel.

			Ordean had no response. He watched as a group emerged from the ranks and came across the field, under signals of peace and banners of Verseine. The group was more sizable than a delegation for peace talks. “Do they not see this is their army?” Ordean asked.

			After the group moved closer, Martel called, while watching through his glass, “The king is with them.”

			“Let me see,” snapped Ordean, taking the scope. The sun reflected from his crown as King Francis rode in the company of nearly a hundred Verseinemen.

			“Shall I signal the cavalry forward?” Martel asked.

			“He is king of Verseine,” replied Ordean. “We will not show ourselves to be adversaries in plain view. Whatever this is will be better resolved at home.” 

			Ordean watched the king and the other Verseinemen ride across the field, but not in the road toward the middle of the front, where Ordean and his command were mounted. 

			“They approach the western front,” remarked Martel.

			“Let him have his show,” responded Ordean. “He’s here to announce his authority.” Watching the prancing royal stallion, Ordean uttered his thoughts aloud: “How did you obtain the backing of the people, young Francis?”

			✴

			When Francis reached the front, the citizens accompanying him created a long line behind him facing the Verseine Army. Every soldier had a rifled musket fixed with a bayonet resting on his shoulder. The stallion shuffled into the space between the line of citizens and the front of the army. Francis took the crown from his head and held it high above him as he sent the horse racing along the front. The young soldiers on the front lines reacted to his antics with cheers. When Francis reached Warren, at the east end of his escort, he stopped and threw the crown many rows deep among the Verseine soldiers. The cheering gave way to silent confusion as Francis yelled, “Today is the last day a crown will be worn in Verseine!” 

			The response of the army was a wave of murmurs while Francis rode back across his citizen escort. “I do not address you as king of Verseine but as a citizen, the same as each who stands with me. We have come to tell you: Verseine belongs to Verseine! Your nation is now governed by your fathers! Mothers! Sisters! Brothers! It is ruled by the educated! And it is ruled by the common man! Likewise, it will be governed by any of its soldiers who elect to stake their own claim!” 

			The murmurs of the soldiers morphed into cheers, while Francis theatrically circled the horse, drumming up more excitement. “Your loved ones stand across the field. Not as your challengers, but to welcome any of you who agree. Verseine will not be ruled by any one man! That right has been forfeited by me. And Verseine insists it be forfeited by Ordean!”

			Francis sprinted hard, back toward Warren. He pulled to a sudden stop. “Verseine asks all who agree to lower your arms. Walk across this field with us. Reunite with your loved ones. They wait for you, fellow citizens!”

			✴

			Ordean was unable to hear Francis but observed a commotion in response to his antics, as many soldiers lowered their rifles and broke ranks. Martel returned to Ordean from a briefing with a lieutenant colonel of a battalion near the uproar. “General, the king has surrendered his rule and denounces you as well. The soldiers on the western front are responding in his favor.”

			“The boy only knows privilege,” Ordean responded. “Why would he relinquish everything? His power? Wealth?”

			“He knows you’re coming to take it anyway,” suggested Martel.

			“I don’t know whether he’s clever or foolish.”

			Martel asked, “What shall we do?”

			“The youngest are in the front. They’re also the ones we don’t need. Concentrate on those to our east who’ve yet to hear what’s happening. Use the divide created by the road. Filter officers through the remaining ranks. Have them say Karks have taken Verseine and have tricked many soldiers into surrender by puppeteering the king. Spread that lordships have been offered to all these Verseinemen who’ve taken part in the ploy. Order an immediate march against the traitors. Use force if necessary.”

			“Yes, General.”

			“Send the cavalry and every mounted officer to the rear. The confusion will be a diversion allowing our escape.”

			As Martel rode away, Ordean returned his attention to Francis. He saw Francis had moved closer to the road and had crept beyond his escort. Ordean loaded his pistol while eyeing Francis, who was delivering a spirited address to the troops. “Well, Francis. I had hoped to resolve this with stealth. It was you who insisted it be in the open and now. I really must be going. But I have one moment before I do.” 

			✴

			Francis was swept up in the excitement of the celebrating soldiers, until he caught a glimpse of Warren frantically waving and calling out an unheard plea. He turned east, when Warren pointed, and saw Ordean on horseback, tearing through the grass across the front. Francis reached under the robe for Natalia’s revolver. He drew the pistol she’d given him, thumbed the hammer, and raced to meet Ordean’s charge. While beyond range, Francis was the first to fire. Ordean paced closer, saving the shot. Francis fired again. The general closed in as Francis was jarred by the sudden panic of his horse, missing the hammer pull with his thumb. Ordean came up on his side, and the crack of the gun coincided with a blow to his left shoulder, which sent Francis over the side of the frantic horse.

			Francis crashed onto the field, but his left boot was caught within a stirrup, sending the horse into a frenzy. His body bounced as it was dragged by the horse running across the field. Finally, Francis was jolted loose from the frightened horse. He came to rest, motionless, halfway between the army and those who stood in front of the rock wall. Every person stood frozen in awe, except for Ordean, who fled between soldiers who had some idea what had happened and those who had none. 
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			From the stone wall, Lorenzo watched the lifeless body of Francis lying in the field. His reverence was abruptly ended by the panic of the Verseinemen beyond the wall. 

			“They march against us,” called a citizen who had fled his position to climb over the wall. 

			Many others followed. 

			A frantic man escaping over the wall yelled, “They’ll attack their own people!”

			Lorenzo tried to see over the fleeing Verseinemen. A small portion of the Verseine Army was in an uncommitted advance, but he also saw Warren leading some from the other side to stop the march. “Hold your ground!” Lorenzo shouted. 

			While studying the disarray on the battlefield, Lorenzo saw Natalia emerge from the trees to his right. She was atop the gray roan, followed by Odani and hundreds of other mounted Naveshkev. They were elevated on a grassy slope where the open field met the forest of the northern Lucine mountains.

			Lorenzo turned when he heard shouting from the Kark troops hidden in the trees that lined the road behind him. He saw bearded Kark warriors racing from Verseine. Sokol met them in the road and was speaking with one of the riders when he pointed in Lorenzo’s direction. But the rider being directed to Lorenzo wasn’t Kark. It was Thomas.

			Thomas rushed the horse from the road and evaded limbs of a chestnut tree as militiamen cleared the way for his hurried approach. 

			“Thomas, has something happened?” asked Lorenzo. “Where’s Emilia?”

			“She’s safe. With Franklin Hartford. And, yes, something incredible has happened.” Thomas excitedly jumped from his mount. “Mr. Hartford shut down the bridge construction. He purchased the entire inventory of the weapons manufacturer. On the spot. Everything. Loaded all weapons and munitions onto ships and offered half a year’s wages to any men who would carry them. For your purpose. Any who left the same day got an extra two months. I didn’t even get a sleep on solid ground before I was back on water. Mr. Hartford and Emilia will tell the president our story.”

			“Unbelievable,” exclaimed Lorenzo.

			“A thousand men are here with me. Two more ships were expected to depart the same night. By the time the bridge workers have all departed, it may be the Vestran Army taking to the seas to follow.” He paused to catch his breath. “I suppose you’re wondering how I became one of the Kheshkev. I traded twenty rifles for a Kark horse so I could ride out immediately.” 

			Lorenzo couldn’t help but smile as he imagined Thomas bartering with the Kheshkev.

			“Is Natalia well?” Thomas asked.

			“Yes,” replied Lorenzo, pointing toward the slope. “She’s there. I’m reunited with my father, but . . .” Lorenzo hesitated when he saw Sokol hurrying from the road with paper in his hand. “My mother was killed by Ordean.”

			“Oh, Lorenzo, I’m sorry.”

			“Do you know what he brings me?” asked Lorenzo.

			“No, the bearded ones weren’t very talkative.”

			Sokol began shouting to Lorenzo before he was close. “These are Kheshkev from the mountaintop. More ships of Kheshkev are expected today. Even if Ordean were to regain control, it won’t matter. This war will be finished by today’s end,” he declared, watching Natalia. “But there’s something else,” he continued, displaying the paper. “The Kheshkev have confirmed the Old Lion is dead. The Daughter’s letter, meant for her father, was returned to me.”

			“You’ve unsealed it?” Lorenzo asked.

			“Glad I did. Because I see she’s moved from the trees, probably looking for a fight. This letter clearly revealed she intends to punish her father, and Karkov; she has vowed to die.”

			“That was before.”

			“Before what?” asked Sokol. 

			“Something about her dreams changed her mind. It brought forth her nurturing instinct.” 

			“Nurturing?” Sokol became more agitated. “Is she with child?” 

			“There’s no way she could know so soon,” said Lorenzo. 

			“Was it a dream that caused her eyes to change?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“If she’s carrying the Heir, then you must get to her at once.” Sokol shoved the paper into Lorenzo’s hand. “Read it yourself. Preventing the existence of an Heir is why she wants to die.”

			Lorenzo took the letter, giving Natalia another glance, before reading silently.

			Jillian told me everything.

			Now death is the only thing I live for.

			It is my duty for Karkov. To ensure this never happens again. Jillian wanted me to kill you. I would prefer you spend the remaining years of your horrid life alone in your castle. Will it be worse than death knowing you are the last Lion of Karkov? You will be the end of the worst of mankind. You will be the last, because I will not allow another one of you to come from me. Stay in Karkov and know my end will soon be fulfilled. My death will deliver justice for all who were wronged. It will please me. It will be our victory over you and your way.
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			“Your husband rides to you,” announced Odani.

			Natalia looked at Lorenzo riding up the slope. A piece of paper flapped from between the fingers of the hand with which he held the reins. She returned her attention to the fighting that had developed below, until Lorenzo halted his horse beside her. 

			“Kheshkev are arriving. And Thomas has returned with men and weapons from Franklin Hartford. The battle is decided.”

			“Tell that to the soldiers being gunned down by their own officers.” She pointed to where heavy fighting had broken out at the rear of the army. “I brought the Naveshkev from the forest because Ordean is preparing to retreat with his cavalry. I’ve held them for now. His own soldiers are fighting against him.”

			“It’s best we don’t intervene,” responded Lorenzo. 

			Natalia noticed Lorenzo opening the paper. “What’s that?” 

			“Your letter to the Old Lion. He was killed in the explosion.”

			Natalia was more concerned that Lorenzo had read the letter. “You opened it?”

			“Sokol did.”

			“But you read it?” Remembering what she’d written, Natalia was embarrassed when he nodded. As Odani rode away to give her and Lorenzo space, Natalia returned her attention to the battlefield. The gunfire was intensifying. She was observing the lingering smoke in the air when she said, “Disregard what it says. It’s not how I feel anymore.”

			“I know,” responded Lorenzo.

			“Then why did you race up here like I was looking for death in battle?”

			“I worried you’d go after Ordean for killing Francis.”

			“I wanted to,” she admitted. “But I’m not the only one deserving of vengeance.” When Natalia motioned toward Odani, she saw something had caught his attention. There was another cloud of dust over the road from Lucenze. 

			Emerging from the dust was a wave of riders, quickly approaching the rear of the Verseine Army, where smoke blanketed the fighting between officers and resistors. “The southern militias!” cried Natalia. They had orders to attack if there was a battle. Under the smoke of musket fire, it wouldn’t be clear who was fighting whom.

			Lorenzo was the first to spur his horse into a gallop, followed by everyone else. All of the horses thundered down the ridge as Lorenzo helplessly waved a hand in the air, trying to be seen by the Lucines. They had no chance to reach the conflict in time, and the arrival of the militias brought a renewed surge of musket fire. 

			At the toe of the slope, Natalia tugged the reins to halt the roan. The confused horse stomped his hooves while Odani led the Naveshkev and Lorenzo into the skirmish. It was against the roan’s nature to avoid battle. He had no way of knowing what Jillian had warned of. To fight would mean death, and Natalia chose to live.

			✴

			After firing his pistol and hitting one of the Lucine attackers, Ordean wielded his sword to fight off the nuisance that delayed his escape. The ill-equipped farmers were easy targets, allowing Ordean to exorcise his frustrations by striking down men with every violent swing. While savoring the quenching of his thirst for blood, he heard something that chilled him to the bone. The stampeding sound of Kark warriors tearing through an army, with clashing steel and cries of agony, was something Ordean had never forgotten. 

			A terrified Martel confirmed Ordean’s fear. “We’re being flanked by Karks!”

			Knowing he was no match for Kark warriors, Ordean sheathed his sword.

			Martel exclaimed, “You have to order a retreat!”

			A retreat would also be useless, for everyone except Ordean. The Karks would chase the retreat, allowing him an opportunity to escape in a different direction toward the coast. Despite being told of the impossibility of meeting Karks, Ordean had secretly maintained the contingency plan he’d arranged with Commander Duval: the fleet was anchored in a nearby cove. “Retreat!” Ordean yelled. “Retreat!”

			Immediately after giving the command, Ordean dismounted and hurriedly stripped off his coat and hat. He squatted behind his horse, attempting to blend in among the casualties. The retreat of his mounted soldiers did not make it far, but Ordean was given a sliver of space between the Kark warriors and the remaining Verseine Army. Ordean remounted and rushed his horse through the chaos of his own infantry attempting to stop him. Never slowing enough to be grabbed, Ordean plowed through the young soldiers, trampling a few in the process.

			After separating from his pursuers, Ordean suddenly reined in his horse, which slid to a stop. He saw her. There was the Lioness, atop her gray horse, obstructing his path to freedom. Ordean briefly reached for his sword before deciding against drawing it. Fighting the Lioness would play to her strengths. He did not need to defeat her. He only needed to get past her. With forest-covered mountains not far behind her, he could disappear on foot perhaps more easily than on horseback. Ordean prodded his horse into a gallop, intending to ram the Lioness and her horse. 

			✴

			Natalia accepted that the fate foretold by her dreams had found her. She drew Jillian’s sword, ready to take Ordean with her. The roan already wanted to go when she released him. A true warhorse like the roan knew to position the enemy on the sword side of its rider, but Ordean kept shifting his horse so they were aligned. Natalia moved her weight left with the roan’s attempt to evade him until she realized what was happening. By then it was too late to avoid the collision. Ordean was purposely coming out of his saddle, but Natalia reached to put the sword in his path just before he was propelled onto it. The momentum pushed Ordean all the way to the hilt, yanking the sword out of her grip, as her right leg was caught between the colliding horses. Ordean’s horse was knocked over on its side, with the roan upended and flipping over the other horse. Natalia was thrown past Ordean’s empty saddle and crashed to the ground alongside his horse. Then darkness like night fell onto her as the roan tumbled over her, driving her face into the dirt.
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			Natalia felt the dry summer dirt mix with the sweat on her face. She breathed in the dust and tasted it. After rising to her feet, Natalia whirled around, viewing the empty courtyard. The only time it had been so quiet and lifeless was when Jillian was at war. Was she dreaming of that time? Something was different. There was no wind or air to breathe. It was suffocating. Her dreams always felt real, but nothing about standing in the courtyard seemed real. The eeriness gave her a chill.

			“Is this where you want to be?” Jillian said, startling her.

			Natalia thought carefully about the question. She responded with a question of her own: “Is this where you are?”

			“Pick up your cane.”

			Natalia looked down to see the cane Jillian referred to. Jillian stayed back, allowing Natalia to retake her weapon.

			“You’re the aggressor today, but you fight beyond your balance. Learn to control the anger and use it.”

			“I’m not angry,” Natalia responded.

			Jillian scoffed. “No one knows when you’re angry better than me.”

			“Why would I be?”

			“Because I won’t go to Lucenze instead of you.”

			“That’s when this is?” Natalia felt confused. It couldn’t be one of her dreams. Her dreams always occurred in the present, but Natalia was wearing her old leather armor. The day Jillian referred to was the last day she’d worn the armor. 

			Jillian urged her to return her concentration to the bout. “Use that rage. Use it properly.”

			Natalia went on the offensive, striking a vertical blow onto the cane Jillian held horizontally with both hands. Natalia purposely left her side exposed, as if she were about to strike with a swing from the right. Jillian released her left hand and swung the cane with a whiplike blow into Natalia’s unprotected side. But Natalia had anticipated Jillian’s move. She absorbed the blow and pinned the cane under her left arm. She turned her body into the cane, throwing Jillian onward. While stumbling away, Jillian swung backhanded at Natalia. Natalia ducked under the swing and rose on her lead foot, delivering a crushing blow to Jillian’s face. The force propelled Jillian off her feet and twisting into the ground. She landed on her side, then rolled over with her back against the dirt.

			Natalia dropped the pole and went to her knees over her sister. “Jillian!”

			“No, don’t touch my face. You brute!” Jillian smiled and laughed, proud of what Natalia had done. “I only wish you’d saved your anger for the one who caused it. Remember, sister, I’m always with you.”

			Natalia smiled and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I lost myself.”

			“Then don’t be found,” responded Jillian. 

			Natalia laughed at her sister, lying there unfazed by the blow she’d received. 

			Jillian suddenly rolled Natalia over, pinning Natalia against the ground. “Don’t worry about my face,” said Jillian. Natalia laughed as she tried to resist Jillian, who was wiping the dirt from Natalia’s face. “Look at yours.”

			“Leave it. I like the taste,” boasted Natalia. “It tastes like victory.”

			“This’s a good thing,” declared Jillian. “You’ve left my face so lopsided, Lucenze will never take me. They’ll fight for the beautiful Daughter of Karkov, for their beautiful Lorenzo.”

			“Stop.” Natalia grabbed the hand Jillian was using to clean the dirt. “I don’t feel like joking about this.”

			Jillian stood and reached for Natalia. “Let’s ride to the lupine field.” She pulled Natalia up close and whispered, “I’ve got everything figured out, but we can’t talk here. You-know-who’s probably up there in the shadows of the Perch Room.”

			The twins walked from the courtyard into the colonnade. Natalia felt Jillian ushering her forward when she tried to pause. “Wait, Jillian, I feel like I should go back into the courtyard.”

			“No, you shouldn’t,” responded Jillian. “Ride away from here, without looking back.” 

			“There’s something about this moment. It already happened. And if I return to the courtyard, everything will be . . .” Natalia tried to understand what she was supposed to do, but her mind was muddled. She couldn’t determine if she was remembering the past or alive in the present. Thoughts were spinning in her head. She’d experienced similar confusion before, when something seemed so familiar, as if it had already happened. That’s when she remembered a woman she loved. Natalia deeply cared for the woman. How could that be possible? Natalia knew no other woman besides her twin.

			“Will be what?” Jillian asked.

			“I don’t know,” answered Natalia with frustration. “But I feel as if I’ve been told something about right now. Something I wasn’t aware of, about this instant of time, when we walked from the courtyard.”

			“How could you be told something about this moment if not by me? I’m the only one here. You don’t look well.”

			“I can’t breathe,” gasped Natalia, feeling smothered.

			Jillian pulled her outside of the colonnade, into the open air. “Take a deep breath, Natalia.”

			Natalia closed her eyes but wasn’t able to expand her torso enough to breathe, until the moment moved to later that morning. She was trailing Jillian through the spruce forest. Natalia’s horse lagged behind the faster roan carrying Jillian. There should’ve been a strong fragrance of spruce, but there wasn’t. Jillian looked over her shoulder and smiled as the roan kicked up needles. The wooded trail opened into the large clearing filled with purple lupines in full bloom. 

			The sisters rode to the far end, where the hilltop gave a view of the snowy peaks. The sun was already high and directly behind their heads as they dismounted and sat on the ground. 

			“Do you feel better?” Jillian asked.

			“It’s strange,” replied Natalia. “Everything feels remembered. Except I remember feeling a chilled breeze off the peaks. But now there’s no breeze.”

			Jillian laughed, “I’ll tell you what’s strange. It’s you.”

			“Doesn’t this seem familiar?”

			“Of course it does. Why wouldn’t it be?”

			“Today is different. You’re about to tell me I should run away to Lucenze. With Lorenzo. That you will handle any repercussions. By using the Heir as leverage.”

			“Then we’re thinking alike,” said Jillian. “So, you agree?”

			“I should have. But I refused your plan.”

			“You have to go, Natalia.”

			“I wouldn’t go. You should’ve told me about Father.”

			“I’ve told you to stay away from him. To go as far away as possible.”

			“Everything,” said Natalia. “What he did. What you feared he would do to me.”

			“I can’t do that,” cried Jillian. “No. I won’t.”

			Natalia forced Jillian to sit up and turned her head toward the peaks. “Look up there. Do you not remember? You already told me.”

			“You can’t know,” insisted Jillian, sobbing.

			Natalia sat down behind Jillian, hugged her, and kissed her neck. They cried together. Jillian wept over Natalia’s knowing the truth. Natalia wept as she remembered the moment her sister had gasped for air after being shot.

			“Now you’ll go,” said Jillian, quickly wiping her tears with determination. “Lorenzo will be coming soon. You must decide.”

			“I can’t leave you,” whimpered Natalia.

			“You can. I’m asking you to do what you’ve always wanted.”

			Natalia wanted life with Lorenzo, but letting go of Jillian was unimaginable. Yet, Natalia knew going with Lorenzo would make everything right. If Jillian stayed with Odani and her warriors, it might save her life.

			Suddenly Jillian jumped to her feet. “Here he comes,” she said, pointing down the hill. “You have to let go of me and go with him. Listen. He’s shouting your name.”

			Natalia looked at Lorenzo making his way through the tall lupines. He had a beard. “No, Jillian,” shouted Natalia, grabbing Jillian’s leg. “This isn’t when you think it is. It’s too late!”

			Jillian yanked free. “Stop it, Natalia. It’s time to move on.” Jillian quickly mounted the roan and spun him around to keep Natalia away.

			Natalia grabbed the reins and cried, “You have to stay with me! I can’t lose you again!” Natalia tugged the reins as the roan was turning, making him tumble down on top of her. Her face was pressed firmly into the ground. Natalia twisted her chin against the dirt, struggling for a wisp of air.

			“Listen to me, Natalia!” shouted Jillian. “The roan has rolled on top of you. He knows he can’t get up without injuring you. Can you hear me, Natalia?” 

			Natalia was unable to answer Jillian’s plea. She felt every heaving breath of the roan against her. The pressure was suffocating, like she was drowning. 

			“Dig! Dig here! He doesn’t have to be shot. He won’t hurt her.”

			“Once started up, he’ll try to stand,” argued another. “By instinct, he’ll stand, and she’ll be crushed.

			“Lorenzo’s correct. I know this horse. He won’t stand.”

			“Natalia, listen to me. The roan’s on you, but you’re against another horse which bears some of the weight. We’re going to budge the roan enough to slide you out. Can you feel my hand, Natalia?” She felt a touch against her face. “Blink against my fingers if you can hear me.” 

			Natalia moved her eyes.

			“She responded! It must be now. She can’t breathe. More men here. Here! Leverage under the saddle, so the weight is shifted there. Natalia, here we go!” 

			She heard the deep grunt of the roan before someone grasped her under her arms. Natalia was quickly dragged out and rolled over onto her side, with someone prying dirt from her mouth. She inhaled a huge breath of air, then another.

			“Jillian?” Natalia asked, panting, as she was gently laid on her back.

			“It’s Lorenzo,” he replied. Lorenzo wiped dirt from her face. He observed her eyes while caressing her face. 

			Then she heard Odani ask, “Were you with Jillian?” 

			Natalia’s lips trembled when she looked at him. Only a moment before, she had been with Jillian, until she was dragged back to the cruel reality that never should have been. A moment longer, and she would have remained with Jillian forever. 

			Odani tried to comfort her by saying, “It’s over, Natalia. Ordean is dead.”

			“His officers have all been captured,” added Lorenzo.

			Their words did not ease her sadness. Obligation had been what kept her moving forward. Moving forward had postponed the worst of her grief. The blood moving through Natalia’s body felt different, as if sorrow were being pushed throughout her extremities. Victory was nothing to rejoice over. It was time to suffer. Her losses were too great for anything else.

		


		 

			Epilogue

			[image: ]

			When the steps of the Kark castle came into view, the rider remembered another time when his approach brought forth the same eagerness and curiosity. The man had both reins within the fingers of his right hand. His wrist had rested on the saddle for hours, because the horse was Kark and knew his way home. Lorenzo had transferred him to the Kark horse at the construction site of the tunnel. He had to tug the reins against the horse’s neck for the first time when they approached the road to the stables. After correcting the route, he saw a young boy excitedly running from the castle entrance toward the top of the steps.

			The boy had Lorenzo’s dark hair and was waving to greet the rider. The man laughed and wrapped the reins around the saddle horn so he could wave. When he returned his hand to the reins, Natalia emerged from the castle toting a little girl upon her right hip. Her daughter was less than a year old but already had ample curly blond hair. He hadn’t expected to find Natalia more beautiful than when he first saw her, five years before, standing atop the same steps. But seeing Natalia, with her lovely children, made him feel anguish all over again for what he had lost.

			A stable groom was waiting to take the horse, and Natalia’s son had run down by the time the rider halted at the bottom of the steps. The rider saw Natalia smiling at them before he looked down at the young boy. “You must be Jullian.” He briefly paused upon noticing the boy had sapphire-colored eyes. Her son had the same gift of visions. “Have you come to help me from the saddle?”

			“I’ve seen you before,” said Jullian. 

			“Is that so?” 

			“Yes. In Oriene with Mother. I told her she was with a one-armed man.” 

			“So, I have you to thank. I’ve always wanted to visit Oriene.”

			“Why are you missing an arm?” asked the inquisitive child.

			“You are as forthright as your mother,” chuckled the visitor. “A bad man took it from me.”

			“I can’t lift you down,” said Jullian earnestly.

			“That’s no matter. This right arm of mine has become quite strong and is accustomed to doing twice the work,” said the rider, before he slowly moved his right leg over the saddle and onto the ground. 

			Jullian was looking up at him after the groom moved the horse. The guest bent lower toward the child and offered his hand, which Jullian took. The boy gave Francis a handshake whose strength was well beyond his years.

			“My name is Francis Gorman,” said the visitor.

			“I know,” responded Jullian.

			Francis smiled. 

			“Mama said you were a king. But not anymore. She was supposed to be your queen.”

			“She told you this?”

			“There was going to be a war. But you stopped it and saved many lives. I’m glad you stopped it.”

			“Your mother gave more than anyone to stop the war,” Francis responded. “I only had to give my left arm.”

			The boy didn’t understand his joke and was looking up at him curiously, as if wondering how giving a bad man an arm would stop a war. Imagining the boy’s taking his words literally made Francis laugh. 

			Francis glanced upward and noticed Natalia had moved to the upper edge of the steps. They exchanged smiles as Jullian took Francis by the hand to lead him up the steps.

			“Did you ride my father’s cliff lift?” asked Jullian, working his way up with giant lunges.

			“Cliff lift? Oh my, that name sounds much more fun than it actually was. Did you give it that name?”

			“Yes,” replied Jullian, tugging Francis along.

			Natalia was waiting with her free arm extended, inviting Francis into an embrace. She turned her left side toward him because of the child on her right hip. He let her arm go under his, and she kissed his cheek. When they separated, Natalia had to wipe away tears.

			“Why’re you crying, Mama?” asked Jullian.

			Francis normally would’ve interjected with an amusing remark, but he was in awe of her display of emotion. It was the first time she’d seen him since his arm had been amputated due to his injury on the battlefield. Surely he reminded her of the sad day that had ended a season of losses. 

			Natalia responded to her son, “I’m so glad to see Francis again, and at the same time, I am sad he has taken this long to visit us.”

			“Why did he not want to see us?”

			“He was with his mother. Isn’t that being a good son?”

			Jullian nodded.

			“Then he helped his friends by visiting many other countries to make friends. He has been generous toward Verseine. Our greatest acts are those we do without any obligation or personal gain. I’m very proud of him.”

			Francis found a flaw in what she’d said, because her admiration was something he’d gained. He would sacrifice anything in order to feel her loving respect.

			“Has he come to make friends with us?”

			“He’s already one of our dearest friends. He has come to help us make friends in the East. Just like you saw in a dream.”

			The boy was satisfied with his mother’s explanation. “May I go find Jane?” 

			“You may,” answered Natalia.

			Jullian quickly ran into the castle, making playful sounds to alleviate the silence of the stone corridor.

			“I had heard Madam Chastain was here,” said Francis.

			“She’ll stay with the children while we’re away,” Natalia said.

			Francis smiled at Natalia when he heard the echoes of her son’s spirited voice from within the castle. “I imagine he lives a very different childhood than little Natalia did.”

			“He trains some. Odani teaches him swordwork and strategy.”

			“That’s surprising,” said Francis. “I would not have expected you to want that.”

			“I didn’t,” she admitted. “His dreams have made it necessary. Since he could talk, he’s told us of visions of his fighting a boy. Despite the fact that they are the same age, he said the boy was my brother.”

			“The Desert Lion,” said Francis.

			Natalia nodded.

			Of course Francis was aware of the Desert Lion. In recent years, it had been widely publicized that the Passan queen had given birth to a child resulting from her captivity in Karkov. But Natalia’s son had known long before the West. “Such an absolutely terrifying vision for a young child.”

			“In the last year we’ve lost many of the older Kheshkev. They were never meant for life without conquering. Having a Lion to follow is their preferred way.”

			It was why Francis had come. The Kheshkev who sought the Desert Lion had united with Passan. Raids against Oriene had made the greatest Eastern trade partner of Karkov, Verseine, Lucenze, and Vestra withdraw from the countries’ trade agreement. “We’ll just have to assure our new friends they will be protected. The continued threat of attack only ensures the East must be linked to the West. Otherwise, their future will be no different than their past.”

			“There will be a long journey to discuss business,” Natalia responded, offering her arm to escort him. “For now, let me enjoy your company. There’s tea in the parlor.” 

			Natalia’s young daughter leaned forward from her perch to watch Francis take her mother’s arm. “Then I will join the pretty ladies for tea,” said Francis as they commenced their walk.

			When they entered the parlor, Francis was struck by how different the room was compared to his previous visit. Daylight poured in between colorful drapes. The rug and furniture invited ease instead of intimidation. Paintings by Warren Sherrot were displayed on the walls.

			“A di-van!” remarked Francis with theatrical shock. “In Karkov? I never imagined a divan in Karkov.”

			Natalia laughed as Francis ran his hand over the fabric. She motioned for him to sit. Then Natalia positioned the child as if to hand her to Francis. “Would you hold Marie while I pour the tea?”

			The toddler reached for Francis as Natalia held her out, and he smiled as he accepted her. Natalia positioned Marie on his lap, nestled back against his arm. After pouring the tea, Natalia reached out as if to take up the child.

			“No, let her be,” said Francis.

			“I’ll take her, Francis, so you can refresh yourself after your journey.”

			He lowered his head and breathed in the scent of Marie’s curly hair. “There is nothing more refreshing than this precious child.”

			“She will fall asleep, and you’ll be stuck there.”

			Still lowered over the child’s head, Francis whispered, “Your mother always could uncover my true intentions.”

			Natalia relented and sat across the small serving table from Francis. They shared smiles, and Francis relaxed into a feeling of happiness that he wished would never expire.
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